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Editorial ~ Mixed Report Card

The past few months have registered a mixed record for heritage conservation in Penang. The 

euphoria that accompanied World Heritage Listing last year has given way to confused percep-

tions of where the responsibility lies for safeguarding and promoting George Town’s heritage 

status. Where is the delineation of responsibility between levels of government?  The Federal 

government has incurred an international obligation as a result of the UNESCO listing while 

the establishment of a World Heritage Office in George Town is a responsibility of the Penang 

state government. Funding for activities related to George Town’s listing remains a thorny is-

sue. A recent Federal government announcement confirmed the role of a corporate entity as the 

channel for funds once earmarked for Penang, thereby conveying the impression that Penang is 

being treated differently from Malacca.

Returning to the conservation record, after much public posturing discussions on the issue of 

the four high-rise hotels in the core and buffer zones appear to have reached a satisfactory con-

clusion on height limitations in line with the guidelines in Malaysia’s submission to UNESCO.  

Although one of the developers in the core zone is understood to be less than pleased, it is to 

be hoped that all parties will recognise that preserving the integrity of George Town’s heritage 

status will benefit everyone in the long run.

Less satisfactory is the fate of the Penang Hill Railway which has become the victim of an ex-

pensive plan to replace it with a single system obviating the need for changing trains at Middle 

Station. Counter arguments in favour of improved maintenance and simple modifications to the 

existing system at a fraction of the cost were ignored. Meanwhile, even before work has begun, 

the cost of the planned project has risen astronomically. Assurances that rail service will be 

interrupted for only six months during construction have been greeted with scepticism. Hill 

residents are likely to be denied rail service for a long time and Penang will have lost a treas-

ured part of its heritage. Cui bono?

The Penang Hill Railway, almost a hundred years old, is not the 

only part of Penang’s heritage outside the core and buffer zones 

of George Town that should be protected. The Hill itself has come 

under threat before and was saved in the 1990s only by the com-

bined efforts of a coalition of heritage and environmental groups. 

Unfortunately, the Hill remains threatened by the encroachment of 

illegal agriculture.  The Botanic Gardens, the oldest such gardens 

in Malaysia, is also under threat – this time from ill-considered 

expansion and construction by the very authorities who should be 

protecting the site. 

Photograph by Frank D.Viermann
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Elsewhere, construction of massive 

condominium towers on Gurney Drive 

has already undermined a neighbouring 

access road and caused damage to the 

historic Loke Mansion. The condition of 

the St Joseph’s Novitiate also remains a 

matter for concern. Monitoring by local 

authorities has been ineffective despite 

many complaints.

Finally, the continuing and expanding 

operations of swiftlet breeders in in-

ner city George Town have become a 

large-scale and unacceptable threat to 

heritage buildings and public health alike. Repeated deadlines for the cessation of these activi-

ties, most of which are unlicensed and illegal, have passed with the authorities doing nothing -- an 

abdication of responsibility representing a complete failure of governance. We publish an appeal 

by a George Town resident for decisive action.

Guest Editor

OBITUARY

Y.T.M. TUNKU DATO’ DR ISMAIL BIN TUNKU MOHAMMAD JEWA (1937-2009)

Former Vice-President of Penang Heritage Trust

The Penang Heritage Trust mourns the passing of YTM Tunku 

Dato’ Dr Ismail bin Tunku Mohammad Jewa who died on 19th 

August 2009.  Tunku Ismail was born on 31st August 1937 in Alor 

Star, Kedah.  He was the nephew of Malaysia’s first Prime Minis-

ter, Tunku Abdul Rahman. 

Tunku Ismail trained as a secondary school teacher at Brinsford 

College in England.  He obtained his B.A. and PhD from the Uni-

versty of Malaya and M.Ed. from Pennsylvania State University.

He was principal of Sekolah Abdullah Munshi in Penang before 

joining University Science Malaysia as a lecturer in 1973. He was 

Dean of Education and Professor of Educational Administration at 

USM until his retirement in 1995.

Tunku Ismail was active in non-governmental organizations, serv-

ing as president of the Penang Family Planning Association, and 

vice-president of the Penang Heritage Trust (2001-2007).  He had a 

keen interest in history, writing several articles and monographs on 

Kedah history and the life of Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman. 

(See Newsletter Issue 91, September 2007) 

                                  The Penang Heritage Trust extends condolences to Datin Rose and family.

Photograph by Rebecca Wilkinson



The capital of Scotland is a city of dramatic landscape, history and architecture. Inscribed by UNESCO as a 

World Heritage Site in 1995, the city is set among the hills and valleys of an ancient volcanic landscape which 

accounts for some of its more notable geographic features such as Arthur’s Seat, Calton Hill and the rock on 

which Edinburgh Castle stands. The city even boasts a village at its heart, the Village of Dean in the valley of 

a charming river called the Water of Leith.  The city itself comprises two parts, the Old and New Towns which 

present a sharp contrast in architectural style and urban planning.  The Old Town is mediaeval in character with 

narrow winding streets.  The New Town -- “New” being relative as it was laid out in the late 18th century with 

broad avenues on a grid pattern -- is regarded as the world’s largest complete example of town planning of 

that era. Buildings in both the Old and New Towns are constructed of grey stone, a building material common 

in many Scottish towns and cities.  The New Town’s streets and avenues are lined with magnificent Georgian 

townhouses of uniform height giving an impression of elegance and grandeur. Municipal regulations ensure 

that height restrictions are observed.  Similarly the townscape is not marred or blighted by unsightly advertis-

ing.  Signage on shops and commercial houses is of restricted size with none permitted to obscure the building 

façades. Even well-known brand-names like McDonald’s and Starbucks keep to the standard for their signs.

Culturally and politically Edinburgh has been the capital of Scotland for over five centuries, a Royal Burgh 

and the seat of Scotland’s kings and queens. It has spawned great writers, philosophers, scientists, doctors and 

inventors.  The Protestant Reformation in Scotland witnessed a struggle of faith and ideas that was sometimes 

bloody but gave birth to a tradition of intellectual creativity and free thinking. While the Edinburgh Festival 

every August has long been one of the world’s largest annual cultural events with its mainstream dramatic, mu-

sical and artistic shows as well as innovative “Fringe” performances, the devolution of political autonomy from 

Westminster to a Scottish assembly has enhanced Edinburgh’s role as one of Europe’s leading cultural centres. 

Edinburgh is very much a city to be explored on foot despite its sometimes wet and dreary weather.  The Royal 

Mile from the Castle to Holyrood Palace offers a walk of great historic interest while Princes Street remains the 

city’s premier shopping venue bounded on one side by the beautiful Princes Street Gardens below the Castle. 

A visit to Edinburgh in August this year, however, revealed a 

massive construction site along the middle of Princes Street as 

the city constructs a dedicated tramway which will bring back 

trams for the first time since the previous tram system was 

closed down in 1956. Although the construction works were 

unpopular for the disruption they caused to pedestrians and 

motorists alike, especially during the Festival month of August 

when the city was teeming with tourists, Edinburgh like several 

European cities looks forward to the reintroduction of trams as 

part of the solution to its traffic problems.

Text and photo bottom right by Leslie A.K. James 
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THE OLD AND NEW TOWNS OF EDINBURGH

Edinburgh Castle Former Edinburgh Tram

Edinburgh Castle from New Town
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In recent issues of the News-

letter we have told the story 

of Dr. Albert S. McKern, a 

prominent Penang doctor in 

the inter-war years. McKern, 

who was the subject of post-

war myth and ghost stories 

in Penang, died in a Japanese 

internment camp in Sumatra 

in July 1945 leaving a multi-

million dollar legacy to the 

Universities of Sydney, Yale 

and Edinburgh for medical 

research.

According to the 1923 Alumni Directory of Yale University, Dr. McKern’s clinic was at 37A Beach 

Street.  In the 1930s, however, he built a residence in Tanjung Bungah Road, now the site of the four 

condominium tower blocks of “The Cove.” In an article under the headline, “House with a Supreme 

Site – Dr. A.S. McKern’s Residence in Penang,” The Straits Times of 19 September 1935, reporting 

that the house had been designed by Messrs. McNeil and Miller, reproduced the following description 

from the journal Malayan Architect accompanied by a photograph of the house (see above):

“Situated about four miles from town on the shore side of the north coast road, this new house enjoys 

what must be one of the finest sites in this part of the world for a residence. It overlooks the entrance 

to the harbour on the north with Kedah Peak in the distance and commands a fine view of the hills to 

the south.

“The plan has been arranged to take advantage of these views and the natural beauty of the site. Trees 

were preserved wherever possible and an effort has been made so to group the house and its appurte-

nances that the mass might conform with the general disposition of the landscape.

“The library and the owner’s suite above have been arranged at the west end of the site, as far as pos-

sible from the noisy elements of the house, namely the entrance and the kitchen wing. Privacy in these 

apartments has thereby been obtained. 

“The sloping ground to the east caused the natural entrance to be from that end of the house. The floor 

of the porch and vestibule is some three feet below the ground floor of the house so that the dining 

room is not disturbed by the entrance, yet cross ventilation is obtained in that room.

“This arrangement also permitted of a mezzanine floor connecting the pantry and upper floor by serv-

ice stairs so that this very necessary adjunct to a house in the tropics is thereby obtained in the most 

inconspicuous manner possible and no bedroom is disturbed by a back passage.

“The house is of fire resisting construction throughout. The exterior walls are finished in granolithic 

brushed out to expose the granite chips. The roof is covered with French tiles and all the valley gutters 

are copper.

The Tanjung Bungah House of Dr. A.S. McKern
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“The interior walls and ceilings to all the rooms are plastered with hardwall plaster. The upper floor 

and stair are reinforced concrete finished with teak. The floors of entrance, stair hall, lounge and log-

gias are paved with marble, whilst those of the library and dining room are finished with teak parquet.

“The walls and ceiling of the library are panelled with specially selected figured teak and built-in book 

cases and furniture are of the same material. There is a fireplace in this apartment executed in Bukit 

Mertajam granite having an electric fire in a burnished steel dog-legged grate.

“The dining room, which is of an interesting shape, has a domed ceiling with concealed lighting. The 

walls and ceiling of this room are stippled in a primrose yellow and the metal work is painted matt ap-

ple green tipped with gold.

“The owner’s bathroom and adjoining offices are carried out in Rosa Aurora del Portogallo Marble, 

the bath being sunk and a marble wall cupboard has a sliding plate glass mirror as a door. The other 

bathrooms and lavatories are tiled to 6 ft. 6 in. with mottled eggshell finished tiles, having mosaics on 

the floors.

“The walls and floors of the pantry and kitchen are also tiled. All the sanitary appliances are of the 

most up-to-date type, come coloured fittings having been installed. Hot and cold water is supplied 

throughout the house from a ‘cookanheat’ stove in the kitchen.

“The low arches on the ground floor provide wide shaded openings whilst on the upper floor uninter-

rupted views are obtained by the use of folding sliding steel casements and shutters. There are four 

specially designed stained glass windows in the house and ornamental grilles have been used in sev-

eral places to ensure ventilation when the house is shut up.

“The internal finishings are all of selected teak and the ironmongery of bronze and chromium plate.”

Research by L.A.K. James

WORLD HERITAGE LISTING

Dresden Loses World Heritage Listing

One of Germany’s most famous cultural cities, Dresden, lost its World Her-

itage Listing at the meeting of the UNESCO World Heritage Committee in 

June 2009. The reason was the construction of a bridge that meant the site 

“failed to keep its Outstanding Universal Value”.    

Dresden was not the first German site faced with losing its World Heritage 

Listing.  The status of Cologne Cathedral, inscribed on the World Heritage 

List in 1996, was endangered after high-rise tower blocks were approved on 

the opposite bank of the Rhine. 

In 2004 the UNESCO World Heritage Committee deemed that the integrity of the urban landscape 

around the Cathedral would be threatened. Consequently, in order to retain Cologne Cathedral’s 

listing, authorities in the city withdrew approval for the high-rise buildings despite the requirement 

to pay compensation to the developers.

Cologne Cathedral by C. 

Manhart | UNESCO
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Issue of Non-complaince 
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Penang Hill Railway

MEDIA 
CONVERAGE

11 Dec 2009 The Sun 
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