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Preface 

 

This resource kit is to serve as a reference material for teachers and tour guides who wish to understand the 
World Heritage Site of George Town, and to bring young students to the recommended heritage sites on a 
heritage visit or trail. 

 

The resource kit includes: 

Part I:  The Heritage Walking Trail 

 A recommended George Town Heritage Walking Trail 

 Resources on multicultural communities and their settlement patterns in George Town 

 Resources on selected heritage sites 

 

Part II:  UNESCO World Heritage Site 

 Resources on UNESCO World Heritage Site  

 Resources on UNESCO World Heritage Site of Melaka and George Town 

 

Part III:  Visual Aid 

 A compilation of useful historical photographs for George Town Heritage Walking Trail 

 An interactive CD consisting the following slideshows: 

i)  Interactive resource kit for the George Town Heritage Walking Trail (for teachers and guides) 

 ii)  Interactive presentation of George Town’s heritage (for students) 

 

 

* Please note that the content of this resource kit is correct at the time of compilation based on available 
research materials. It is subjected to future changes depending on the accessibility of updated information.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Resource Kit: George Town Heritage Walking Trail 

Compilation of training materials is copyrighted to Arts-ED 2010 ©.  
No parts of this publication may be reproduced in any forms without the permission of Arts-ED.    

iv 

Map of Straits of Melacca (Melaka) 

(15th century Cheng Ho’s navigational chart) 

 

Caption: Penang Island was marked Bin Lang Yu in 15th century Admiral Zheng  Ho’s navigational charts where he 
probably stopped over for fresh water during one of his voyages. Straits of Melaka had long been recognized as an 
important waterway and passage through which most of the trades between China and India and beyond was conducted. 
 
Source: Historical Origins of Malaysian States 
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Map of Early Penang Island 

(Pulo Penang / Prince of Wales Island. 1805 Arrowsmith) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Caption: Tanjung Penanga, a cape in the northeast of Penang Island was chosen by the British to build their trading 
port. Francis Light negotiated for the rent of the island in 1786 from the Sultan of Kedah and named the town 
“George Town” after the King of England. 
 
Source: Penang under the East India Company 1786-1858 
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Map of Early George Town 

(Plan of Fort Cornwallis and a map of GeorgeTown. A detail from a 1798 Laurie and Whittle map which was 
based on the survey work by Captain H.R. Popham in 1792) 

 

 

Source: Historical Origins of Malaysian States 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction to the George Town Heritage Walking Trail 

 

 

1.1 The Trail Route 

1.1.1 Objectives 
 
1) To provide students with an on-site experience of history, geography, enterprise, society 
 and culture  
2) To cultivate an awareness of the unique cultural and historical assets of George Town 
3) To broaden the understanding of the values of heritage 

 
 

1.1.2 Expected Outcomes  
 
1) Understand Penang’s multicultural history  
2) Understand settlement patterns of George Town’s multicultural communities 
3) Understand the architectural and cultural richness of George Town’s heritage 
 
 

1.1.3 Content of Trail:  
 

This heritage trail is designed to introduce the students to the World Heritage Site of George Town. 

Users are encouraged either to follow the full trail or to choose specific sites to visit. 

 

Route: From Esplanade to World Heritage Office, Lebuh Acheh  

Time: 3 hours 

a) Students will be better understood of the heritage trail if they first view an introductory slideshow  

(lasting 15mins), this can be viewed anytime prior to the site visit: 

 - Why George Town is inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site? 

 - Brief history of George Town 

 

b) The full walking trail covers 5 settlement patterns, including each community’s history, trades,  

            lifestyle and cultural experiences (refer to section 1.3 and 1.4). 

- European Settlement 

- Chinese Settlement  

- Indian Settlement 

- Indian Muslim Settlement  

- Malay Settlement 

 

 



Chapter 1: Introduction to the George Town Heritage Walking Trail  

Compilation of training materials is copyrighted to Arts-ED 2010    

2 

1.2 Map of George Town Heritage Zone 

(UNESCO World Heritage Site 2008) 

 

 
Map: Areca Books & Goh Hun Meng 
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1.3 Heritage Trail Map   
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1.4 Early Migrant Settlement Patterns  
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Chapter 2 
Background Reading for Accompanying CD 

 
 

2.1 Historic Ports on the Straits of Malacca (Melaka) 

 

As part of the ancient maritime seafaring trade 
route between Alexandria and China several small 
Malay ports, settlements and kingdoms grew 
along the Straits of Melacca (Melaka). Trade in the 
Straits of Melaka peaked in 15th century with the 
rise of the Melaka Sultanate. By the 16th century, 
Europeans competed to gain control of the 
lucrative trades in this region by setting up trading 
posts at strategic locations along the Straits of 
Melaka. 
 
In early 18th century, the English trading 
conglomerate—the East India Company (EIC), set 
their eyes on Penang Island for its pivotal position 
on the Straits as a potential maritime post. 

 
 

Commodities Traded in 
the Straits of Melacca (Melaka) 

From Southeast Asia 
Pepper, spices, gold, tin, forest products  
(rattan and aromatic woods) 

From India 
Opium, textiles 

From China 
Manufactured goods (Chinaware, porcelain, paper, textile) 
Consumable products (tea, sugar, salt) 

 Native Malay ports 

 Dutch ports 

 British ports 
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2.2 Physical Development of George Town 

 
 
 
 

 
The story of George Town’s urban growth revolves around the establishment of a trading post by the 
East India Company in 1786. By 1790, the British had expanded the trading post into a town laid out in a 
simple grid pattern bound by four streets; Light Street, Beach Street, Chulia Street (then Malabar Street) 

and  Masjid Kapitan Keling Street (then Pitt Street). Also known as Tanjung ("The Cape") in Malay and 喬

治市 (Qiáozhì Shì) in Chinese, this historical ‘innercity’ is still preserved within the present sprawling city 
of George Town.  
 
Land allotments were made for defence, port, administrative, business, residential and religious sites. 
Typical of the way the British dealt with their colonies, land allotments were made in a manner that 
segregated the ethnic groups. Traders and settlers created a patchwork of ethnic villages throughout 
George Town. The early properties were largely timber construction with attap roofs in keeping with 
local architecture. Dirt roads were built in a haphazard manner and later straightened into a grid.  
Successive fires led the authorities to stipulate that new buildings be built of clay bricks and tiles, two to 
three storeys high with a verandah walkway at street level.  

 
By the late 19th century, the town flourished as a 
commercial centre with well-planned streets, excellent 
public services and an exceptional system of law and order. 
On 1st January 1957, George Town was granted city status 
by Queen Elizabeth II, thus becoming the first city in 
Malaysia.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Caption: Plan of Fort Cornwallis and a map of George Town. A detail from a 1798 Laurie and Whittle map which was 
based on the survey work by Captain H.R. Popham in 1792.  
Photo: Penang under the East India Company 1786-1858 

 

Caption: Beach Street in the early 20th century. 
Photo: HSBC-Its Malaysian Story 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Street_names_of_George_Town,_Penang
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Street_names_of_George_Town,_Penang
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Street_names_of_George_Town,_Penang
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Street_names_of_George_Town,_Penang
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2.3 Early Settlers of George Town 
 

 
Caption: Drawing of a parade in 1845 showing the early multi-racial population on the island. 
Photo: Early Penang Views 1770-1860 

 
The first influx of settlers into George Town in the late 1700s came from within the region - from Kedah 
and other Malay states, from Acheh and other parts of Sumatra, from the Malay Archipelago, Siam and 
Burma and further countries such as Hadramaut (Arabian peninsula), India, and China.  
 
By the 1820s, the settlers included on the one hand, businessmen and traders who came with wealth 
and capital and on the other end of the social scale, convicts from India, coolies and craftsmen from 
China and Malay peasants from neighbouring Malay States. 
 

The Peoples of Penang 

Year European Malays Chulia Chinese Total 

1788 19 530 - 537 1,283 

1810 95 2,069 5,604 5,088 13,885 

1818 400 2,193 5,498 3,128 12,135 

1822 400 3,367 4,996 3,313 13,781 

1833 789 16,435 7,886 8,751 40,322 

 
Among the first few generations of settlers, mixed marriages were not uncommon among the Arab, 
Indian Muslim and Chinese settlers who married local women, cementing political and economic ties 
between immigrant and local families. These marriages produced subcultures of mixed heritage in 
language, dressing, music, food, entertainment, arts and crafts. 
 
The expansion of colonial enterprise in tin and rubber on the peninsula from the mid 19th century 
brought European entrepreneurs and additional waves of immigrant labour from Southern China and 
Southern India. Smaller flows of migrants also followed from regional political upheavals in Acheh and 
Burma and the opium wars in China. Several of the European and Middle Eastern communities 
dissipated as a result of the Japanese occupation in 1941 while many of the Asian communities settled 
permanently in George Town.  
 
While newer generations of settler families have moved out to the suburbs, just as many have stayed on 
as residents or tenants and continue to conduct business and petty trade. The resident population in the 
innercity today is predominantly Chinese and Indian, and a minority of Malays and mixed sub-cultural 
groups. Migrant labour from India, Bangladesh, Indonesia and Burma make up an itinerant population. 
Professionals and white collar workers commuting from the suburbs also make-up a sizable day-time 
population. 
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2.4 Economic Development of George Town 
 
The economic development of George Town was closely tied to the peak of mercantile capitalism in 
Europe. To raise money for the construction of trading port, Francis Light cleared land, provided basic 
infrastructure and sold it to new settlers and businessmen. Government revenue was also raised through 
the farming out of licenses for opium trading, arak manufacturing and other lucrative activities. At that 
times the government borrowed money from wealthy merchants to fund development.  
 

 
 
By the early 1800s, George Town had become a centre of regional trade and earned its revenue from the 
sale of land and its bustling port business. When its status as an entrepot was consequently over-
shadowed by Singapore in 1830s, George Town’s economic base was eroded, but bounced back between 
1850s-1930s due to the growth of the tin and rubber industries where the port became the main entry 
point for the import of labour into the Malay peninsular, and the main exit point for the export of raw 
materials from the peninsular. 
 
George Town’s fortunes began to decline with the onslaught of the World Wars from 1930s-1950s when 
the tin and rubber trade reached an all time low and intercontinental shipping declined, leading to the 
demise of the port. The removal of free port status in 1969 threw the city into a depression as it lost 
many residents and businesses.  
 
From the 1970s, economic and planning policies intended to revitalise the city, saw the intervention of 
‘new development’ such as high rise and high density residential, administrative and commercial 
buildings into George Town’s physical landscape. 

 
In 2000 rent control on prewar properties was lifted in 
an attempt to improve the innercity property market. 
The rise in rentals forced the out-migration of 
thousands of tenants and sub-tenants from prewar 
shophouses. However, as there was no pull factor for 
in-migration, prewar buildings remained empty or 
were demolished to give way to high rise office blocks. 
 
The gazetting of George Town as a World Heritage site 
in 2008 has given a new lease of life to the city as its 
built and living heritage gained recognition and value 
under the UNESCO inscription. Revitalization of 

George Town’s economy and management of the site 
become critical as the site is sought after by tourist 
and niche property market. 
 

Caption: c.1900. This postcard shows Chinese 
junks discharging cargo near the south end of 
Weld Quay. Push carts and bullock carts are used 
to transport cargo to and from the harbour. 
 
Photo: Penang under the East India Company 
1786-1858 

Caption: A row of well-preserved heritage shophouses on 
Cannon Street. 
Photo: Arts-ED 
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2.5 Quick Facts on George Town  
 

1786 Ceding of Penang Island to the East India Company (EIC) 
 
In early 18th century, the EIC set their eyes on Penang 
Island for its pivotal position on the Straits of Malacca 
(Melaka) serves as a perfect transit point for seafaring 
traders on the long trade route between India and China.  
 
In 1786, Francis Light, an English merchant-trader, acted 
without approval of the EIC and took possession of 
Penang Island from Kedah Sultan in return for promised 
military protection. 
 
In 1790, the Sultan attempted to retake the island. He 
was unsuccessful and was forced to cede the island to 
the EIC for an honorarium of 6,000 Spanish Dollars. 
 
 

1786-1800     Setting up the Trading Post 
  

Population: 10,000 
 
On obtaining a lease on the island, Light named it 
Prince of Wales Island. Set up a defence post at the 
promontory on the north-east of the island.  
 
Light provided incentives for business partners from 
the nearby trading posts of Kuala Kedah and Phuket 
to relocate their businesses to George Town.  
 
From 1789 the British brought in convict labour from 
India to dig ditches, build roads and bridges. George 
Town was established as a trading post of the English 
East India Company. 
 

1800s     Urban Growth and Development of the Harbour Front   
  
Population: 12,000 
 
The East India Company’s policy on the acquisition of land (open to all) and free port status (no taxes on 
import and export of goods) encouraged traders from Asia and Europe to set up business in Penang. 
 
Freedom of religious practice and land grants for setting up religious places of worship encouraged 
immigration and settlement.  
 
Among those who came to George Town to trade and seek a fortune were people from Southeast Asia, 
India, China and Europe. 
 
By 1818 harbour activities established Beach Street as the main waterfront artery.  32% of ‘brick’ 
buildings in George Town were located along Beach Street and consisted of a customs house, godowns, 
and warehouses. 
 
The main commodities traded in 1800s were Indian textile, opium, pepper, betelnut and tin. 

Caption: The opening of trading port on Penang Island 
attracted merchant ships from the Malay Archipelago, India, 
China and Europe. 
Photo: Penang Views 1770-1860 

Caption: The acquisition ceremony on 11 August 1786 at 
Tanjung Penaigre—the present site of Fort Cornwallis. 
Photo: Penang under the East India Company 1786-1858 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Honorarium
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_dollar
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1820s-1830s    Penang becomes a base for British Penetration into Peninsular Malaya 
 

The British turned their economic focus to securing 
raw materials from the peninsular to supply 
industrial Europe.  
 
George Town was officially declared a free port in 
1827. Penang was made the capital of the Straits 
Settlements and acted as a convenient base for 
British colonial expansion into peninsular Malaya 
(until 1832 when it lost out to the commercially 
more successful Singapore). 
 
Property tax and road tax were introduced to raise 
money for supervision, sanitation and drainage, 
lighting and maintenance of streets and bridges. 

 
 

1840s -1880s The Tin Boom and Urban Growth 
 
Population: 86,900 
 
Industrialisation in Europe and the demand for tin resulted in a dramatic shift in the economic base of 
George Town. With the opening of Perak tin mines in the 1840s, George Town prospered into an 
important tin entrepot for goods and labour in the region. George Town served as an entry port for the 
influx of Chinese labour.  
 
The arrival of the first steamship in 1838 opened up more trading possibilities for Singapore and George 
Town with the European continent. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 encouraged more steamship 
arrivals. 
 
Infrastructural development was given priority in the late 1800s. The swampy coastline beyond Beach 
Street was reclaimed and a new waterfront, the Weld Quay was created in 1880s to cater for the 
increase in harbour traffic. Weld Quay became saturated with international trading houses, shipping 
agents and godowns.  
 
 

1890s -1920s  The Rubber Boom  
 
George Town’s capacity as an entrepot grew even larger in the 20th century as it serviced the global 
economy of colonial capitalism, mobilizing labour and shipping raw materials which then included rubber 
to industrial Europe. 
 
In the 1890s Penang served as entry port for Indian immigrants working in rubber plantations on 
mainland Malaya under the systematic Credit Ticket System (kangani).  
 
1903 -A railway was built connecting Province of Wellesley (Penang mainland) to other important trading 
towns in inland Malaya, to service the export of raw materials resources. A year later Swettenham Pier, 
Penang’s first deep wharf was completed allowing large ships to access raw material directly. 
 
To ensure stable currency exchange for mercantile purposes, the Straits Settlement dollar was linked to 
the Sterling. 
 

Caption: The arrival of steamships in 1838 accelerated the growth 
of Penang port. 
Photo: Penang Postcard Collection 1899-1930s 
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1905 marked the beginning of the rubber boom. Prestigious international trading firms such as Dunlop 
Rubber Company set up branch in George Town. 
 
The increase in harbour activity between Province Wellesley and the piers on the island necessitated the 
creation of a ferry service from island to mainland in 1920. 
 
 

1930 – 1946 World Wars and the Great Depression 
 
With the onslaught of WW1 intercontinental trade declined and led to the Great Depression of the 
1930s.  The tin and rubber trade reached an all time low leading to a fall in Penang’s fortunes.  
 
WW2 broke out in 1942. During the Japanese occupied Malaya between 1942-1945, the British and 
other European business communities evacuated. Swettenham Pier silted up. The British returned in 
1945 to resume the administration of Penang for a short while until 1946 when the Straits Settlements 
was dismantled and Penang joined the newly formed Malayan Union. 
 
 

1948 – 1968 Post War Reconstruction and Independence 
 
The harbour Board spent M$5mil after the war in 1948 to restore Swettenham Pier, increasing its 
capacity to 65% of pre-war figures.   
 
To keep up with the new technology in shipping, a container port was built at Province Wellesley in 1952 
taking over main port activities of George Town. As a result, George Town’s harbour and warehouse 
activities declined. 
 
In 1948 Penang gave up its Straits Settlement status and became part of Federation of Malaya. In 1951 
George Town held the first municipal elections in Malaya. 1957 George Town was granted city status by 
the royal charter from Queen Elizabeth II. 
 
1969 –Penang’s free port status was lifted. 
 
 

References (Background Reading): 
 
Barber, A. (2009). Penang under the East India Company 1786-1858. Penang, Malaysia: AB & A. 

Khoo Su Nin. (2007). Streets of George Town Penang. Penang: Areca Books. 

Jenkins, G. (2008). Contested space. Zurich: Lit Verlag. 

Nordin Hussin. (2007). Trade and society in the Straits of Melaka. Singapore: NUS Press. 
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Chapter 3 
Background Reading for Site Visits 

 
 

 

 

3.1  European Settlement 
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3.1.1 Introduction to the European Community & Settlement 
 

i) The European people and their migration pattern 
 

 

       Map of European Migration to Penang (late 18th century to mid-20th century) 

 
 

 
          Origins of Europeans who came to Penang (late 18th - mid-20th century) 

European countries 
with presence in 
Penang since late 
18th century 
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First Wave (late 18th – early 19th century) 
The earliest European community comprised of EIC officials and their relatives, merchants, traders, 
plantation owners and some professionals such as doctors, churchmen and teachers. This early 
community interacted closely as a group. In the first 25 years, the British were the dominant political and 
commercial force behind Penang, they made up only between 0.5-3% of the population but by 1806 
owned 79.26% of property in Penang. The early political and commercial leaders such as Francis Light, 
James Scott and David Brown socialised easily with their Asian counterparts and amassed much property 
and wealth. During the early days, European men outnumbered women, thus “marriages” to local wives 
took place, and children of such unions were known as the Eurasians.  
 

Second Wave (mid-19th century) 
Steamships, which had opened new trading opportunities improved the communication with Europe and 
brought about a (later) influx of members of the stiff, Victorian middle class. They came as investors, 
merchants and traders, government officials and employees of European company. The new arrivals 
(were said to have) brought some form of decency and moral values to the (earlier) European 
community corrupted with greed and powerful local wives (quoted from Gywnn, 2008). 

 

        Local Born European- Eurasian 
 
In the late 1700s many British traders lived and 
traded in Phuket island (part of Siam) for 
months as it was an active trading port in Asia 
before Penang was founded. They often 
married local Siamese women and their 
children were known as Eurasians. 
 
When war broke up between Siam and Burma, 
the Eurasians fled from Phuket and joined other 
Catholics of Portuguese descent fleeing from 

Kedah. They arrived in Penang on a ship sent by Light, on 15 August 1786. They first settled in 
Church Street and Bishop Street, where they established their Catholic church. They later moved 
to Stewart and Argus Lane close to the European quarter and to their new church, the Church of 
the Assumption established in 1802.  

 
With their European-Asian background, many Eurasians were given opportunities to hold 
positions in the colonial services. They were also recruited to be clerks in the Government and 
Municipal services, as well as in international trading houses. Generally a well-educated group, 
the Eurasians can also be found in other professions such as teachers, technicians, doctors, 
dentists, lawyers, and engineers.  
 

Caption: Early EIC’s administrators and officers 
Photo: Malaysia- A Pictorial History 1400-2004 
 

Caption: Some of the European merchants became 
volunteer police during the Penang Riots of 1867. 
Photo: More Than Merchants 
 

Caption: Wedding photo of a Eurasian couple. 
Photo: Convent Light Street 
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ii) European settlement area 

 
 
The British pioneers initially lived among the native population since 1786. By 1800 they moved away 
from the town to villas on the outskirts with large gardens, estates and mansions. British administrators 
and traders chose to live along the north shore of George Town along Light and Farquhar streets. The 
first government house, built around 1790s, now absorbed within the compound of the Convent Light 
Street School and St. George’s Anglican Church, built in 1818, remain as evidence of their community. 
 
Their business activities remained close to the port along Upper Beach Street where their banking 
institutions, trading firms, shipping agents, godowns and emporiums were located, for example, 
Standard Chartered Bank, ABN-AMBRO Bank (the premise is currently occupied by RBS bank), Logan’s 
Buildings, 1886 Building, India House, George Town Dispensaries etc. The European enclave was also 
saturated with stately architecture catering for administrative needs such as Town Hall and High Court.  
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Economic Activities 

                                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Europeans came to Penang Island with a key aim: to capitalize the lucrative spice trades and other 
commodities from China, India and the Malay Archipelago. Since the occupation of Penang Island, the 
British already had plans to make it an important spice producer. Many European planters were 
encouraged to open plantations here. Due to the importance of pepper in Penang’s economy, pepper 
planting was first introduced on the island as early as 1780s, followed by other crops such as betelnut, 
gambier, clove and nutmeg.  
 
The opening of George Town diverted commercially valuable commodities which previously 
monopolized by the Dutch port at Melaka to the port of Penang. As such, many European merchants 
flocked to Penang to buy goods and resell them in Europe for much higher price. Port activities also 
generated business opportunities for the Europeans as shipping agents, bankers etc.  
 
The Europeans owned more than three quarters of the wealth in property in 1806 because of Light’s 
liberal policy of encouraging merchants and EIC men to own land and gave away land without grants. 
Since Light needed the assistance of the European merchants to develop Penang as a port, he gave the 
European mercantile community a great deal of decision making in the running of the new settlement. 
EIC’s company servants who began their careers as writers or storekeepers took advantage of business 
opportunities and became businessmen.   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Caption: Hong Kong Shanghai Bank traces its 
history back to the opening of the first HSBC 
office in Penang in 1884. J.P. Wade Gardner 
is the first Penang manager. 
Photo: HSBC-It’s Malaysian Story 
 

Caption: Prominent Europeans merchants were influential in the 
running of early George Town.  
Photo: Malaysia- A Pictorial History 1400-2004 
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Social Life 
 

           
 
 
 
Social activity was grounded around family life. In the early settlement, single European males of lower 
social standing were more likely to marry with Asians, or to keep native mistresses. Among the elite 
however, mixed marriages were rare. The norm was to preserve the purity of the race and British 
manners. Their social seperateness  was reinforced by their exclusive social activities such as official balls, 
dinner parties, plays, dramas and threatre perfomances, cricket games etc. Some of the social events 
were held to commemorate certain special occassions in their mother country such as the Queen’s 
birthday. In addition, the Prince of Wales Island Club was set up as a meeting and entertainment venue 
strictly for the European community.   
 
Most of their residential houses were large, spacious bungalows with a big tropical garden where they 
enjoyed their Hi-Tea. Their households were normally manned by several native domestic servants such 
as gardener, cook, driver, cleaner etc. To compensate for the hot climate which caused serious health 
strain to them, the Europeans developed a hill station called Penang Hill to which they could escape 
temporarily to recover from the heat. 
 

 
Anglo-Indian Bungalow 

 
“The mansion of my friend is palatial; tall white 
pillars, spacious flights of steps, broad airy 
verandahs, open entrance hall. The liveried 
servants are grouped about, clothed in white 
robes, gold-laced turbans, and bright sashes. 
Numerous lamps cast their light on the vaious 
elegant objects, and display the pompous 
grandeur, the lordly array of the Indian 
household.’  
- John Turnbull Thomson- Glimpses into Life in 
Malayan Lands (1864) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Caption: Drawing of European church-goers in 1856 
Photo: Penang Views 1770-1860 
 

Caption: Afternoon Hi-Tea in the garden. 
Photo: Malaysia- A Pictorial History 1400-2004 
 

Photo: Malaysia- A Pictorial History 1400-2004 
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3.1.2 European Heritage Sites 

Site 1  Fort Cornwallis—Defense and Trading Post 
 

     
 
 
 
Fort Cornwallis in Penang is the largest fortress in Malaysia that is fully intact. It was named after the 
Governor-General of Bengal, Charles Marquis Cornwallis. Francis Light built the early fort from a simple 
stockade out of nibong palms. Three years later, in 1789, with convict labour imported from India, 
Francis Light rebuilt Fort Cornwallis with bricks in the same star-shaped size and layout. The total cost of 
the reconstruction, completed in 1793, was 67,000 Spanish Dollars.  It was encircled by a 27-feet wide, 6-
feet deep moat. The moat was drained and filled with soil in the 1920s to prevent malaria which was 
common then. 

Although the fort was originally built as a defense, the fort had never engaged in any battle in its entire 
history. It was more often used for administrative purpose, for example, the judge of the Supreme Court 
of Penang was first housed at Fort Cornwallis when the court opened on 31 May, 1808. Besides, Fort 
Cornwallis also housed some of the earliest religious buildings in George Town. The Chapel* at Fort 
Cornwallis was built in 1799 on the southwest bastion. It is the first chapel ever built on Penang Island 
and was used by the British and Europeans living there. It is said that there was once a small Sikh 
Gurdwara** constructed by the Straits Settlement Sikh Police contingent probably in the 1800s. 

* Researcher Marcus Langdon pointed out that the structure of the “Chapel” (thick wall, low entrance, 
absence of ventilation openings) indicates that it is more likely to function as storage for ammunition. 

** Marcus Langdon’s research also reveals that the term “Fort Cornwallis” was used interchangeably 
during the founding years referring to both the fort as well as the adjacent area including the Esplanade. 
Thus, the Sikh Gurdwara might have been built on the Esplanade ground where the sepoy lines were 
located.  

Reference (Fort Cornwallis) 
Rajindar Singh Bedi, “The Earliest Arrival of Sikhs in Malaya”, The Penang Story Conference, 2002. 
www.asiaexplorers.com 
“Fort Cornwallis and the Defence of Early George Town,” a talk by Marcus Langdon on July 17, 2010, 
organized by Penang Heritage Trust  in conjunction with the George Town Festival 2010. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Caption: Entrance to Fort Cornwallis 
Photo: www.asiaexplorers.com 
 

Caption: The fort with old harbour light 
Photo: Penang Postcard Collection 1899-1930s 
 

http://www.asiaexplorers.com/
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Site 2 City Hall—Administrative Activities 
 

A Victorian-style building constructed in 1903, and opened 
in 1906. It is believed that the building was specifically built 
to house council/municipal offices in the early days. It 
currently houses the Penang Municipal Council Chambers 
and two departments – the Licensing and the Urban Services 
departments. 
 
The city hall was one of the first buildings in George Town, 
to be completely fitted with electric lights and fans. 
Pioneering the electrification of George Town was the 
company of August & Ludwig Huttenbach, the German 
brothers who formed the firm Huttenbach Brothers. 

 

Site 3 Town Hall—Social Activities 
 

       
 
 
 
 
Like most of the important buildings of the British administration, the Penang Town Hall takes pride of 
place in front of an open field, in this case the Esplanade or Padang in George Town, a large public grass 
area for parades, recreation, meetings and public events.   
 
The Town Hall, built in around 1880, and an annex was added in 1890. It housed government offices of 
the Municipal Council which were moved to the City Hall when it was completed (in 1903). Freed from 
administrative responsibilities, the Town Hall became ballroom where social events were held and 
attended by the elites of the society.  The building consisted of an assembly hall, a grand ballroom, and a 
library. The porch and balcony above were added in 1903. From the balcony, one can get a good view of 
the sporting events happening down at the Padang. For decades the Penang Town Hall was the watering 
hole for the local socialites and elites, and the venue for theatrical performances. Church services and  
music soirée were also held here. The Hokkiens called it the Ang Moh Kong Kuan, meaning the "White 
Men's Club", for obvious reasons, though leading members of the non-whites in the community were 
also later allowed in.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Caption: Town Hall used to be a social venue for the 
elite community in Penang. 
Photo: Malaysia- A Pictorial History 1440-2004 
 

Photo: www.asiaexploreres.com 

Photo: www.asiaexploreres.com 
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Site 4   Logan Memorial 
  

 
The Logan Memorial is a monument erected in memory of James Richardson Logan, a 
skillful lawyer  as well as an eminent scholar. The 4-sided monument comprises the 
symbolic sculptures embodying the spirit of law practice: temperance, wisdom, 
fortitude, justice. The monument, originally within the grounds of the  Penang 
Supreme Court was relocated in 2007 to the new space across the Court. 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

British Personality- 
James Richardson Logan 

J.R. Logan and his brother Abraham both studied law in Edinburgh. They 
came to Penang in February 1839 to practice law. He was also an avid writer 
and together with his brother Abraham bought over the Pinang Gazette. As 
the editor, he would often publish powerful pieces against the East India 
Company (EIC). Logan used the Gazette to champion policies that would 
protect commerce in the Malay states and to support free trade. 

As a lawyer he often defended the underdog. In one case even defended a local Indian sirih 
planter against the EIC. He took the case to the press (through his newspaper) and brought it 
before a tribunal of public opinion. He was also a great defender of Chinese communities and 
was known to petition for prominent secret societies and their festivals to be officially 
recognised. He often acted as an advocate for religious tolerance between the communities 
and thus became a favorite barrister amongst the wealthy Straits Chinese and Indian Muslims. 

In 1842 the Logan brothers founded the Journal of the Indian Archipelago and Eastern Asia, 
better known as Logan's Journal. A well-traveled explorer, Logan wrote articles on geology, 
general exploration, aboriginal peoples, ethnology and even piracy in this region. His articles 
contributed greatly to the understanding of this part of the world during the early days. 

The two Logan brothers were also among the first to campaign against EIC rule in the Straits 
Settlements. So successful were they that a historic transfer of power from the company to 
the colonial office took place in 1867 whereby the Straits Settlements became a British crown 
colony. Transfer Road was named in commemoration of the event.”  

Logan died in 1869 of malaria and Logan Memorial was erected to him by the people of the 
Straits Settlement of Penang. The Memorial describes him as “an erudite and skillful lawyer, 
an eminent scientific ethnologist and he has founded a literature for these settlements…” In 
addition, Logan Road was named after him.  
 
Reference (James Logan) 
http://www.igeorgetownpenang.com/igt-photos/places-of-interest/469-logan-memorial 

 
 
 

Photo: Arts-ED 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_India_Company
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_India_Company
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Straits_Settlements
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Street_names_of_George_Town,_Penang
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Site 5   Supreme Court Building 
 
The Penang Supreme Court Building, or 
Mahkamah Tinggi Pulau Pinang, was built to 
replace the original courthouse which was 
constructed on the same site in 1809. The 
building was done in the Palladian style and was 
inaugurated in September, 1903. The Supreme 
Court building was designed by the engineers of 
the Public Works Department headed by John 
Henry McCallum, the Surveyor-General of the 
Straits Settlements, based in Singapore. The 
total cost of construction was 206,678 Straits 
Dollars. 
 

The building sits on stately columns and has a series of towers decorated on the top with small domes.  
Originally, there were statues and emblems which have since been removed. Some of the balconies and 
verandahs were also sealed off during later expansions to create additional space. In 2007 the Penang 
Supreme Court underwent major renovation and expansion.  
 

Site 6a   St. George’s Anglican Church 

a)  Religion 

The early Europeans were Anglican. The St. George’s Anglican Church was built in 1816. The early EIC 
men had a half-hearted attitude towards the promotion of Anglicanism. This is because beside linguistic 
and cultural barriers, an attempt to win converts might have led to communal back-lash.  
 
The later European migrants were more respectful of the Church. They frequented the church every 
weekend for religious purpose, as well as to meet and socialize after worship beneath the mahogany 
trees in the lawn planted by A.B. Mackean in 1885.  
 
b)  History 

The founding of the St George's Anglican Church was credited to Reverend Robert Sparke Hutchings, the 
same person who founded the Penang Free School. Dedicated to the patron saint of England, St George’s 
Church is the 1st Anglican Church to be built in Penang and the oldest in Southeast Asia. The church was 
built using convict labour from India. The cost of building it was 60,000 Spanish dollars.  
 
c)  Architecture  

 

  
 
 

Photos: Arts-ED 
 

 

Photo: Goh Hun Meng 
 

Photo: www.asiaexploreres.com 
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The church was designed by Captain Robert N. Smith of Madras Engineers. (Smith is also a gifted artist 
whose oil paintings of Penang landscape still grace the walls of the Penang State Museum nearby.) The 
church was modeled after St. George’s Church in Madras, a typical Georgian Neo Classical style church 
architecture made famous by James Gibbs.* 
 
Originally this church had a flat roof with a parapet wall built all around it. However, this flat roof was 
unsuitable to the monsoon conditions of Penang and thus, was converted to the conical shape in 1864 to 
divert water runoff as of  today.  
 
* Between 1721 and 1726 James Gibbs designed his most important and influential work, the Church of 
St Martin-in-the-Fields, located in Trafalgar Square, London. It became a model for church buildings, 
particularly for Anglican worship, across Britain and around the world. Distinctive characteristic of Gibb’s 
church is the centrally positioned steeple, a design uncommon during his time. Gibb’s design also 
incorporated Palladian influence reflected in the rectangular layout, as well as the use of Greco-Roman 
columns and pediment.  
 
Reference (church architecture) 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Gibbs 

 
Site 6b   Francis Light’s Memorial Monument 

The Francis Light Memorial was erected in the church compound beneath the 
mahogany trees in 1886. It was built to commemorate the 100th Anniversary 
of the founding of Penang by Captain Francis Light. The memorial was built in 
similar Georgian Neo Classical style as the church with Greco-Roman pillars 
and a dome ornamented with vases. Underneath the dome is a marble plaque 
honouring Light. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

References (General European Settlement): 

Barber, A. (2009). Penang under the East India Company 1786-1858. Malaysia: AB & A. 

Jenkins, G. (2008). Contested space. Zurich: Lit Verlag. 

Khoo Su Nin. (2007). Streets of George Town Penang. Penang: Areca Books. 

Nordin Hussin. (2007). Trade and society in the Straits of Melaka. Singapore: NUS Press.  

 

Myth/Legend of the Governor’s Wife 
 

 The tomb stone of wife of British Governor Robert Fullerton can still be seen in the church today.  

 It was said that she was a rather cruel woman who mistreated her maids badly.  

 Upon her death, her husband was afraid to bury her in the compound of the church fearing that the 
maids who were filled with vengeance might dig up her grave. Hence, her husband quietly asked 
the Bishop to organize a fake burial elsewhere to trick the maids. In actual fact the body was 
secretly buried inside the church that night itself.  

 Ironically, burials inside the church are specifically for holy and significant people who have 
contributed to society. 

Photo: www.asiaexplorers.com 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St_Martin-in-the-Fields
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trafalgar_Square
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglican
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3.2  Chinese Settlement 
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3.2.1 Introduction To The Chinese Community & Settlement 

i) The Chinese People and Their Migration Pattern 

 

 

Map of Chinese Migration to Penang 
(late 18th century to mid-20th century) 

 

Origins of Chinese who came to 
Penang (late 18th - mid-20th century) 
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First Wave (late 18th century to early-19th century) 
Old Comer Chinese - Laokeh 

 

 

 Until the mid-19th century, George Town was predominantly an Indian-Malay settlement. The first 
Chinese migrants were a group of over 500 Chinese traders from Kuala Muda in Kedah, led by a Koh 
Lay Huan who was invited by Light to establish a settlement in China Street in 1787. Light appointed 
him the first Kapitan Cina (leader of the Chinese community). Self-governance was the only practical 
way for the British governing elite to maintain discipline and order among communal groups. Early 
Chinese migrants were transient, and consisted largely of artisans, labourers and other selected 
workers recruited on indentured basis (and housed in coolie-importing lodging houses). When 
employment declined the Chinese population reduced.  

 Another community of Chinese to arrive were regionally-based traders (some Baba Nyonya from 
Melaka and Batavia) lured to the new settlement by Francis Light’s promise of free trade under the 
protection of the British flag and some financial incentives. However migrants from China soon came 
to dominate the Chinese community in Penang.  

 Early migrants from China were either Hokkien or Cantonese from the coastal region of Fujian and 
Guangdong. The Hokkiens were traditional traders and merchants and established themselves in 
China Street. The Cantonese were more transient artisans who followed their trade and remitted 
money to family in China. As they set their roots in Penang, the Cantonese requested for wives from 
China and this helped in the conservation of language and culture. Being traditional enemies of the 
Cantonese, both parties imported feuds and conflicts from China via secret societies.  

 
 

2nd Wave (early-19th century to early 20th century) 
New Comer Chinese : Sinkeh 

 

  
 

 With the abolition of the African slave trade in 1833, the British set up the coolie trade, mainly from 
Amoy, to supply human labour to Cuba, Peru, and the Straits Settlements plantations. On arrival, the 
new employer would pay the passage of the sinkehs, obtaining the right of their labour for a year. 

Caption: Chinese immigrants (coolies) on a steamship 
sailing towards NanYang (South Ocean) - a term referring 
to Southeast Asia. 
Photo:http://penangmedia.com/cms/zslz/2006/0424/art
icle_21.html 
 

Caption: Early Chinese mercantile community in Penang 
Photo: The Chinese in Penang 
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The trade flourished even though conditions for travel were deplorable and many never reached 
their destination.  

 The vast majority of these mainly Hokkien immigrants were illiterate, transient, single male peasants 
who came to make their fortunes in the tin mines and plantations. Much of their income was sent to  
their families in China, with the remainder spent on food, gambling, and opium. Respect for material 
success replaced the traditional Chinese respect for scholarship and the Mandarin class. Although 
emigration from China was illegal until the 1860s, the Taiping rebellion against the Manchu Imperial 
Dynasty in which 20,000,000 lost their lives, resulted in an influx of 2,000 to 3,000 new arrivals, 
mainly Hakka, to Penang each year. Chinese women who migrated were often sold into prostitution 
for which there was a high demand. 

 By 1830, out of a population of 40,000 only 9,000 were Chinese. This proportion changed 
significantly with Chinese immigration to the tin mines and (tin) processing centers in Perak and 
Penang from the mid-nineteenth century. 

 The sinkehs comprised of the same five major groups who from the south-eastern Chinese provinces 
of Fujian and Kwantung (Guandong) where internal disorder was widespread. The migrants from 
these provinces consisted of dialect groups- the Hokkien, the Cantonese, the Teow Chew , the 
Hainannese, and the Hakka. 

 
 

Local Born Chinese- Baba Nyonya 
 
Early Chinese migrant men often marry local Malay women and 
their offspring is referred to as Chinese Peranakan or Straits born 
Chinese, forming the Chinese urban community. Peranakan men 
were called Baba and women were called Nyonya.  
 
Until the late 1800s Chinese Peranakan and the earliest Chinese 
migrants adhered to Chinese costume, wearing the queue as badge 
of honour, a badge of servitude under the Manchu. Later the 
Chinese Peranakan adopted Western dress and hairstyle. Their 
native wives blended into the Chinese household, with their 
culinary arts and dress and continued to wear the baju panjang 
(long blouse) and sarong (wrap-around cloth) and after the 1930s, 
the more fashionable kebaya (short blouse).  
 
The Chinese Peranakan was ready to embrace English culture and 
education as a means of economic and social advancement. Many 
of their sons who received an English education either in George 
Town or overseas, neglected to learn Mandarin. The group evolved 
into western-educated elite, with advantages to obtain lucrative 
trade licenses and civil positions in the colonial government. Proud 
to be British subjects, the Chinese Peranakan regarded themselves 
as the King’s Chinese and developed social clubs of their own 

where no “native of China” was permitted. In 1857, under the Naturalization Act, all those born 
in the Straits Settlements automatically became British subjects broadening the gap between the 
Straits-Chinese and the China-born Chinese.  
 
World War 2 marked the decline of the Chinese Peranakan as families lost their properties, 
money and relatives to the war. The decline continued after the war. The younger generations of 
Chinese Peranakan have become so westernized that many of them chose to migrate to English-
speaking countries. 

 

 
 

Caption: Wedding photo of 
a Straits-born Chinese 
couple. 
Photo: The Chinese in 
Penang 
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Chinese Personality 

Koh Lay Huan 辜礼欢 and his descendants 
 
Koh Lay Huan (also known as Che Kay/ Che Wan/Cheko ) originated from Chiang Chiew, Fujian province 
in China. Already an established trader in Kuala Muda, Kedah, he was invited by Light to move his trading 
base to Penang in 1786. He was appointed as the first Kapitan Cina/Chinese headman by Light. His role 
was to become middlemen between the British government and the Chinese community, to settle feuds, 
and to control the Chinese affairs. He was one of the pioneer planters who helped Light to start a spice 
plantation in Air Itam (1790). He became the leading merchant on Penang Island, with much of his 
fortune having been made from trading liquor from 1806.  
 
The Koh family first settled at China Street and moved to Edinburgh House later in 1870 (now 
demolished) which was situated in front of the present Dewan Sri Pinang. The Koh’s family legacy was 
continued by Koh Kok Chye (the son) and Koh Seang Tat (the great grandson). Like the patriarch, they 
were also successful merchants and high-profile community leaders.  Both of them maintained close ties 
with the British government. Koh Seang Tat was English educated Chinese. He frequently donated 
money for public buildings, e,g, new wing of Penang Free School,  a fountain next to the Town Hall, a 
fountain in Balik Pulau town, and the Balik Pulau Hospital. Acknowledging his contribution, he was made 
Municipal commissioner of Penang and Justice of Peace.  
 

 
 
Caption:  Koh Seang Tatt (Koh Lay Huan’s  great-grandson) and family  
Photo: The Chinese in Penang 
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ii) Chinese Settlement Area 
 

 

The earliest Chinese settlement was located within the town grid along China and King Street. China 
Street soon became one of the most important commercial streets in early George Town. Its role as the 
centre of Chinese community can be seen in its Chinese name— “tua kay” (the main street).  
 
Until the mid-nineteenth century, George Town was predominantly an Indian-Malay settlement. The 
population changed drastically due to the influx of 2nd wave Chinese and their living quarter rapidly 
overflowed into the Malay enclave between Acheen Street Mosque and Kapitan Keling Mosque. The 
Chinese divided their living quarters according to dialect groups/clan. Pitt, China, Armenian, and Acheen 
Streets (Lebuh Armenian, Lebuh Acheh), were considered Hokkien areas whilst Bishop, Church, Penang 
and Chulia Streets were Cantonese. The Armenian Street, Carnarvon Street junction was Teow Chew. 
The Hainanese formed their association and temple on Muntri Street and settled around the area. The 
Hakka settled along Queen and King Streets. Having made their fortunes, the Hakkas formerly from the 
Dutch East Indies, established large villas in Leith Street and Church Street by the late 1890s.  
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Economic Activities 

      
 
 
 
 
The wealthiest Chinese were mostly merchants, revenue farmers (opium, gambling, arak), financials of 
coolie labour recruitment and traders who owned shops, shophouses, godowns and trading vessels. They 
also became venture capitalist and entrepreneurs in tin and rubber industries. The majority of the 
Chinese worked for wages, with some being employed by wealthy Chinese businessmen. Others were 
carpenters, blacksmiths, tailors, shoemakers, fishermen and farmers. There was also a large group of 
Chinese coolies (labourers) who lived by all kinds of manual jobs. As a community, they were found in a 
variety of economic activities at all levels. It is therefore not a surprise that from the beginning Francis 
Light already acknowledged their usefulness in developing George Town.  
 
 

Social and Economic Organisations 

The core of Chinese social and business relationships are a tight family and communal network. Due to 
the weakness of family life, “kongsi” organisations emerged, replicating the absence of family’s kinship 
structures. Kongsis are of voluntary associations or social clubs. Kongsis were normally formed based on 
(i) spoken dialect/ place of origin, (ii) surname/ blood lineage, and (iii) trades and crafts.  
 
a) Types of Kongsi 

The earliest type of kongsi was based on 

spoken dialect. E.g: 槟城嘉应会馆 (Hakka 

Kongsi) and 槟城广东暨汀州会馆 
(Cantonese Kongsi), built in 1801 on King 
Street.  
 
The second type of kongsi based on 
surname/blood lineage was mostly built by 
the wealthy Straits-born Chinese Hokkien. 
The five major Hokkien kongsis in George 
Town: Cheah, Yeoh, Khoo, Lim, and Tan 
belong to the surname type kongsi. These 
kongsis are located between Mesjid Lebuh 
Acheh and Mesjid Kapitan Keling; the first to 
be built was the Cheah Kongsi in 1820.  

 
The third type of kongsi is in the form of trade guild or association. It was built out of the need to protect 
economic interest. As the Chinese were involved in all sorts of trades and crafts, it is reported that 

Caption: The wealthiest Chinese were mostly merchants  
Photo: The Chinese in Penang 
 

Caption: Majority Chinese came as indentured worker, 
better known as coolies  
Photo: The Chinese in Penang 
 

Caption: Many of the earliest Chinese kongsi houses, 
temples and associations were built on King Street. 
Photo: The Chinese in Penang 
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Penang has around 100 of such associations today. The oldest trade guild in Penang is Penang 
Goldsmiths Association (1832) and Loo Pun Temple (Carpenters Guild) (1855). 
 
As benevolent associations, kongsis provided aid to new arrivals of the clan, offering social services, 
ancestor worship and funeral rights for a predominantly male population. Thus, the associations 
substituted the social function of ‘family’.  
 
 
b) Secret Societies  

 
Chinese secret societies which operated along the lines of dialect group in Penang were extensions of 
the “Heaven and Earth Society” in China whose early objectives were orientated towards group unity 
and mutual assistance as well as collective resistance to discrimination and abuse.  These objectives 
were transformed in the colonial economy into defense of clan, dialect, territory and trade interests. The 
communal Chinese leaders used the secret societies as vehicles of social control to regulate their general 
public behavior and to protect the rights and obligations of their members. In later year, however, they 
were transformed into tools of political and economic advancement by the merchant class, with their 
grassroots members committing all kinds of crimes and vices  

 
It was reported that the British already spotted secret society activities on the island as early as 1799. 
Secret societies were very influential in early George Town because they were used by the coolie agency 
to acquire, control and distribute Chinese coolies on the island and all over Malaya. As such, almost all 
sinkehs who came in the nineteenth century were forced into one of the secret societies for survival.  
 
Some prominent early secret societies in Penang: 
1801- Cantonese-dominated Ghee Hin (oldest) 
1823- Hakka-dominated Hai San  
1844- Hokkien and Baba-dominated Khien Teik 
It was reported that in 1854, 85% of Chinese population was involved in secret society.  

In George Town, there were continuous rivalry between the two oldest secret societies who operated 
along the lines of dialect group: the Cantonese Ghee Hin and the Hakka Hai San over the control of the 
coolie trade, pepper and tin trade, opium, and gambling farms and the importation of women for 
prostitution. Eventually, they formed two rivaling blocs: Ghee Hin associated itself to the Malay White 
Flag Society and the Hakka Hai San society was allied to both the Hokkien Khian Teik and Malay Red Flag 
Societies. Ready to honour and protect their members from insults; a minor incident over a rambutan 
skin was said to be the pretext, which started ten days of rioting by 30,000 Chinese, and 4,000 Malays, 
known later as the Penang Riots of 1867. The government attempted to keep the peace between the 
societies by enrolling society leaders as special constables. These secret societies were suppressed and 
ultimately forced to disband in 1890.  
 

                    
 
 

 

Caption: The seal of Hai San 
secret society 
Photo: The Chinese in Penang 

 
 

Caption: The seal of Khean Teik 
secret society 
Photo: The Chinese in Penang 

 
 

Caption: The seal of Ghee Hin 
secret society 
Photo: The Chinese in Penang 
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3.2.2 Chinese Heritage Sites 

Site 1 Penang Chinese Town Hall  

 

            
 
 
 
 

In 1800 an alliance between the Hokkien and Cantonese led to the founding of a joint temple dedicated 
to the patron Goddess of Seafarers, Ma Chor Po. Strategically located between the Cantonese and 
Hokkien quarters, the Kong Hock Keong (Cantonese-Hokkien Temple) was not only a worship place for 
both, but the first political/commercial agent to mediate between the two rivaling communities.  Both 
dialect groups were equally represented on the temple board, which served as a council and tribunal for 
the Chinese community.  
 
In 1881, Governor Frederick Weld of the Straits Settlements granted a piece of land next to the 
temple to establish the Ping Zhang Gongguan (completed in 1886, now known since 1974 as the 
Chinese Town Hall). It took over the economic and social functions of the Cantonese-Hokkien 
Temple, and was intended to bring together all Chinese organizations. The Chinese Town Hall 
resolved to work for Chinese welfare and interest, and to promote educational and cultural 
activities.  At the end of 20th century, the Chinese Town Hall had been the temporary premises of  
some of the earliest Chinese schools in Penang, for example, Guangdong and Fujian Free School 
(Nan Hua Yixue, 1888), Chong Hua Xuetang (1904), Chung Hwa School ( Zhong Hua Xuexiao, 1904) 
etc. The Chinese Town Hall remains today as the ‘spokesperson’ of the Chinese community in 
Penang. The present building was rebuilt in the 1980s on the original location. 
 
Source: The Chinese in Penang 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Caption: Old Penang Chinese Town Hall 
completed in 1886. 
Photo: The Chinese in Penang 
 

Caption: New Penang Chinese Town Hall 
rebuilt in 1980s on the original location. 
Photo: Arts-ED 
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Site 2 Goddess Of Mercy Temple (Kuan Yin Temple) 

 
The 210 year old temple built in 1800 is still serving as an 
important religious centre for the Chinese community in Penang.  

Temple Deities 

 
The temple was first dedicated to Ma Chor Poh (Goddess of the 
Sea) who is regarded as the protector of the seafarers. This was 
because the priority for the early Chinese was to survive the long 
rough journey from China to Penang by traditional junks.   
 
The main deity of the temple was later changed to Kuan Yim (Goddess of Mercy) in year 1862. The 
Goddess of the Sea, as the protector of the seafarers, became less significant as the Chinese arrived by 
steamship which was relatively safer. They turned to the saint Kuan Yim as their savior from all sufferings 

in the new country. Today, the temple houses many other patron saints such as Wen Chang Gong 文昌

公 (Patron Saint for Education) and other Taoist deities, making it a popular worship place for Chinese 
community in Penang.  
 
a)  Feng Shui of the Temple (Chinese Geomancy) 

 

 This temple was built on a knoll / “dragon’s back” which meant “sitting on the hill and facing the  
sea”. (There was a hill behind the temple but it was later cleared to make way for building of more 
shophouses.) 

 This was very auspicious to the Chinese especially from the fengshui aspect as they believed  
       good chi flows from the top of the mountain through the temple and the bad chi flows out to  
       the sea. 

 Scientifically, clean air flows from the mountain through the temple and out to the sea thus 
       ensuring good ventilation.  

 Originally, the temple was facing the sea directly. Later, the view was blocked by the Malayan  
Railway Building (Custom Building now), built in 1907 on Lebuh Pantai. It is believed that the British 
did so deliberately to block the fengshui of the prosperous Chinese community. 

 
b)  Architecture of the Temple 

 

 The temple imitates Fujian province temple architectural style with Cantonese influence  

 Tiered roofs with curved and highly decorated roof ridges.  

 Roof decorations use Chien Nien(剪粘) - cut and paste ceramic mosaic method. Chien Nien (剪粘) 
was done by the Fujian craftsmen by breaking the colored clay bowls and by using the shattered 
pieces to construct the decorative figures.  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Photo: Arts-ED 
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Site 3 Joss Stick Maker 

Story of the Door Gods 
 

Two door Gods (Shen Tu and Yu Lei) are painted on the two main doors. 

 During the Tang Dynasty, the emperor always had bad dreams of evil spirits and people trying 
to kill him while he slept so he ordered two of his most courageous generals to guard his room 
at night. 

 From then on, he never had these dreams and could sleep peacefully. 

 Later, images of the generals were painted on the doors as they had to attend to other duties 
and could not stay by the emperor for all the time. 

 Function: guard the temple from evil spirits. 
 

The Lions ( Guardian of the Temple) 
 

   
 

 A pair of stone sculptured lions as the temple guardian The male lion has a ball under its feet 
while the female has a cub lying on its back or under its paws. 

 They guard the temple from evil spirits. 

 According to legend, the British soldiers on guard at Fort Cornwallis and Esplanade saw these 
lions come alive, run around the Esplanade and dive into the sea. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The 3 Wells  
 

The temple has 3 wells:  
1) Hexagonal well outside the temple –served as public sources of water supply in town 
2) Second well inside the temple for the monks’ use 
3) Third well, invisible and situated under the main altar 
 
According to the folk belief, the 2 visible wells form the dragon’s eyes, 3rd well as the third eye. 
Another version said that hidden 3rd well is the heart of dragon while the other two are its gills.  
Early Chinese believed that the physical condition of these 3 wells will reflect the economic 
situation and harmony.  Therefore, drying up or pollution of the wells would spell economic 
stagnation. 

 

 

Female lion Male lion 

Photos: Arts-ED 
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- Located alongside Kuan Yin temple are little stalls selling all materials for 
praying and worships. Joss sticks are an important prayer paraphernalia 
used in worship rituals. 

- Mr. Lee, an artisan who produces handmade joss sticks from his home 
behind Kuan Yin Temple is probably the last practitioner of this trade in 
George Town. 

- He started the joss stick business right after the war and has been making 
and selling joss sticks in the current premise for more than 50 years. 

- His skill was self-taught after imitating a Chinese crafsman in the temple. 
He then used his knowledge and creativity to create his own products.  

- Today, his joss sticks are handmade with imported sandalwood powder 
from Australia and India together with sticky powder.  

 

 

 
 

 
What is a Shophouse? 

 
Shophouses, characteristic of towns in Asia from the 18th – 
20th century, are urban terrace buildings which are two to 
three storeys high. The shophouse incorporates a shop on 
the ground floor while the trader resides on the upper 
floor, an arrangement which provides convenience for the 
tradesman and security for the shop. Some shophouses 
may be fully residential (often referred to as townhouses). 
 
Shophouses in Penang are long and narrow. The width of a 
shophouse can be between 12- 18 feet and its length 
between 60- 140 feet. The roofs are pitched at about 30 
degrees and punctured with one or two air-wells for 
ventilation.  
 
Shophouses are laid out in rows or blocks, fronting a main 
street. The blocks run along a grid of streets and are 
separated by sidelanes and backlanes. Each block of 
shophouses is fronted by a continuous sheltered five- foot 
walkway (kaki-lima) to cope with tropical weather 
conditions. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Site 4 Khoo Kongsi ( Khoo Chinese Clan House ) 

Caption: Mr. Lee has been living and 
making joss stick in this shophouse 
for more than 50 years. 
Photo: Arts-ED 
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Origin of the Khoo Clan 
 
Province- Fujian, China  
District- Xiamen  
Village- Sin Kang  
 

History of Khoo Kongsi 
 

 1850, the Khoo clan bought the land with a bungalow in the compound. 

 1851, the Khoo converted the bungalow into their clan house and named it Leong San Tong. It was 
used for the next 43 years. 

 1894, a major project to rebuild Leong San Tong and took eight years to complete. In 1902, just 29 
days after its completion on the eve of the Sin Chui Year, a fire broke up, destroying the whole 
temple. The fire was explained as the wrath of the gods over a temple regarded too exquisite for 
ancestor worship.  

 After the fire, Khoo Thean Teik (Khoo’s leader) and 102 Khoo clansmen started the process of 
rebuilding the temple in 1902 (completed in 1906). The scaled-down version of the original temple is 
the present temple we see today. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Architecture of Khoo Kongsi Clan Complex 

Caption: Leong San Tong clan temple in 
the compound of Khoo Kongsi 
Photo: Arts-ED 
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a) The Physical Spaces in Khoo Kongsi Clan Complex and Their Function  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Khoo Kongsi complex consists of the clan temple Leong San Tong, an administrative building with a 
meeting hall and offices, an opera stage, and 62 units of kongsi shophouses. There are three entrances 
to the complex. The formal entrance was marked by a narrow but flamboyant pedestrian gateway at 
Beach Street. A side passage provides a link to the Soo Hong Lane and Armenian Street residents as well 
as the neighbouring Cheah Kongsi. Both entrances bear the sign “Sin Kang”, denoting the village of 
origins for all Leong San Tong Khoos. The back entrance, which today serves as the main entrance for 
automobiles, was formerly a carriageway for horse carriages, passing under a row of fin-de-siecle (only 
upper floor) residential houses.  
 
The Khoo Kongsi compound was indeed a miniature village resembling the Sin Kang village in China.  
When one walks into Khoo Kongsi from the main entrance at Cannon Street, he is greeted by two rows 
of 19th century shophouses lining along a small alley. These used to be homes to villagers of the Khoo 
clan. The signboard with the words “Sin Kang” would have been hung above every door of the Khoo clan 
households, flanked by a pair of verses—one line beginning with “Sin” and other with “Kang”. Today, the 
compound is like a ghost town as a result of the systematic eviction in 1999.  

 
The small alley bypasses the opera stage and leads to 
Cannon Square, a public compound where social functions 
such as festivals, weddings and funerals were held. During 
these times, the villagers dwelling within the kongsi 
compound would get together in Cannon Square for 
communal banquets, prayers and rituals, as well as to 
enjoy the Chinese opera performances held during 
important religious ceremonies.  
 
Standing majestically opposite the opera stage is Leong 

Cannon Square- 
social function 

Kongsi 
shophouses- 
residential 
function 

 

Meeting hall & office- 
administrative function 

Kongsi shophouses- 
residential function 

 

Opera stage- 
entertainment 
function 

Kongsi shophouses- 
residential function 

 

 

Leong San Tong (clan temple) - 
religious function 

 

Photo: http://www.khookongsi.com.my/ 
 

http://www.khookongsi.com.my/
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San Tong, the clan temple consisting a central hall dedicated to the patron saints of the Khoos (Ong Soon 
Yah and Tua Sai Yah), an ancestral hall that houses an alter of the 1st to the 20th generation Khoo 
ancestors, and a worship hall dedicated to the God of Prosperity—Tua Pek Kong. 
 
 
b) Architecture of Leong San Tong Temple 
 
Leong San Tong sits in the middle of the courtyard and faces west-northwest. This position is the same as 
that of the progenitor Khoo Chian Eng's tomb in Sin Kang. Leong San Tong has a width of seven bays with 
a protruding facade. It consists of three parts: a prayer pavilion which is almost half a storey above the 
ground level, a double-storey main building, and a single-storey kitchen on the side wing to the left.  
 
The architecture is that of a colonial hybrid. It reflects the style of temples in Southern Fujian with a 
prayer pavilion and that of an early local bungalow with a front porch. Architecturally, the original 
bungalow in which Leong San Tong was first established is an Anglo-Malay bungalow. The construction 
was based on the Malay stilt houses during the colonial era. It has a symmetrical structure with a 
protruding posted front porch, under which is a semi-open staircase that leads to the verandah.  
 
Khoo Kongsi purchased this premise in 1850 and converted it to a clanhouse in 1851. The structure of 
the Indo-Malay bungalow was represented in the 1891 ~ 1893 survey plan of George Town. The 
bungalow remained for 43 years, after which the clanhouse was rebuilt based mainly on the Southern 
Fujian architecture in 1894. However, this unique structure is not the only one in Penang. The clanhouse 
of Boon San Tong Khoo Kongsi already established in 1878 at Victoria Street is also of a similar structure. 
Apparently, the architecture of Leong San Tong is based on Boon San Tong but with greater magnificence. 
This is the kind of blended-Chinese-culture clanhouse that cannot be found in China.  
 
 

 
 
                                 Malay stilt house         Southern Fujian temple     Colonial hybrid architecture 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
c) Maze-like layout 
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Khoo Kongsi, together with Cheah, Yeoh, Lim and Tan Kongsi, were known as the Five Big Clans (Goh Tai 
Seh) that formed the backbone of the Hokkien community in early Penang. Since mid-19th century, 
having identified their respective bases, these kongsi rooted themselves in an area stretching from 
Chulia Street Ghaut in George Town to the lower part of Beach Street in the south. With their clan 
temples as the nuclei, these kongsi demarcated their territories with their own kongsi houses on three or 
four sides of the perimeters.  
 
An aerial view of the area reveals irregular maze of alleyways which connect the various clan complexes. 
This layout is a relic of the 19th century situation when the different dialect groups were engaged in 
secret society feuds. Within the Hokkien-dominated enclave, secret society members could move about 
in secrecy and security through the temples and clan houses, often lined up back to back. This adjoining, 
closely-knit and defensive model settlement is a rare form of congregation practised among early 
migrant Chinese in George Town.  
 
 
 
 
 

The Economic Functions of Khoo Kongsi 
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Khoo Kongsi served as an early banking and money-lending institution for its members. A finance 
scheme was created which offered interests on fixed deposits. This scheme was closed in 1969 when 
new laws were introduced by the government to regulate the banking industry. Those early deposits 
appear to have been well-invested as is testified by the vast properties owned by Khoo Kongsi today.  
 
 

The Social Functions of Khoo Kongsi 
 
Besides serving economic functions, Khoo Kongsi has a social welfare arm called the Toon Boon Ton 
which originally occupied the lower floor of the clan temple. Founded in 1884, its objectives were to 
make funeral arrangements, take care of the welfare of its members, encourage membership to the 
association, unite clan members and solve internal quarrels. The funeral procession of a deceases 
member would be organized with the banners and lanterns of the clan association, and fellow members 
would be penalized for non-attendance. 
 
Khoo members were allowed to use the kongsi premise and facilities for social functions such as 
marriages. There was also another welfare programme to help any poor Khoo, or wife of a male Khoo, 
who was over 60 years old. One of the Kongsi properties, No.44 Acheen Street, was used as a home for 
aged and handicapped Khoos.  
 
Khoo Kongsi was also the first clanhouse to start a proper school for its members. This was the Sin Kang 
Primary School founded in 1906 as on the first Chinese school in Penang. In the beginning, it was housed 
in the newly completed clan temple. All subjects were taught in Hokkien, and teachers were hired from 
China.  
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3.2.3  Chinese Community Heritage Trades and Foods 

Chinese Group Trades 
 

Chinese Cultural Food Commonly Found in Penang 

Hokkien 
 
Places of Origin: 
Fujian Province 
 

福建省厦门、漳州、泉州、

福州等 

 Merchants  

 Tailors, shopkeepers 

 Labourers/ coolies in tin 
mines and plantations. 

      Lor Bak 卤肉                    Lor Mee 卤面                           Prawn Mee Soup / 

                                                                                                    “Hokkien Mee” 福建(虾)面 
 

    
 

Cantonese 
 
Places of Origin: 
Guangdong Province 
 

 广东省广州、中山、湛江等 
 

 Working class Cantonese 
were farmers, tin miners, 
carpenters, tailors, smiths, 
shoemakers, and other 
artisans, brick makers, 
goldsmiths 

 
 

Wan Tan Mee 云吞面                          Dim Sum 点心                            Cincau  凉粉 

         
 

Teow Chew 
 
Places of Origin: 
Guangdong Province 
 

广东省潮州、汕头、揭阳等 
 

 “Jews of China”, many were 
merchants and petty traders 

 

Koay Teow Soup 米果 条汤             Fried Koay Kak 炒 米果 角 
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Hakka  
 
Places of Origin: 
Guangdong Province 
Fujian Province 
 

广东省梅州、河源等 

福建省永定、长汀等 

 Merchants and traders. 

 They set up rice and sugar 
mills in Province Wellesley. 

 Fishmongers processing the 
produce of the Malay 
farmers and fishermen. 

 Farmers and labourers. 
 

Yong Tau Fu  酿豆腐 
 

  

Hainanese 
 
Places of Origin: 
Hainan Province  
 

海南省海口、文昌、琼海等 

 Often came as cooks to the 
Europeans and wealthy 
Straits-born Chinese. 

 

Hainanese Chicken Rice     Hainanses Chicken Steak           Hainanese Toast & Coffee    

海南鸡饭                              海南鸡排                                      海南吐司和咖啡 

      

Straits-born Chinese/  
Baba Nyonya 
 
Places of Origin: 
Mainly from Melaka 
 
Some from parts of Indonesia 
with early European 
settlements  

 Traders and merchants. 

 Government officers. 

 Many also held 
administrative posts in 
foreign firms. 

Nyonya Kuih 娘惹糕                        Laksa 叻沙 
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3.3 Indian Settlement 
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3.3.1      Introduction to the Indian Community & Settlement 

i) The Indian people and their migration pattern  

 
 

 

Origins of Indians who came 
to Penang (late 18th century 
to mid-20th century) 

Map of Indian Migration to 
Penang (late 18th century to 
mid-20th century) 
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The opening of Penang as a trading port in 1786 marked the beginning of systematic Indian migration 
into Malaya. It has been noted that 95 percent of Indians arriving into Malaya over the last 2,000 years 
seem to have entered the country between 1786 and 1957. The port of George Town served as the 
earliest port of entry for the Indian migrants.  
 
From the early days, the Indian who came to George Town was as complex and as divided as the Chinese. 
They comprised of people of different ethnicities, castes and religions. In general, the Indians can be 
divided according to dialect group as Tamil-speaking South Indian and Hindi-speaking North Indian; and 
according to religious orientation as Hindu and Muslim. Europeans at that time referred to all South 
Indians as Kelings and North Indians as Bengalis, these terms however, are inappropriate today. It is thus 
more fitting to view the Indian community in a broader sense as South Indian Hindu, South Indian 
Muslim, North Indian Hindu and North Indian Muslim. There was very little interaction among them.   
 
a) South Indians  

(Tamil speaking) South Indians were mostly from the British-ruled districts along Malabar Coast and 
Coromandel Coast of South India. The South Indians were of both Hindu and Muslim religious 

orientation. Among the South Indians, majority were the Tamils. From South India, there were also the 
Malabaris and a small population of Chettiar community.  
 
b) North Indians  

From (Hindi speaking) North India arrived sizable communities of Bengalis, Gujeratis, Parsees, Sindhis, 
Punjabis and Marwaris. The North Indians were also of both Hindu and Muslim religious orientation.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Caption: 19th century saw the biggest influx of Indian 
into Malaya via Penang. 
Photo: The E&O Hotel—Pearl of Penang  

Caption: Early Indian population in Penang comprised 
of different Indian ethnicity and class. 
Photo: Penang Postcard Collection 1899-1930s 
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First Wave (late 18th century to early-19th century) 
 

 Among the earliest Indian arrivals were a 
platoon of sepoys who arrived with Light and 
gave early protection to the new settlement. 
Their presence was marked by the 1798 Laurie 
and Whittle Map (surveyed by Captain H.R. 
Popham in 1792) showing a sepoy line at the 
presence location of Esplanade.  

 Another group of early Indian settlers was the 
regional-based Indian merchants and traders 
from Kedah, Perlis, Selangor, Acheh, and 
Borneo. This early mercantile community 
consisted of Hindu and Indian Muslims from 
North and South India such as the Chulias, 
Malabaris, Gujeratis, Sindhis, Parsees, Chettiars 

and others.  When the British founded Penang Island in 1786, some of them moved to the island 
taking advantage of Francis Light’s promise of free trade under the protection of the British flag and 
some financial incentives.  

 Indian convicts (mainly South Indians, Hindu and Muslims) were brought in by the British as early as 
1789 to build roads and civil buildings. There were also Indian artisan carpenters and masons who 
contributed to the building of early houses on the island. By 1860 the importation of convicts 
stopped and as no provision had been made for repatriation upon release, convicts would often 
marry locally, joining the peaceful and established Indo-Malay community known as Jawi Pekan—
“Town Malays”. They settled in the Kampong Malabar area and as petty traders started the 
Chowrasta Market, opposite the building of their internment. 

 In the 1790s, Light confirms “about 1,000 Indian shopkeepers and coolies settled on the island”; they 
were both Muslims and Hindu.  

 

Second Wave (early-19th century to early 20th century)  
 

 With the abolition of the African slave trade in 1833, the British started to recruit labour from India 
to feed the high demand for manpower in the Straits Settlements plantations. Majority of Indians 
came as indentured labourers, only a few came as free labourers. Under the indenture system, the 
Indian labourers were bonded to the employer for a period of five years and were paid fixed wages. 
Indentured labourers were mainly from South India (Hindu and Muslims) because the Indian 
government had only allowed recruitment from the Madras state through private companies and 
individual speculators. The indenture labour system was eventually abolished in 1910 because its 
exploitative practice was condemned as “near slavery”.  

 An alternative mode of recruitment known as the kangany system was introduced in 1872. Kangany 
is the Tamil word for overseer or superior. It supplied most of the labourers in plantations and 
harbour ports in the Straits Settlement and Malay Peninsula. Unlike the indenture system that 
mostly recruit male migrants, the kangany system paved way for family migration, enabling more 
Indians to settle permanently on the island. In 1938, the kangany system was abolished when the 
Indian Government banned all assisted emigration. Nonetheless, Indians continued to migrate to 
Penang and Malaya as free labourers.  

 Besides the unskilled labourers, the colonial government also recruited English educated South 
Indians (including Ceylonese Tamils) for civil services.  These non-labour migrants tended to bring 
their families and relatives with them, thereby contributing to the Indian population on the island. 

 Economic boom during mid-19th century and early 20th century contributed to the increasing size of 
Indian mercantile community on the island. 

 In 1930s, white-collar Indians came from all parts of India as professionals such as lawyers, doctors, 
journalists, teachers etc. 

 

Caption: Convict labours 
Photo: Penang Postcard Collection 1899-1930s 
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Local Born Indian- Jawi Peranakan 

 

             
 

 
 
 
 
 
Intermarriage between the Indian Muslim men and the native Malay women was common 
because they shared the same religion. Many Malabari convicts after serving their terms ended up 
marrying local women and settled down in George Town. The children of this union was called 
Jawi Peranakan or Jawi Pekan (which meant “Town Malays”).  In colloquial terms: Mamak (Tamil 
word for ‘uncle’), Mamak Keling, and DKK (darah keturunan keling). 
 
The Jawi Peranakan inherit socio-cultural behavior, value system and belief system of their Indian 
Muslim forefathers and speak a distinct sub dialect of Penang Malay (loghat Tanjong) with 
sprinkled of words loaned from Tamil, Urdu and Bengali. Being a hybrid cultural group, they also 
assimilated influences from both Indian and Malay cultures in many aspects of their lives such as 
food, clothing, language etc. Today, as majority of them have assimilated into the larger Malay 
community, the easiest way to identify them are from their last or first names "Shaikh", "Khan", 
"Shah", "Merican" and "Mah Wan". 

 

 
 
 
 

Caption: Family portrait of a Jawi Peranakan family. JP 
women can be distinguished from the local Malay 
women by the way they wear their headscarves.  
Photo: Glimpses of Old Penang  

Caption: The Indian Muslim father wears a 
traditional Indian turban while his Jawi 
Peranakan children wear local-style prayer 
cap known as songkok. 
Photo: Images of Jawi Peranakan of Penang 



Chapter 3: Background Reading for Site Visits 

Compilation of training materials is copyrighted to Arts-ED 2010 ©.  
No parts of this publication may be reproduced in any forms without the permission of Arts-ED. 
  

47 

3.3.2 Indian Hindu Community-“Little India” 
 
*This section will only focus on the Indian Hindu community. (The Indian Muslim community will be 
discussed in the following section).  
 

Indian Hindu Settlement Area 

 
  
In general, the South Indian Hindus are concentrated along Market Street and its tributary Streets such 
as King, Queen and Penang Street, an area now loosely referred to as “Little India”. The area favoured by 
the North Indians Hindus is Beach, Bishop, Penang, and King Streets. Market Street forms the economic 
and cultural hub of Little India. It was called “Kadai Teru” or ‘Street of Shops”. The British called it “Chola 
Place” or “Little Madras” for the close resemblance to the original settlement in India.   

 
Economic Activities in Little India 

The migrant Indians (from South and North India) came from a variety of economic backgrounds, thus 
they can be found in all sorts of livelihoods e.g. merchants, petty entrepreneurs, traders, street vendors, 
labourers etc.   
 
The early North Hindu merchants (Gujeratis, Parsees and Sindhis) were involved in the export of areca 
nut, medicinal and aromatic herbs as well as spices to India. In return, they imported from India, textiles 
and foodstuffs to sell locally. The Hindu Chettiars who were a class of its own were crucial in creating a 
cash economy in Penang during the early days. The absence of effective banks during that time provided 
the Chettiars with an opportunity to establish themselves as moneylenders among the newly established 
entrepreneurs and planters. Over the years they acquired a lot of properties in George Town due to 
forfeited mortgages. Penang Street was once called the Chetty Street because many properties on the 
street belonged to them.  
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Hindu labourers who arrived in large numbers at the turn of the twentieth century were employed as 
stevedores to work at the harbour. To survive the competitive working environment, the Indian 
labourers formed kootams, groups consisting of 30-50 labourers. Each kootam appointed a supervisor 
and a clerk to tender jobs and collect payment. 
 
These early Hindu population in George Town did not intend to stay for long. They were money-making 
oriented with the ultimate aim to return to India. Many wealthy merchants also moved to Singapore and 
Kuala Lumpur for better business prospects. Since there was no plan to settle down permanently, the 
Hindu did not put too much effort to blend into local society. Instead, they re-created a living and social 
environment around Market Street area almost identical to their mother country, so much so that the 
British nicknamed Market Street as Little Madras. As most of the early Hindu migrants who came were 
single male, Market Street was packed with all kinds of services and petty trades to cater to their 
everyday needs: food, hair-cut, clothing etc. 

An example of traditional Indian petty trade is the 
Otthu Kadai. Measuring a humble 3m by 1.5m in 
size, the otthu kadai literally means “small shop”. 
Otthu kadai was modeled after the petti kadai 
(literally, “box shop”) trade in Tamil Nadu, India. 
The petti kadai was so called because the small 
portable wooden stall, which was principally meant 
to sell betel leaves on the roadside, looked exactly 
like a box and could be folded up and removed at 
the end of the day’s trade.   
 

 
 
 

3.3.3 Indian Hindu Heritage Sites 

Site 1-  Flower Garland Weaver  

 
Indian flower garland is called Maala. The commonly flower used is 
marigold, jasmine, hibiscus, roses and also leaves.  
 

Indian flower garland is used for many religious and social functions, e.g.: 

- Exchange of garlands is an important ritual in an Indian wedding 

ceremony.  

- Garlands are used during important life celebrations such as baby 

 shower and birthdays. 

- A fresh flower garland is also commonly used in worship (Puja) at 

home or at a Hindu temple.  

- It can also be used in funerals. Many also use a garland to decorate 

the potrait photos of the relatives who have since passed away. 

 
Besides selling flower garlands, the row of flower stalls on Jalan Kapitan Keling also sells flowers and 
other prayer items such as candles and joss sticks. Their customers include Hindus, Christians, Buddhists, 
Muslims and others in George Town because the use of flowers is universal in religious and social 
occasions.  
 
 

Source: Goh Hun Meng 

Caption: Otthu Kadai on Queen Street 
Source: Arts-ED 

http://lh6.ggpht.com/_29F0LKeDjkQ/Shtn2rTwzRI/AAAAAAAAHsI/9zN593esVN4/s1600-h/IMG_2171%5B4%5D.jpg
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The Hindu Religion & Rituals 
 

- Contrary to popular misconceptions of the Hindu religion, Hindus actually only believe in the 
existence of one God, Lord Brahman. However they believe that this God can appear in several 
different forms to represent the various characteristics of God and to allow for human beings to 
pray to certain gods for specific purposes. These forms of God include Lord Vishnu(the 
protector), Lord Siva(the Destroyer), Lord Krishna, Godess Sakthi and Godess Mariamman after 
which this temple is named. These different forms of God can be seen carved on the forefront of 
the temple.  

- Hindus generally use materials such as the flower garland and colored ash for prayers. This 
explains the existance of traders selling these materials in Little India.   

- The colored ash is made of cow dunk as cows are believed to be holy animals to the Hindus. The 
cow dunk is dried and then burnt to kill any bacteria before being dyed white/grey (symbolising 
all normal human beings will die and return to the ground as ash), red (symbolising blood and 
respecting the Gods) or yellow (used to cleanse the statues before a religious ceremony).  

- Red pottus are worn by female Hindus to signify their married status, black pottus are usually for 
single women and children to ward of evil as they believe there is a “third eye” on our foreheads 
able to see and be possessed by evil spirits.  
 

        

Site 2- Sri Mahamariamman Temple 

The early Hindu community was highly segregated according to 
ethnicity, occupation and dwelling area. There was little social 
interaction among the different sub-groups. The Sri Mahamariamman 
Chettiar Temple on Queen Street became the focal point around 
which social, cultural and religious activities revolve.  
 
History of Sri Mahamariamman Temple 

 
The first generation of Hindus who came to Penang set up small 
shrines for their favorite deities wherever they had settlements. One 
of the most important Hindu temples was The Mahamariamman 
Temple on Queen Street, the heart of Indian commercial activities in 
George Town. Originally the temple was a simple shrine. In 1801, the 

British authorities granted the temple land to a Chettiar leader named Betty Lingam Chetty on behalf of 
the Indian-Hindu community. Betty Lingam Chetty was probably a Kapitan for the Hindu community at 
that time. He was given the responsibility to build a common space for the Indian to congregate and pray. 
The British hoped that in this way the Indian would concentrate their settlement around the temple for 
ease of management. It is believed that all the Hindus including merchants, labourers and sepoys who 
settled in that area have contributed to the building of the temple. It was only in 1933 that the 
Mahamariamman temple acquired the present form and structure. In that year the temple was 
extensively renovated and consecration ceremony was held on 12th June 1933. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Caption: The pottu is worn on the lower forehead between the eyebrows. 
Photo: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Indian_Woman_with_bindi.jpg 
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3.3.4 Indian Muslim Community – 
Kapitan Keling Wakaf and the Gold Bazaar 

 

Indian Muslim settlement area 

 
 

Among one of the earliest settlers in George Town, the Malabari (present day known as Malayalees) 
formed an early settlement called Malabar Street in George Town.  As the Malabari and Chulia (both 
Indian Muslims) frequently intermarried, they were quickly absorbed into the larger Chulia community, 
hence Malabar Street very soon became Chulia Street and Kampong Malabar. Chulia Street became 
commercial centre for the wealthy Chulia merchants who built their shophouses there. Another Malabar 
settlement was Kampong Kaka, an area along the western town boundary. Kaka refers to brother or 
sister of Malabar Muslim from Kerala.  Today, George Town possesses the largest population of South 
Indian Muslim and Jawi Peranakan in Malaysia. Their settlement is marked by large area of wakaf land* 
endowed by the EIC and early Indian Muslim leaders.   
 

* In 1800s the EIC started to make allocations of land to many local religious communities of all faiths. 
The conditions of the grant required that the land was to be restricted to religious purposes, never to be 
alienated, sold or transferred. Endowed property for the Muslim was known as wakaf. The first Muslim 
wakaf in George Town was the Masjid Kapitan Keling allotted by the EIC in 1803. Besides the EIC, wakaf 
land also came from a variety of individuals.  
 
Many wakaf foundations frequently included a mosque, a school, burial ground and even a residential 
area where poorer Muslim families could afford with a very low rent. The wakaf thus allowed the 
advantages of living, working, praying, playing and even policing one another within a close-knitted 
community relatively free from external authority and pressures.  
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Economic Activities 

Like their Hindu counterparts, early Indian Muslim society also comprised of people from many different 
economic standings. They ranged from the earliest convict labour to highly successful spice merchants. 
In the middle were artisan carpenters and masons, petty-traders, porters, field labourers, sampan 
boatmen, stevedores and coolies. A later wave of Indian Muslims came as white-collar workers.  
 
The role of Indian Muslim merchants have to be highlighted because they were the most important 
economy driver in George Town during its first 50 years.  Their early commercial success was secured by 
an established network and support system: the sons of merchants ran the family business and 
employed workers from other Jawi Peranankan and Indian Muslim families. The larger business groups 
supported the smaller wholesale business, which in turn supported the retailers and shopkeepers. In this 
way, an interdependent commercial relationship was established. By the end of 19th century, the Indian 
Muslims faced fierce competition from Chinese businessmen. As a resort, they set up the Malay 
Chamber of Commerce and the Muslim Merchants Club to consolidate their businesses.  

 
During the 1940s and 50s, the Indian mercantile community (majority Indian Muslims) almost had 
monopoly for onions, pulses, spices, betel nuts, rice and textiles.  Indian Muslim merchants have also 
ventured from spice trade to other businesses such as import-export, shipping, and jewelry. The 
Merican, Rawther, Sahib and Lebai Clans for example, harnessed their centuries-old trading experience 
to gain an edge in the import-export business and supply provisions, labour, passengers, crew and 
packing material to ships in the main ports of Penang, Port Swettenham (Port Klang) and Singapore. 
Containerization wiped out much of this trade, and some of these old trading families have now 
switched to related businesses such as freight forwarding and currency exchange.  
 
Chulia Street, once the centre of Indian Muslim economic activities, still retains a few Islamic trades 
reminiscent of their golden period in George Town.  King and Queen street which are just off Chulia 
Street still has old import-export companies, publishing firms, textile retailers and spice wholesalers. 
Lower Chulia Street itself has a row of Indian Muslim shops mainly dealing with wholesale and retail of 
textile, carpets, perfumery and items for the hajj.  
 
The Gold Bazaar (covering Jalan Masjid Kapitan Keling, Lebuh Buckingham and Lebuh Campbell) was a 
project launched in 2003 to promote traditional jewellers in Penang. The jewellery business on Jalan 
Masjid Kapitan Keling is monopolized by Indian Muslim gold retailers and wholesalers for more than 60 
years. A big community of Indian (Hindu and Muslim) goldsmiths in Penang live on commission jobs from 
the gold retailers in this area. One of the jewellery businesses originated in this area that made it big 
internationally is Habib with a business network stretching to the Middle East.  
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Story of a Textile Trader 
 

Across the road from the Nagore Shrine is a row of textile merchants, one of them is Faizal 
Brothers. It is a one-stop textile centre for pilgrims embarking on the Hajj. The original founder 
migrated to Malaya in 1926 from Pakistan and traded in textile, clocks and bicycles all over the 
peninsula until the extended family  settled in stages in Penang between 1952- 1957. The shop 
was rented from a Chettiar (RM 175 under the then rent control Act). Their workers, recruited 
from India, left their families behind and lived upstairs of the shop.  
 
In the 1960s they began specializing in Muslim pilgrimage items because Penang was the only 
place in Malaya other then Singapore where the ship embarked to Mecca. These items were 
previously only available from Aden in Yemen.  The shop sells standard Indian textiles and at 
least 25 items related to the pilgrimage, eg. two piece robes for men, head-dress, body-piece for 
women, perfumes, lip balm for the dry weather in Mecca,  pocket sized quran and prayer books. 
Today pilgrims fly to Mecca from Penang and so the Fazal brothers still get clients from the 
northern states of Kedah Perak and Perlis.  

 
 
 
 

 

Story of a Spice Trader 
 

Abdul Gafoor sailed to Penang at the age of 18 after completing his ‘Form 6’ education in 
Madras. He was the last batch the British allowed to leave Madras. Because of that, a lot of 
Indians returned to India from Penang because they could not bring their family here.  
 
It took 5 days to reach Penang from Madras. Upon reaching Penang waters, all the passengers 
were brought to Pulau Jerejak and were quarantined for 3 days to do basic check ups and get 
vaccination. When Abdul Gafoor reached Penang, he was very happy because he drank Penang 
water and it tasted exactly like in India. Not only that, when he reached Market Street, it looked 
exactly like Madras.  
 
Abdul Gafoor worked as an office boy in his father’s company and then took over in 1955.Their 
company imports spices from India through cable using the moss code. It usually took 1 month 
for the spices to reach Penang. They used big passenger ships to transport the spices and other 
goods as well. The ships also brought passengers. Examples of a few ships were S.S Arajula, State 
of Madras and Chusan. The spices were brought in gunny sacks and loose cargo. The ships would 
park in the middle of the sea water, not too far from the island.  
 
Abdul Gafoor used a tongkang to go to the ship and claim his goods. The tongkang charge was 50 
cents for each pack loaded onto the tongkang. The goods were brought to the port and coolies 
then carried the goods into lorries to be transported to his shop. The coolies and lorry both 
charged RM1 for the trip. The spices were then unloaded from the lorry and placed in front of 
his shop for weighing using a ‘kandar’. ‘Kandar’ is a Tamil word which means long wood. To use 
it, a long piece of wood is placed on one side of a person’s shoulder, and the other side is used to 
hang the spices to weigh it. This ‘kandar’ was also used to carry the famous nasi kandar. 
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Social Activities 

Among the early Indian Muslims who came to Penang, especially the poorer group, many were here for 
short period of time to save money and eventually returned to India. They were replaced by a new influx 
of similarly temporary labour. The sangams, male labourers’ hostels were set up to house these 
temporary migrants who led simple lives and cut down on expenses by living together with as many 
people as possible.  
 
On the other hand, there were a great number of Indian Muslims, including the Jawi Peranakan who 
chose to settle down in George Town. Most of them continued to practice local Indian customs and 
traditions and displayed family solidarity, strong kinship, and clan relationships. As such, marriage unions 
between the members of the extended family were common. The wealthy Indian Muslim or Jawi 
Peranakan families chose their prospective son or daughter-in-law from the families of equally successful 
Indian Muslim merchants from India or from other wealthy Jawi Peranakan families. Thus, a number of 
huge family business and conglomerates were established led by the Marakayar, Merican and Noordin 
families.  
 
Although the Indian Muslim preserved a great deal of ethnic traditions in their private life, they were 
eager to blend socially into their adopted land. From the beginning, through their involvement in 
religious and charitable activities such as building mosques and religious schools, the Indian Muslims and 
Jawi Peranakans were able to build a close relationship with other Muslim and Malay groups. Later, they 
became involved in social and recreational activities such as the Malay Recreation Club, Penang Malay 
Association, and Young Muslims Union. This essentially facilitated the way for their socio-cultural and 
political assimilation later into Malay society. By the 1930s, most of Indian Muslims and Jawi Peranakans 
had come to identify themselves with the Malay majority, now call themselves Malays.  
 
 

3.3.5 Indian Muslim Heritage Sites 

Site 1-   Kapitan Keling Mosque 

 
 
The most significant landmark of the Indian Muslims –was built in 1802 by the first Kapitan Keling- Kader 
Mydin Merican to replace an attap mosque built on the arrival by the company’s Sepoys. It was built on 
an 18-acre lot granted to the Muslims for religious use by Sir George Leith, then Lieutenant Governor of 
Penang in November 1801. Over the years, the mosque area was reduced to only eight acres because 
many parts were used for constructions of roads and shophouses. Today, standing stately along Jalan 
Masjid Kapitan Keling (once called Pitt Street), it is the largest historic mosque in George Town and 
possesses the biggest wakaf land in Malaysia. The Kapitan Keling Mosque is used by Muslims five times a 
day, seven days a week. It is full on Fridays and overflows during the the Muslim celebrations of Hari 
Raya Aidil Fitri and Hari Raya Haji.  
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Architecture  

 Initially the mosque was nothing more than a rectangular shaped building with a sloping roof on all 
sides and surrounded by a stone bench. 

 A hundred years later that the colonial government set up a board to supervise the administration of 
trust lands and following this, British architects commissioned by the Muslim and Hindu 
Endowments Board gave the mosque its British Moghul Revival appearance in 1916. The elegant 
minaret dates from this time.  

 However, this design was found to be rather 'impractical' due to the local climate. The roofing was 
therefore redone along with other major renovations, including doubling the height of the central 
prayer hall. This improved the ventilation system and allowed more natural light into the interior.  

 Presently, the mosque features domes, turrets and minarets. The exterior is ochre yellowed while 
the interior had white marble floors and a high ceiling. 

 The facade of the building and its interior were decorated with only geometric designs as human and 
animal form are traditionally forbidden in Islam, as these were believed to encourage animism or 
idol worship. 

 There is a tall tower on the ground where the azan, or call to prayer is announced. The Islamic 
Information Centre is also located in that tower on the ground floor.  

 In 2003 with a RM5 million grant, the Kapitan Keling Mosque was refurbished as water seepage and 
poor drainage were adversely affecting the building. It was closed for about a year.  

 Besides the restoration work, new alterations were added which did not compromise on the 
aesthetic value of the majestic mosque. These new extensions included a covered walkway and the 
women's ablution area situated beside the existing washroom at the north side of the mosque. 
Calligraphy was added to the interior of the main dome and on the walls which were originally 
decorated with intricate floral motifs.  

 
 

 
Indian Muslim Personality—Kapitan Keling 

 Abdul Kadir Mydin Merican is a respected Indian Muslim leader of Tamil-Malayalee ancestry.  

 He was also one of the largest textile traders. Other successful Indian Muslim traders in     
George Town were the Marakayar and Noordin families. 

 The British appointed Kadir Mydin Merican as Captain of the Indian Muslim society in 1810. 
This captain of the community was given the right of leadership of the community in religious 
and civil matters, was responsible for instituting rights and privileges for the group, and for 
building the mosque. He was influential in forging good relations between British and Indian 
Muslims as well as with the other commercial communities.   

 As the Indians found it difficult to pronounce certain English words, the title "Captain" was 
somehow transformed into "Kapitan". From there, the Kapitan Kelings (or Captains of the Kelings) 
came about. 

 Kadir Mydin Merican died in 1834 and was buried not very far from the mosque. He willed 
his personal wakaf land (in Kampung Kolam) to be added to the original wakaf land given by the 
EIC on the condition that the bequeathed land to be administered by his sons and their 
descendants.  
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Site 2-   Nagore Shrine 

The Muslim saint Syed Shahul Hamid is remembered in the 
Nagore Shrine, believed to be built in the early 1800s. The 
charming shrine, with its white domes and turrets, is only a 
miniature version of the dargah* in the city of Nagore, India, 
where the Saint lies buried. The original monument is said to be 
the most important Muslim shrine in South India.  
 
In Penang, devotees visit Nagore Shrine to make offerings to 
the Saint and seek his favours. (It is said that the shrine was 
visited by people of all races and religions in the past.) The most 
popular times for such visits are on Thursday evenings, on the 
eve of the Muslim Friday’s prayers. Oil is donated to keep the 
lamps continuously lit, and kamanyan (incense) is also burnt 
here.  

 
The biggest celebration held is the anniversary of the Saint’s death, marked with a fourteen-day kandoori 
or festival. On the first day, the festival is launched with a flag-raising ceremony. Nasi minyak or ghee 
rice is cooked and distributed to all during the festival period.  
 
*A Dargah is a Sufi shrine built over the grave of a revered religious figure, often a Sufi saint. 
 
Source: Ghulam-Sarwar Yuusof, Dr. (1989) Lasting Charisma.  Pulau Pinang, 1(2), 30-35. 
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3.3.6  South Indian Community Heritage Trades, Foods and Clothing 

Ethnicity Trades  Foods Clothing 

Tamil Hindu 
 
Place of origin: 
Tamil Nadu State 
 

 Convicts (1789-1860) and indentured 
labourers (1833-1910) brought in for 
public constructions. 

 1837- trained printers brought in from in 
and around Madras for the printing of the 
Penang Gazette.  

 Starting 1872- came as stevedores to work 
at the port and godowns.  

 20th century, Tamil became dominant 
labourers in the departments of 
sanitation, water, electricity, engineering, 
veterinary, transport, public works and 
telecommunication. 

 

 In general Hindu are vegetarians while their 
Muslim counterparts incorporate meat dishes in 
their diet.  

 South Indian food is ruled by rice and 
preparations made from rice. It is light and less 
greasy as most items are steamed/ shallow fried.  

 South Indian is famous of the banana leaf 
cuisine- rice, vegetables, dhal curry, meat and 
fish curries, rasam (a soup made with spices), 
tayiru (yogurt), pappadam (lentil crackers) and 
acar (lime or mango pickles) served on banana 
leaves instead of plates.  

 

Banana Leaf Cuisine 

 South Indian curries are usually hot and wet. 
Usual spices used: turmeric, coriander, ginger, 
garlic, mustard seeds and chilies. 

 Coffee is the favorite beverage in South India as 
it is traditionally a coffee cultivation region. 
Famous in South India: Madras filter coffee. 

Sari 
 Worn by women all over India, especially 

popular among South Indian women. 

 Worn with a tight-fitting blouse (choli). 

 There are many ways of wearing a sari 
following the traditions of different 
districts.  

 The designs of sari and the fabrics used are 
also different in every district.  

             

 

                                       

  
  
 
              
 

Indian Muslim/ 
Chulia 
(Tamil Muslim) 
 
Place of origin: 
Tamil Nadu State 

 For the first 50 years since the founding of 
Penang island, the Chulias were the 
dominant commercial groups on the island 
controlling textile and piece-goods trade 
from India. 

 Mid-19th century, many came as porters, 
field labourers, sampan boatmen, 
stevedores, and coolies. 
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Tamil Nadu-style 
(most popular) 
- wrap around the 
waist with pleats in 
front, and drape the 
ornaments end over 
the left shoulder. 

Kerala-style  
- white sari worn 
during festival 
- similar way of 
wearing except it 
has no pleats in 
front. 
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Chettiar  
 
Place of origin: 
Puddukkottai & 
Ramnad districts of 
Tamil Nadu State 

 

 Arrived mid-19th century as middle-class 
textile merchants. 

 Monopolized money-lending business; 
they owned many properties in town due 
to forfeited mortgages.  

 Some were employees of ancient trading 
and financial houses with headquarters in 
Madras.  

 Poorer Chettiars worked as labourers, 
including running recycling shops close to 
Masjid Lebuh Acheh.  

 Many wealthy Chettiar left Penang after 
the independence of Malaya in 1957. 

 

 South Indian cuisine refers to food from 4 states: 
Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Andhra Pradhesh and 
Kerala. Due to the migration pattern, South 
Indian food in George Town mostly features 
influences from Tamil Nadu and Kerala. 

 Example of food from Tamil Nadu: thosai, idli. 

 Example of Indian Muslim food from Tamil Nadu: 
roti canai 

 Example of food from Kerala: puttumayam, 
appam.  

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dhoti 
 Traditional attire for men all over India 

(North and South), usually worn with 
western style shirt or a Jubba (long sleeve 
collarless loose shirt). 

 A rectangular white cotton cloth tied 
around the waist.  

 Workers often pull the ends up between 
the legs and tucked into the back of the 
waist to ease movement. 

 A silk dhoti with borders is used on 
ceremonious occasions. 

 There is a slight difference of wearing a 
dhoti in every district. 

           

 
 

Malabari 
(now known as 
Malayalee) 
 
Place of origin: 
Kerala State  
 
 

 

 Starting 1786, first came spice traders, 

artisan carpenters and masons. Later, 
white collar workers employed in 
administration. 

 Convicts (1789-1860) and indentured 
labourers (1833-1910) brought in for 
public constructions. 

 Many ex-convicts became petty traders 
who founded Chowrasta Market. 

 The founding of the Public Works 
Department in 1872 provided continuous 
employment for Malabari construction 
convicts upon their release.  

 Many ex-convicts also sought private 
employment with Indian and Chinese 
contractors.  

 Some rose from being contract workers to 
become reputed contractors themselves. 
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Tamil Nadu-style  
- fold on the left 

Kerala-style  
- fold on the right 
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Angavastram/ thundu                Lungi 
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Working- style  
 
 

An extra piece of 
cloth traditionally 
draped around the 
shoulder  
 
 

Colourful and checkered cloth 
worn by Indian Muslim and 
Jawi Peranakan man 
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Ceremonious- style  
 
 

Unique Indian Foods in Penang 
 

Mamak- style mee goreng 
 
The dish is stir-fry Chinese yellow noodles 
with tofu, beansprouts, cooked squid, 
flour fritters, fried shallots, tomato 
ketchup and spices. A squeeze of a fresh 
local lime is added before serving. 
 
Weld Quay is said to be the birth place of 
mamak-style fried noodle, a unique dish 
not found in India. It was invented by the 
local Indian Muslim food vendors at the 
harbour area catering to the Indian 
stevedores in the early 20th century.  
 
Nasi kandar 
 
This is another local invention—a rice 
based buffet featuring Indian Muslim-
style dishes such as nasi briyani, ayam 
masak merah and kambing kurma.  
 
Nasi kandar (literally 'carried rice'), is so 
named because Indian Muslim hawkers in 
pre-war days 'carried' rice and curry on 
weaved baskets suspended at two ends of 
a pole slung over their shoulders. Today, 
the ever popular nasi kandar outlets in 
Penang are frequented by people from all 
ethnicities.  
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3.3.7  North Indian Community Heritage Trades, Foods and Clothing 

Ethnicity Trades  Foods Clothing 

Gujerati 
 
Place of origin:  
City of Ahmedabad and 
Surat in Gujarat State, 
India 
 

 Arrived late 18th century. 

  “Kings of textiles”, they dominated 
textile trade from India 

 Also involved in import and export 
of spices and goods from India. 

 During mid-1900s, many North 
Indian merchants (Gujerati, Parsee, 
Bengali, Sindhi, Marwari) moved out 
of Penang to Kuala Lumpur and 
Singapore in search of better 
business prospect. 

 

 The staple food crop for North 
Indians is wheat that is used in the 
making of a variety of flat bread 
such as: parathas, puris, naans, 
kulchas, rotis and chapattis, and 
murtabak.  

 Rice is sparingly used, limited to 
briyani and pulao.  

 North Indian food also uses widely 
milk and other diary products such 
as yogurt, milk, ghee, butter and 
paneer (cottage cheese). 

 Oil is generously used, as North 
Indians prefer deep fried dishes.  

 North Indian food is normally 
presented in a thali- a large plate 
containing bread or rice and dishes 
in small cups. 

 

Thali Meal 

Sari 
 North Indian women also wear sari with their distinct 

styles and designs. 

        
 

                   
 
 
 
                   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Parsee 
 
Place of origin: 
City of Bombay, India 
(present day Mumbai) 
 

 Arrived late 18th century as textile 
merchants. 
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Gujerati-style  
- ornament 
end is drape to 
the front over 
the right 
shoulder and 
spread across 
the chest. 

Parsee-style  
- same as 
Gujerati-style 
expect for 
wearing long 
sleeve blouse 
and a headscarf. 
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Bengali-style  
- no pleats in 
front, the 
ornament end  
that has a bunch 
of keys is draped 
to the back over 
the left shoulder. 
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Bengali 
 
Places of origin: 
City of Calcutta and 
Midnapore (West Bengal 
State, India)  
 
City of Dacca and 
Chittagong (Bangladesh) 
 

 Arrived 1800s as textile merchants. 

 Starting 1930s, many came as 
government servants. 

 Many returned to India or went to 
Singapore and Kuala Lumpur after 
their tenure. 

 

 North Indian curries are milder. 
Usual spices used: cinnamon, cloves, 
cardamom, aniseed and saffron. 
Cashew nuts, almonds and raisins 
are also frequently used in cooking. 

 Chai (milk tea) is the staple 
beverage throughout India, 
especially in North India which is 
famous for tea cultivation. Famous 
in North India: masala chai (spiced 
milk tea) 

 North Indian cuisine refers to food 
from: Punjab, Delhi, Uttar Pradesh 
and Ranjasthan. Among them, food 
from Punjab is the most influential 
in Penang. 

 Example of food from Punjab: 
tandoori chicken, samosa, lassi 
(yoghurt drink). 

 

  

                 Samosa 

Salwaar Khamez 
 Also known as the “Punjabi suit” as it is especially 

popular among Punjabi women. 

 
 
Lehenga Choli 
 Popular among women in Gujarat and Ranjasthan. 

 Similar attire can be found in South India but the skirt is 
less voluminous and is worn with a longer blouse (kurti) 
that covers the torso. 

 
North Indian Lehenga 
 

Sindhi 
 
Places of origin: 
City of Karachi and  
Hyderabad (Pakistan) 

 Arrived 1800s as retailer and 
wholesaler of textiles and imported 
goods. 

 

Punjabi  
 
Place of origin: 
East Punjab (India) 
 
West Punjab (Pakistan) 
 

 1786, brought in as sepoys.  

 Starting 1860s, recruited into the 
police and the security force.  

 The Chinese and European 
businessmen often engaged them as 
jagas to sleep on the five-foot-ways 
on charpoys (camp beds with 
webbing) outside their businesses.   

 

Marwari 
 
Place of origin: 
City of Bombay, India 
(present day Mumbai) 

 Arrived 1900s. 

 Traders in spices and other 
commodities 
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dupatta (scarf)  
 
kamiz (long blouse) 
 
salwar (baggy pants drawn 
in at the ankles) 
 
churidaar (slim-fitting 
version of salwar) 

 

odhi 
(long scarf) 
 
choli  
(short blouse) 
 
lehenga  
(loose skirt)  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rajasthan
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Dhoti                              Kurta Pjyama                Sherwani 

           

            

 

 
 

Headdress  
 There are several styles of Indian headdress which are 

specific to regions, religion, etc.  

                     
                          
 
 

 

kurta     pyjama 

 

Sherwani (long 
coat) is usually 
worn with 
pyjama or dhoti, 
and a long scarf 
Popular as 
wedding outfit. 
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Punjabi Sikh’s  
Dastar 

 

Indian Muslim’s 
prayer cap 

 

Sikh boy’s 
Keski 
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Bengali-style 
- pleated in the 
middle like a 
Japanese fan. 
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http://www.flickr.com/photos/7504277@N03/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dastar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dastar
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3.4 Malay Settlement 
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3.4.1      Introduction to the Malay Community & Settlement 

i) The Malays and their migration pattern 

 
 

Map of Malay Migration to Penang (late 18th century to mid-20th century) 
 

 
First Wave (late 18th century-early 19th century) 
In 1786, the Malay community was estimated at 136 living in two kampongs on the southern edge of 
George Town. The area was marked as “Malay Town” on an old map of George Town (by Laurie and 
Whittle in 1798). These early Malays would almost certainly have been fishermen.  
 
When Penang began to prosper, many Malays arrived from the Malay Peninsula and Sumatra to settle in 
the port town.  There were also a few people of Arab descent in Penang, the most prominent being 
Tuanku Syed Hussain. By the year 1800, the urban Malay trading community totaled between 1,000 to 
2,000. The British classified all Malays from the Malay Archipelago as the Malays. In fact, the early town 
Malays comprised of Kedah Malays, Arabs, Achenese and other groups of Sumatran from Sumatra, and 
the Bugis from Borneo islands.  

 
Second Wave (mid 19th century) 
The Malay population increased dramatically from 1820s to 1830s. By 1833, they made up almost 40% of 
the total population on the island. This surge in numbers can be attributed to the instability and 
lawlessness in Kedah during its war with Siam, which resulted in refugees crossing to Penang in search of 
safety and security.  
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ii) Malay settlement area 
 

 
 
 
The early Kedah Malays and Arabs from Acheh formed villages of random housing patterns at the edge 
of the original grid established by Light. There was also a Bugis settlement by the Penang river. As 
George Town expanded, these rural kampungs were either pushed further out to the perimeters, or 
absorbed completely into the urban landscape.  

 

The “Malay Town” was one of the earliest Muslim settlements that was integrated into urban George 
Town. In the early 1800s, houses around the mosque were numbered in both “English and Malay 
characters” (Jawi) in recognition of the population’s majority Muslim composition. By 1803, the “Malay 
Town” included “Acheen Street” and “Malay Lane” (present day Armenian Street), with their respective 
jetties jutting out to the sea. By 1807, the original grid laid out by Light had extended further south to 
include Muslim settlements on Acheen Street and the present day Lebuh Melayu (Malay Street).  

 

Much of Acheen Street and its surrounding area were used to belong to Tuanku Syed Hussain, his family 
and friends. Their dwelling houses were among the first brick houses owned by Malays (Malays subject 
to a Sultanate system would not have dared to build houses bigger than the Sultan’s palace). Much of 
the area was used for storing, processing and trading pepper and other spices. 
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Achenese Personality- 

Tengku Syed Hussain Al-Aidid 

 

 The Arabs started to trade in Acheh since 11th Century, by which time Acheh had become a   
centre for Islamic teaching and an entrepot for the Arab and Malabari (Indian Muslim) 
traders moving along the spice trade route.  

 Tuanku Syed Hussain was an Achenese royalty of Arab descent.  

 In 1792, following a leadership struggle in Acheh, he took up Francis Light’s invitation to 
move his trading base (and his entourage) to George Town. They became among the early 
migrant settlers.  

 He took residence in the “Malay Town” and consolidated the Muslim community.  

 As head of the new immigrant Arab Muslim population, Tuanku Syad Hussain requested 
responsibility for governing his own people according to their customs. Light agreed and 
considered self-governance as prudent in a population brought up under “feudal laws and 
customs” with various languages, prejudices, and religions. Syed Hussain was appointed 
leader of the Malay and Muslim community in 1792. 

 As the Muslim community gradually expanded, there arose the need for a mosque. Syed 
Hussian thus founded the Masjid Melayu on Acheen Street in 1808 as centre of Islamic 
activities as well as a focal point for his community.  

 As an established pepper trader, Syed Hussain was one of the wealthiest men and  
landowners in Penang, most of Acheen Street and its surrounding area used to belong to  
him, his family and friends. Some of the government buildings were also rented from him.  

 His residential bungalow was located in the present site of Khoo Kongsi.  

 In 1813, Syed Hussain sponsored his son Syed Abdullah Al-Aidid to take over the Sultanate of  
Acheh. 

 In July 1815, when the Penang government was short of ready cash, they turned to Syed  
Hussain for a loan of Spd 50,000. Syed Hussain agreed to the loan at 12 per cent interest. In 
August 1816, the Penang government further obtained a second loan of Spd 30,000.  

 He passed away in 1840, leaving behind a substantial part of his property in George Town to  
 religious charity.  

 
 
 

 
 

Local Street Names related to Tengku Syed Hussain 
 
Lebuh Acheh / Acheen Street  

(1) Hokkien , Koǎn Laǔ-á 高楼仔   (2) Cantonese, Ko Lau Chai 高楼仔 
“a small high tower,” –referring to Syed Hussian’s go-down     
 
Beach Street (the part between Armenian Street and Acheen Street) 

(1) Hokkien , Toan lǒ-sin kay 缎罗申   (2) Cantonese , Tuan lo-san kai 缎罗申 

Lǒ-sin is Hussain, i.e., Tengku Syed Hussain, who formerly owned most of the houses in this part 
of Beach Street.  
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Economic Activities 
 
(a)  Growth from the Pepper Trade  

 
Tuanku Syed Hussain was one of the richest men in Penang due to his business and social connection 
with Acheh. He was able to acquire a fleet of ships mainly procuring pepper from the Achenese west 
coast and betelnut from the Pedir coast, and exported opium and piece goods to Acheh from India. He 
became associated with several European merchants and even established ties with the British in 
Calcutta.  
 
Syed Hussain set up his office and godown at the junctions of Acheen Street and Beach Street facing 
Acheen Street Ghaut. The godown was strategically located because the ghaut connecting to a jetty  
allowed direct transfering of goods from the godown to cargo ships and vice versa. This godown also 
served as an intimate market-place where Asian traders and representatives of European merchants 
jostled to bid at the spice auctions.  
 

Go-Down, also known as Gudang Acheh; Rumah Tinggi; “Koan-Lau-A” (高楼仔). It was believed 
to be the first four-storey building in town, the highest at its time. 

 
 
(b)  Growth as a Pilgrimage Assembly Point  

Lebuh Acheh became an assembly point for Muslim travelers (from Borneo, Sumatra, and Thailand) 
heading from Penang port to Jeddah for the Haj. The vicnicity of the Acheh Mosque used to be filled with 
pilgrims from everywhere to await the Kapal Haji (steamship) to go for the Haj. The pilgrim ship service 
was interrupted during WWII and resumed service in 1949.  
 
As the industry boomed in the 1950s, a large part of the Acheen Street community benefited from the 
influx of local tourists. Soon it became known as “The Second Jeddah”. According to the “Jeddah Pilgrims 
Tickets Agency”, during each haj season, they would charter three to six ships from Mansfield, UK ( each 
ship carry around 1000 passengers). The haj activities generated enormous economic opportunities in 
Acheen Street area, for example, pilgrim brokers, ticketing, agencies, lodging houses, shops and printing 
press which published most of the northern religion’s Islamic literature.   
 
The role of Acheen Street as the Second Jeddah was made obsolete in 1960s because the steamships 
that used to depart from there had been replaced by aircrafts. Its function as a Haj agency was also 
taken over by the government-run Lembaga Tabung Haji.    
 
 

Social Life 

Syed Hussain led an opulent lifestyle throwing huge parties to which he invited wealthy European 
planters, merchants, traders and EIC servants, as well as wealthy Malays, Chinese and Indians.  
 
He also looked after the affairs of the Muslim community and provided facilities for their social and 
cultural needs. As head of the new immigrant Arab Muslim population, Tengku Syed Hussain requested 
responsibility for governing his own people according to their customs. He was made Kapitan of the 
Muslim community and practised “Hukum Mohamed” for himself and his extended clan. Any community 
member who caused social problems would be expelled together with his whole family. This was the first 
instance in the history of Malaysia of Islamic law being recognized and tolerated under British rule. 
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3.4.2 Malay Heritage Sites 
 

Site 1  Masjid Melayu Lebuh Acheh 
 

 

Tuanku Seyad Hussain built the Masjid Melayu Lebuh Acheh, in 1808, around which were clustered 
dwellings, a madrasah (religious school), and gathering places for community activities, a land use 
pattern which mirrored the spatial arrangement that Muhammad first developed in Medina.  
 
The mosque is surrounded by rows of shophouses, a cemetery including the mausoleum of Syed Hussain 
and his family, mid-19th Century town houses and an octagonal minaret. The complex reflects the 
earliest Muslim urban community in Penang comprising of the Malays, Arabs and the Achehnese. Today, 
the Mosque as well as the surrounding properties have been endowed for religious and cultural 
purposes; and it is administered by the Penang State Religious Council.  

a) Architecture of the Mosque 

Its architecture incorporates Achehnese, Anglo-Indian and Chinese and also a good example of 
adaptation of building elements to the local climate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Caption: View of the minaret inside 
the mosque compound. 
Photo: J.Labrado @ www.flickr.com 

 

Rabung bertanduk 
pula berunsurkan 
Melayu Acheh.   

Octagonal Minaret 
resembling a Chinese 
pagoda with 
intermittent parapet 
wall capped by small 
dome 
 

Chinese decorative 
patterns symbolizing 
longevity 

Chinese influenced 
pineapple-shaped 
roof end and deer 
horn-shaped roof 
designs. 
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Mosque  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b) Family Burial Ground   

 

    
 
Tengku Syed Hussain died in 1840, after residing in George Town for 48 years. As was the custom, the 
founder of the mosque and his family were buried in the Muslim graveyard next to the mosque. The 
tombstones found in this graveyard are typical of the club-shaped tombstones of Acheh. They are called 
Batu Acheh or “Achehnese Stones”. The graves are laid according to Muslim burial custom—
perpendicular to the axis pointing to Mecca so that the dead are facing Mecca.   
 
 

Site 2 Indo-Malay Compound Houses    
 
The detached dwellings which surround the mosque dated from the mid-19th century. They are fine 
examples of Indo-Malay style urban bungalows, adapted from the indigenous Malay kampong house 
(timber houses built on stilts). The draining of the swamp in the area, and the availability of brick allowed 
for evolution of the indigenous house into a half brick and half timber structure. The lower half of the 
house raised on stilts, were later enclosed to make more space for extended families.  The attap roof 
was also replaced by a clay-tile roof. Examples of Anglo-Malay compound houses are No. 65, 67 and 69 
within the mosque compound.  

 
 
a)  No.65, Lebuh Acheh 

 

Caption (Left): The mausoleum of 
Tengku Syed Hussain and his family. 
Caption (Right): One of Batu Acheh 
in the mausoleum. 
Photos: Arts-ED 

 

European 
influenced 
decorative 
floral stucco 
design. 

Local Malay 
influenced air-vent 
design. 

 

 
Middle-
Eastern 
influenced 
arch design.  
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Double-storey bangalow, formerly home of Syed Mohamed Aqil Alatas from Palembang. It used to be 
occupied by Persama Press, one of the earliest publishers of Malay language and religious book.  
 
 
 
 

 
b)  No.67, Lebuh Acheh 

  
The home of Achehnese trader Haji Omar Meulaboh who 
imported patchouli leaves from Acheh, dried and packed them in 
the mosque compound and sent them to France and Egypt for 
perfume making.  Later this became the home for Sheikh Zakaria 
Basheer, Justice of Peace and Mufti of Penang.  
 
In 1917, Sheikh Zakaria made it the premises of Madrasatul Al-
Quran, which later became the Madrasah Al-Mashoor, a  

               famous religious school.  
 
 
c)  No.69, Lebuh Acheh 
 

No. 69 Acheen Street was once the residence of Sheikh Omar Basheer from 
Yemen, the imam of the Acheen Street Mosque.  He was a famous Sufi 
teacher and one of the great personalities in Penang history. The Commission 
which investigated the Penang Riots of 1867 required Muslim suspects to 
swear before Omar Basheer that they were not secret society members. In 
1888, the house accommodated the first Muslim registrar’s office in Penang.  
 
 
 

 
Source: Muslim Historic Sites Self-Guided Tours Brochure 
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Perheritage Community Heritage 

Family Heritage 

Regional Heritage 

National Heritage 

Global Heritage 

Personal 
Heritage 

Chapter 4 

Introduction to UNESCO World Heritage Site 

 

 
4.1  The Meaning of Heritage 
 
4.1.1 What is Heritage? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4.1.2 Levels of Heritage   
 
Heritage can be something valued 
by YOU, your family or your 
community. 
 
It can also be part of your country’s 
or region’s inherited treasures.  
 
OR 
 
It can be a legacy/tradition 
appreciated 
by the whole of mankind. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Some definitions… 
 
  Heritage is our legacy from the past, what we live with today, and what we pass on to future 
generations. - United Nations Educational, Scientific & Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
 
 
  Heritage is everything we have inherited, that we value and wish to preserve for future 
generations. It is a living legacy that helps us to understand our past, provides context for the present 
and influences the future. - Ontario Heritage Trust 
 
 
  Heritage is something that gives us a sense of place and informs us about who we are and how our 
society has developed over time. - Heritage Advisory Committee, City of Ballarat 
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4.1.3  Types of Heritage 
 

(i) Natural Heritage 
 
Our interaction with the natural environment – lakes, hills, animals, birds, is central to the way we look 
at life. All our cultural expressions – art, folklore, religion and customs – stem from this core.  A respect 
for our local environment ultimately leads to a deeper understanding of our own culture and that of 
others. 
 
 

(ii) Tangible Heritage 
 
Built heritage exists in material form, meaning that it can be physically touched.  Examples of this 
include historic buildings, monuments, gardens, secular and religious buildings, streets and towns, works 
of art, objects etc. Built heritage can be famous for its architecture, materials, or occupancy by important 
historical personality or function, historical happening etc. It helps us to understand how people in 
earlier times lived and interacted with each other. These need to be protected as landmarks of our 
historic environment. 
 

(iii)  Intangible Heritage 
 
Living heritage is traditions that exists in non-material form and continue to be practiced and passed 
down from one generation to the next. This includes skills, knowledge, craftsmanship and performing 
arts, folktales, songs, music, dance, literature, theatre, languages, rituals etc. Living heritage needs to be 
safeguarded to maintain the thread of a continuous tradition. 
 
Source: INTACH Heritage Education Kit, India 

 
 
 

                
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo:  Arts-ED  
 
Caption:  
A historical artifact 
is an example of 
tangible heritage 

 

Photo:  Leanord Kong  
 
Caption: A long-practiced religious ritual 
is an example of intangible heritage 

 

Photo:  Balthazar Lauzon  
 
Caption: A unique land formation 
is an example of natural heritage 
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4.1.4 Heritage Value 
 
How do we assess something as heritage? It is important to remember the assessment of heritage has 
no absolute measure, the judgment is made by a particular person, or group of people at a particular 
time. In general, a heritage must possess some of the following heritage values agreeable among the 
people belonging to the heritage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Heritage Value 

 

 
Description 

Social  
 

Is the place/object/person important to bring the community together 
socially? 
 

Historic  
 

Is the place/object/person associated to a particular event/ person or group 
important in your history?  
 

Scientific/ 
Knowledge 

 

Is there anything about the place/object/person which is rare or endangered, 
that can contribute to research and scientific understanding? 
 

Aesthetics 
 

Is the place/object/person symbolic for its aesthetic qualities? Does it have 
outstanding sensory quality involving any combinations of colour, form, 
texture, detail, movement, unity, sounds, scents, spatial definition and so on? 

Special 
 

Does the place/object/person have important values relating to spiritual 
beliefs? 
 

Biodiversity 
 

Is the place important for its species diversity, ecosystem diversity or 
community diversity? 
 

Ecosystem 
 

Is the place an important example of intact ecological processes at work? 
 

Geodiversity 
 

Is the place important as an example of particular earth processes at work in 
soil, water or atmosphere?  
 

 
 

 
Historic 
Value  

Social 
Value 

 
Economic 

Value 
 

 
Scientific 

Value 
 

 
Religious 

Value 
 

 
Aesthetic 

Value 
 

 
Ecology 
Value 

 

 
Special 
Value 

 

 

 

Heritage 
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4.1.5 Case Studies of Heritage Legacies 
  

(i) A Family Heritage: 
Jiu Hu Char recipe of Mei Lin’s family - A modified Nyonya recipe 
with an acquired Chinese taste  
 

   
 
 

Level of Heritage  Description 

Family Heritage The dish has been passed down by Mei Lin’s grandmother to her mother and to 
Mei Lin. 
 

Type of Heritage Description 

Living Heritage The special recipe and skill of making the dish.    
 

Heritage Value Description 

Social Value A popular dish served during ancestral worship ceremonies and family 
gatherings. On such occasions, women of the family would come together to 
help in the preparation which involves tedious manual shredding of vegetables.  
 

Aesthetic Value 
(taste) 

Unlike the original Nyonya jiu hu char, Mei Lin’s grandmother had modified the 
recipe by adding in fermented bean curd—a popular Chinese condiment that 
gives the dish a strong fermented taste which is only appealing to the acquired 
taste buds.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo:  Lingzie  
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 (ii) A Community Heritage 
 Haja Mohidin—A traditional craftsman in George Town  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Level of Heritage  Description 

Community 
Heritage 

The product he produced is bought and used by the Muslim community in 
George Town. 
 

Type of Heritage Description 

Living Heritage The traditional skill of handmaking a songkok is a living skill. 
Haja Mohidin as the only producer of hand-sewn songkok in George Town is 
the guardian of such living skill. 
 

Heritage Value Description 

Social Value and 
Religious Value 

The songkok has both social and religious value as it is worn during political and 
religious functions as a symbol of a Malay and a Muslim. 
 

Aesthetic Value Local songkok is different from Muslim cap from other countries in terms of 
fabric, color and shape. It is commonly made of black velvet and slightly oblong 
in shape with a horizontal or flat top.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Photo:  Arts-ED  
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 (iii) A National Heritage: 
  Istana Kenangan, Kuala Kangsar – A handcrafted royal palace 
 

 
 
 

Level of Heritage  Description 

National Heritage The palace reflecting sophisticated  traditional building skill and craftsmenship 
is the only one of its kind in Malaysia. 
 

Type of Heritage Description 

Built Heritage An outstanding relic of traditional architecture.  
 

Heritage Value Description 

Historic Value Istana Kenangan was once the residence of the Sultan of Perak- Sultan Iskandar 
Shah, in 1931. 
 

Aesthetic value 
 

The palace has a symbolic layout resembling a Malay sword. The walls are 
made of woven sliced bamboo in a diamond shaped pattern (kelerai) and the 
roofs are in the shape of five ridges (perabung lima) of a traditional Malay 
house. The palace is also highly decorated by traditional Malay wood carvings. 
 

Scientific value Outstanding building technique—the entire timber building was built without 
using a single nail. 

 
Source:  
http://www.perak.info/Kuala_Kangsar/Royal_Museum_Kuala_Kangsar.htm 
http://sultan.perak.gov.my/english/istana_kenangan.htm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo: www.asiaexplorers.com  

http://www.perak.info/Kuala_Kangsar/Royal_Museum_Kuala_Kangsar.htm
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(iv) A Regional Heritage: 
 Niah National Park, Sarawak—A lime stone cave  
 

 
 

Level of Heritage  Description 

Regional Gua Niah is remarkable as the birthplace of civilization in Southeast Asia. 
 

Type of Heritage Description 

Natural Heritage An outstanding example of tropical limestone caves and cave system.  
Intact natural habitats and ecosystem, notably the unique cave vegetation.  
 

Cultural Heritage An important archeological site of prehistoric human settlement.   
 

Heritage Value Description 

Geodiversity value 
 

Niah National Park has outstanding limestone features and cave system. It also 
houses one of the largest limestone caves in the region- The Niah Great Cave. 

 

Historic value The Niah Great Cave is an important prehistoric site where human remains 
dating to 40,000 years have been found. This is the oldest recorded human 
settlement in Southeast Asia. 
 

Scientific value The cave drawings in Painted Cave are valuable research materials because 
they record the belief of and activities of the prehistoric community in Borneo.  
 

Special value The huge swiftlet and bat populations in the many caves of Niah National Park 
are important sources of economy in the area. The locals have been collecting 
and selling guano (bird and bat droppings used as fertilizer) and bird's nest for 
generations. The meeting place where birds nest and guano traders conduct 
their business is named Trader’s Cave. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Photo:www.travelpod.com/photos/0/Malaysia
/Niah%20National%20Park.html 
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(v) A Global Heritage: 
Borobudur, Indonesia –  
A temple complex encompassing science, religion and culture 

 

 
  

Level of Heritage  Description 

Global The oustanding architecture of Borobudur and its role in the history of the 
Buddhism make it a testimony of human civilation in the world. 
 

Type of Heritage Description 

Built Heritage 
 

Archaeological remains of a unique architectural masterpiece.  

Living Heritage 
 

Traditions of Buddhist scholarship and pilgrimage. 

Heritage Value Description 

Historic Value This gigantic temple of Borobudur was built by the ancient Sailendra dynasty 
between 778 to 842 AD, it was one of major centers of Buddhist scholarship in 
South and South-East Asia at that time. 
 

Scientific Value 
 

The temple architecture demonstrates sophisticated traditional calendrical, 
astronomical and cosmological knowledge that is highly sympathetic to the 
geophysical condition and religious attributes of the site.   
 

Aesthetic Value An architecture masterpiece that embodies three concepts: it is, at the same 
time, a stupa, a replica of the Hindu cosmic mountain Mt. Meru, and a 3-
dimensional mandala (an instrument to assist meditation). It is renowned for 
the abundance and intricacy of its relief sculptures—the largest and most 
complete collection of Buddhist relief in the world.  
 

Religious Value Borobudur remains a place of prayer and pilgrimage for Buddhist all over the 
world. Borobudur serves meditative function. By walking up the pathway to the 
top, the pilgrim symbolically spirals upward from the everyday world to the 
nirvanic state of absolute nothingness.  
 

 
 

Photo:www.nationalgeographic.com 
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4.2 UNESCO World Heritage Site 
 
4.2.1 Why should I know about World Heritage?  
 
Understanding natural and cultural legacies in different parts of the world can help us become more 
aware of our own roots, and of our natural and cultural environment that affect and mould our identity. 
A closer look at any of the sites on the World Heritage List helps us learn about diversity of nature, 
peoples, cultures and the civilizations. 
 
The destruction or deterioration of a World Heritage Site could be harmful to the survival of our identity, 
our nations and our planet. We have the responsibility to preserve these sites, and to protect biodiversity 
and cultural diversity for future generation. 
 
- World Heritage Pledge, World Heritage Youth Forum, Bergen, Norway 
 
 

4.2.2 What is a UNESCO World Heritage Site? 
 
World Heritage Site inscription by UNESCO ( United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organisation) represents  international recognition given to a natural 
or man-made environment which possesses heritage assets of outstanding 
universal value (OUV). 
  
The heritage assets on a site are judged to have historic, cultural, social, aesthetic, 
scientific or spiritual values that are of benefit to humanity and the universe. 

 
 

4.2.3 Types of UNESCO World Heritage Sites 
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4.2.4      Heritage Assets of World Heritage Sites 

 
Source: 
UNESCO and ICCROM. 2003. Introducing young people to heritage site management and protection: A practical manual for 
secondary teachers in the Arab religion (Amman:UNESCO and ICCROM), p.8.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Natural Site Cultural Site Mixed Site 
  Tangible Heritage Intangible Heritage 

 
Natural and 
maritime parks  
of ecological  
interest 
 
Geological &  
physical  
formations 
 
Landscapes of  
outstanding  
natural beauty 

 
 

 
Architectural works 
Monuments 
Archaeological sites 
Historic centres 
Group of buildings 
Cultural Landscapes 
Historical parks & gardens 
Botanical gardens 
Industrial archaeology 
Museum collections 
Librarians 
Archives 

 

 
Music 
Dance 
Literature 
Theatre 
Local traditions 
Skills/ Trades 
Craftsmanship 
Religious ceremonies 

 

 
Combination of 
natural and man-
made heritage 
assets  
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4.2.5  World Heritage Sites in Malaysia 
 

 (i)  Natural Site: Kinabalu Park, Sabah  

 

  

Photo:  Evergreen 
 

 
(ii) Natural Site: Gunung Mulu National Park, Sarawak  
 

 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo: UNESCO 

 
 (iii) Cultural Site: Melaka and George Town, Historic Cities of the Straits of Malacca 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
* Refer to Section 4.2.7: Criteria for Selection of World Heritage Sites 

Type of 
WHS 

Natural site 
 

Year of 
Inscription 

2000 
 

Heritage 
Assets 

- Very wide range of habitats  
- Exceptionally rich species of flora covering 
more than half the families of all flowering 
plants in the world  
- Majority of Borneo’s animals (many 
threatened and vulnerable) also occur in 
the park 

Criteria* (ix), (x) 
 

Type of WHS Natural site 
 

Year of 
Inscription 

2000 
 

Heritage Assets - Exceptional cave system and karst features 
important for understanding of Earth’s history 
of more than 1.5 million years. Mulu is the 
house for the largest known cave chamber in 
the world—the Sarawak Chamber   
- Great diversity of plant and animal 
- Spectacular sight with an exciting range of 
dramatic landscape  

Criteria* (vii), (viii), (ix), (x) 
 

Type of WHS Cultural site 
 

Year of Inscription 
 

2008 
 

Heritage Assets - Colonial trading ports connected 
to the historic maritime trade 
route in the Straits of Malacca 
- Vibrant multicultural living 
heritage  
-Buildings/ monuments of 
multicultural architectural 
influence 
 

Criteria* (ii), (iii), (iv) 
 

Photo: UNESCO 

 

Photo: Capella Boltiador 
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4.2.6  World Heritage Sites in Other Countries  
 

(i) Natural Site: Great Barrier Reef, Australia 
 

   
Photo: Evergreen 

 

 

 
 
(ii) Cultural Site: Angkor, Cambodia  

 

   
Photo: Arts-ED 

 
 
 
(iii) Mixed Site: Mount Emei Scenic Area, including Leshan Giant Buddha Scenic Area 

 

   
Photo: Wikimedia 

 
 

 
 
* Refer to Section 4.2.7: Criteria for 
Selection of World Heritage Sites 

Type of WHS Natural site 
 

Year of 
Inscription 

1981 
 

Heritage 
Assets 

- World’s largest collection of coral reefs   
- Extensive range of marine life species, 
including some of the world’s rarest sea 
animals such as the Dugong (sea cow) and 
large green turtle 
 

Criteria* (vii), (viii), (ix), (x) 
 

Type of 
WHS 

Cultural site 
 

Year of 
Inscription 

1981 
 

Heritage 
Assets 

- Magnificent remains of the different 
capitals of the Khmer Empire from the 9th to 
the 15th century, it is one of the most 
important archaeological sites in South-East 
Asia 
 

Criteria* (i), (ii), (iii), (iv) 
 

Type of 
WHS 

Mixed site 
 

Year of 
Inscription 

1996 
 

Heritage 
Assets 

- Historical Buddhist temples dated back to 
the 1st century A.D. including  the Giant 
Buddha of Leshan (the biggest Buddha in the 
world) which was carved out of a hillside in 
the 8th century 
- Mt. Emei is notable for its exceptionally 
diverse vegetation, ranging from subtropical 
to subalpine pine forests. Some of the trees 
there are more than 1,000 years old 
 

Criteria* (iv), (vi), (x) 
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4.2.7      Criteria for Selection of World Heritage Sites 
 
To be included on the World Heritage List, sites must be of outstanding universal value and meet at least 
one out of ten selection criteria: 

i. a masterpiece of human creative genius;  
ii. an important interchange of human values, over a span of time or within a cultural area of the 

world, on developments in architecture or technology, monumental arts, town-planning or 
landscape design;  

iii. a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to a civilization which is living 
or which has disappeared;  

iv. an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological ensemble or 
landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history;  

v. an outstanding example of a traditional human settlement, land-use, or sea-use which is 
representative of a culture (or cultures), or human interaction with the environment especially 
when it has become vulnerable under the impact of irreversible change;  

vi. directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or with beliefs, with 
artistic and literary works of outstanding universal significance. (The Committee considers that 
this criterion should preferably be used in conjunction with other criteria);  

vii. superlative natural phenomena or areas of exceptional natural beauty and aesthetic importance;  
viii. outstanding examples representing major stages of earth's history, including the record of life, 

significant on-going geological processes in the development of landforms, or significant 
geomorphic or physiographic features;  

ix. outstanding examples representing significant on-going ecological and biological processes in 
the evolution and development of terrestrial, fresh water, coastal and marine ecosystems and 
communities of plants and animals;  

x. contains the most important and significant natural habitats for in-situ conservation of biological 
diversity, including those containing threatened species of outstanding universal value from the 
point of view of science or conservation. 

The protection, management, authenticity and integrity of properties are also important considerations 
of the selection process. 
 
Source: http://whc.unesco.org/en/criteria/ 
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4.3  Melaka and George Town- “Historic Cities of the Straits of 

Malacca” 
 

4.3.1 The World Heritage Site of Melaka and George Town  
 
On 7th July 2008, George Town and Melaka together as “Historic Cities of the Straits of Malacca” were 
declared a World Heritage Site by the UNESCO World Heritage Committee. Listing as a World Heritage 
Site represents international recognition of the site’s Outstanding Universal Value.  
 
The multicultural heritage of George Town is a historical phenomenon arising from the interaction of 
various migrant settlers meeting and exchanging at this historic port city. The charm of George Town 
therefore lies in its diversity, a result of the accumulated interactions of several cultural sub-groups with 
each other’s practices, materials, beliefs and knowledge systems. The multicultural heritage of George 
Town’s is manifest in its diverse and eclectic ‘built and living environment’ and the interaction between 
the two. 
 

Cultural heritage of Site  
 
 

Built environment                                                       Living environment 

 
 

4.3.2 George Town Heritage Zone  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map: Goh Hum Meng 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Some important facts:  
 
1. The Site was inscribed on  

the World Heritage List on 
7 July 2008. 

 
2. Total of 259.42 ha inscribed  

as World Heritage Site 
 
3. Core Zone: 109.38 ha  

Buffer Zone: 150.04 ha 
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4.3.3 Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) of Melaka and George Town 
 

UNESCO assessed 3 outstanding universal values (OUVs) which highlights to the world a rare example of 
‘multiculturalism’, forged from the unique ‘meeting’ of various cultures at the historic ports cities of 
Melaka and George Town.  
 

Outstanding Universal Values (OUVs) of Melaka and George Town: 
In layman terms, the value of George Town’s heritage is to be found in: 
OUV 1  the heritage buildings and townscape 
OUV 2 the trade and business activity  
OUV 3 the daily cultural expressions and  lifestyle  
 
The built and living environment in George Town is testimony of the meeting and layering of various sub-
cultures from India, China, the Malay Archipelago and Europe.   
 
 

(i) OUV 1 – Multicultural Trading Towns Forged From Exchanges of Cultures 
 
Melaka and George Town represent exceptional examples of trading towns in  Southeast Asia,  forged 
from  the mercantile, religious and cultural  exchanges’  of  several  civilizations (Malay, Chinese, Indian 
and European), with each culture  having left  its imprint on the built and living environment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The story of George Town’s urban growth revolves around the establishment of a port as an East India 
Company trading settlement, secured in order to protect the EIC’s interests along its Indian seaboard 
against rival European nations. Negotiations with Sultan Kedah, by an English merchant, Francis Light, for 
the establishment of a settlement on the island of Penang, were concluded in 1786. 
 
Throughout its history the island’s pivotal position as a trading port between the Indian and Chinese 
trade routes, and the connections to Europe and the Americas, has served to expose Penang Island to 
extensive global influences. 
 
As Asia became the commercial stage for Europe beginning late eighteenth century, Penang Island, 
located in the midst of the maritime trade route, continually sought new opportunities to advance trade 
both as a transshipment port and as a distributor for regional goods. Although today much of the 
harbour activities have been transferred to the mainland, the port of George Town managed to 
transform into a tourist port receiving leisure cruises and visitors from all over the world.  
 
 
 
 
 

Photo: Penang in Old Postcards Photo: www.penangport.com.my Photo: tk_tang@flickr.com 
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(ii) OUV 2 – Testimony to Multicultural Tangible and Intangible Heritage 
 
Melaka and George Town are living testimony to the multi cultural tangible and intangible heritage and 
tradition of Asia and Europe’s colonial power….expressed in the living environment with its great 
variety of religious and cultural practices, many languages, festivals, art and music, food and lifestyles.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
When the British took formal possession of Penang Island in 1786, the port of George Town grew into a 
busy hub and meeting point for trade and commerce between East and West. While wholesale and retail 
trade dominated the business sector, all manner of services could be found operating along the streets 
as well as from shophouses, catering to both the business and domestic needs of the early traders. These 
services included welders, basket weavers, goldsmiths, liquor brewers, funeral services, food stalls, 
shoemakers etc.  
 
By the turn of the 20th century Penang had attracted various ethnic communities such as the Indians, 
Chinese, Eurasians, Jews, Arabs, Armenians, Acheenese, Siamese, Burmese and others who settled in 
George Town. Intermarriage between these various ethnic groups in Penang, also gave rise to unique 
hybrid communities with their own mixed cultural heritage.  
 
The presence and fusion of these different communities gave rise to colourful and diverse food, services, 
products and lifestyle which have since adapted to become uniquely Penang. Once integral to Penang’s 
port history and multicultural society, the very traditional trades, services and food are gradually 
becoming endangered as technology, new materials and new trends penetrate the city. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo: Malaya Lifestyle 
1900-1930 

Photo: Malaya Lifestyle 
1900-1930 

Photo: Arts-ED Photo: Arts-ED 
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 (iii) OUV 3 – Melting pot of Multicultural Architecture and Townscape 

 
Melaka and George Town display a mixture of influences which has created a unique architecture, 
culture and townscape……. with an exceptional range of eclectic shophouses and townhouses, religious 
buildings of different faiths, public buildings with colonial influence.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Different types of Built Heritage in George Town: 
 

a) Public Buildings 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
b) Residential Buildings 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Traditional Shophouse in George Town is the most significant built heritage in George Town: 

 
1. George Town has the largest number of shophouses still conserved in Southeast Asia. 
2. Approximately 5,000 unit of traditional shophouses in George Town Heritage Zone 
3. Built in different period and each period has its distinct decorative façade style   

 
 
 

Religious Administrative 
Bldgs 

Association Monuments 

Anglo-Indian bungalow 

 

Shophouse Indo-Malay bungalow 

 

Water dwellings 

 

Photo: Penang Postcard Collection Photo: Gywnn Jenkins Photo: Arts-ED 

Photo: Arts-ED Photo: Arts-ED Photo: Arts-ED 
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4.3.4 What is a SHOPHOUSE? 
 

 
 
The shophouse is an urban terrace house characteristic of Asian towns from the 18th – 20th century. 
Shophouse is commonly found in early trading town such as Singapore, Vietnam, Phuket, Melaka, Ipoh 
and Kuala Kedah but each place has its own unique characteristics.  
 
Shop-house is probably based on a literal translation of Chinese colloquial terms. The Chinese characters 

for shop house are “店屋” - in Hokkien dialect, tiam chu, in Cantonese, tim okh and in Mandarin dian wu. 
  
The shophouse commonly incorporates a shop or business premise on the ground floor while the family 
resides on the top floor, providing both convenience and security. The shophouse may also be used 
totally as dwelling quarters. 
 
The Penang shophouse is a perfect example of a green building, using materials that are locally available 
(lime, clay stone and timber) and suited to local geology and weather conditions. A shophouse also 
possessing architectural features such as air vents and air well that help with natural ventilation and 
cooling. 
 
The old shop-house buildings and streets that are still standing today are an important heritage, and give 
our towns a sense of place and history: they each tell a story that link to our past. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo: Ooi Bok Kim 



Chapter 4: Introduction to UNESCO World Heritage Site 

Compilation of training materials is copyrighted to Arts-ED 2010 ©.  
No parts of this publication may be reproduced in any forms without the permission of Arts-ED.  

88 

 
 
Main Characteristic of A Shophouse 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Façade ornamentation 
(influences from Malay, 
Chinese and European 
traditions) 
 

Facing a street 
 
Low rise, 2-3 storeys 

 

Built in a row 
 
Narrow and long, 
sectioned by air-well 

 

Five foot way/ 
kaki lima/ 
goh kha ki  

Air-well 

 

Multi-functional, 
combining residential 
and commercial use. 
The ground floor of 
shop houses was used 
for business and 
trading, and the 
proprietors lived on the 
upper floor. 

 

Photo: Tan Yeow Wooi Photo: Tan Yeow Wooi Photo: Arts-ED 

Photo: Tan Yeow Wooi Photo: Tan Yeow Wooi 

Photo: Arts-ED 
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Key Features and Multicultural Influences on a Shophouse Front 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

European: Decorative 
relief plaster work on 
European-style pillar 
or 
Chinese: Decorative 
floral plaster work with 
symbolic meaning 

 

European: 3-bay 
French-style window  

 

European: Decorative 
glazed ceramic wall- 
tiles below window  

 

Indian: clay v-profile roof 
tiles 

 

Chinese: Symmetrical solid 
-timber doors & windows 
(with iron bars) 

 

Chinese: Decorative floral 
designs above windows and 
on doors 

 

Chinese: butterfly-shaped 
air vents with symbolic 
carving 

 

Chinese: granite 

 

Chinese: five-foot way 

 

Photo: Tan Yeow Wooi 
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Key Features of a Shophouse Interior 

 

 

Illustration: Tan Yeow Wooi 
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