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A feast

of riches

George
Town
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Can you think of an Asian destination that’s
got it all? Perfect Penang, of course
WORDS SARAH GAMBONI
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o you want an
Asian destination
that ticks all
your wanderlust
boxes: a dynamic
food scene, heritage and
culture on tap, chilled beaches
and cutting-edge street art at
every turn? Believe it or not,
such a location exists… and
it’s closer than you think.
Penang, a tiny island off the
northwest coast of Malaysia,
bundles all of the above into
one engaging package.
Thanks to its historic
charms, Penang’s capital,
George Town, was named
a UNESCO World Heritage

Site in 2008. A shining
example of cultural diversity,
the city’s streets are lined
with domed mosques
and rainbow-hued Hindu
temples. Incense-shrouded
Chinese shrines sit among
terraced shop-houses and
stately colonial edifices. And,
as I discover on a food tour
of George Town, the dining
scene is just as vibrant.
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To market, to market
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Forget air-conditioned
restaurants and Michelin
stars. In George Town, the
best bites are found on
the street. The New Lane
Hawker Centre is home to
20-odd stalls that spring
up each night. It’s like a
smorgasbord on steroids,
dishing up everything
from char kway teow
noodles to glossy char
siu pork.
Perched on a plastic
stool, I tuck into loh bak
(spiced pork wrapped in
bean curd) and curry mee.
Not for the faint-hearted,
this robust laksa-like
soup brims with cockles,
prawns, cuttlefish and
tofu puffs, plus cubes
of congealed blood that
look disarmingly like
chocolate jelly. A glass of
sweet-tart green mango
juice helps keep the chilli
sweats at bay.
The next morning,
I’m up bright and early
for breakfast. No cereal
and toast, mind you.
Instead, I’m off in search
of an even better curry
mee. Guided by local
foodie Mr Yeow, I pull up
a stool at the Green Lane
hawker market on Tingkat
Tembaga.
Amid the clang of
the woks and the hiss
of steamers, it’s almost
impossible to hold a
conversation, but we
agree this is a superior
curry mee. And because
one bowl of noodle soup
is never enough, I also
sample another Penang
specialty, hokkien har

mee. This lusty broth,
made with caramelised
prawn heads, is topped
with prawns, pork and a
dollop of punchy sambal
and is just RM3.50
(around AU$1.20) a bowl.
Malaysians are known
for enjoying five or six
meals a day, so I haven’t
done myself any favours
by doubling up on
breakfast. Even so, over
the next few days I cram
in a week’s worth of food.
There are more hawker
delights at the open-air
Gurney Drive Food Court,
including charry satay
skewers and piquant
sambal prawns. In the
afternoon heat, I recharge
with freshly shucked
coconuts and bowls
of icy cendol, a soupy
concoction of pandan
noodles, coconut milk
and palm sugar. As the
sun sets, I sip Singapore
Slings in the handsome
Farquhar’s Bar at the
Eastern & Oriental Hotel.
Come dinnertime, I feast
on chilli crab with fluffy
bao (buns) and curries
with flaky roti.

Malaysians
are known for
enjoying five
or six meals
a day
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chicken curry, delicate
lemongrass prawns,
and white curry with
vegetables, vermicelli
and tofu. Afterwards, my
classmates and I share
our creations at Pearly’s
dining table, paired with
jugs of refreshing
nutmeg juice.
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Curious George Town

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP
LEFT: Delicious chicken
satays; Little Girl in Blue
by Ernest Zacharevic; a
101 Lost Kittens project
mural; Pearly’s class at
the Penang Homecooking
School; Aunty at
Peranakan Mansion;
dinner from The New
Lane Hawker Centre
PREVIOUS: Mee (noodle)
dishes at a hawker hall.

The dining highlight,
however, comes courtesy
of my own two hands…
with a little help from
noteworthy local Pearly
Kee. My day with
Pearly and the Penang
Homecooking School
begins with a wet-market
tour. As we roam the
crowded aisles, collecting
greens, meat and seafood
for our Peranakan
cooking class, Pearly
points out the medicinal
benefits of the exotic
ingredients, offering
tastes of curious fruits
and vegetables.
Back at her home, I take
my place in the alfresco
kitchen, whipping up
a luscious kapitan

Following my taste
of Peranakan cuisine
at Pearly’s, I’m keen
to learn more about
Malaysian culture. At
the Pinang Peranakan
Mansion Home, I learn
the fascinating history of
the Peranakan people, a
marriage of local Malays
and Chinese immigrants
that harks back to the 15th
century. My pint-sized
guide, “Aunty”, leads
me through marble-and
mosaic-lined rooms,
revealing priceless jade
and ruby jewels, covetable
ceramics, and lustrous
silks threaded with gold.
All the glitz and gilt
is in stark contrast to
George Town’s other
cultural delight, the city’s
thriving street-art scene.
In 2012, Lithuanian artist
Ernest Zacharevic created
a series of installations
around town,
incorporating painted
murals and found objects,
such as bicycles and
chairs. You can download
a map or hire a guide, but
I prefer to wander the
streets at my own pace,
keeping an eye out for the
telltale ZACH insignia
that marks his artworks.
Zacharevics aren’t the
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DETAILS
STAY:

only examples of eye
candy in George Town.
As you roam, you might
happen across 12 feline
designs as part of the
101 Lost Kittens project,
or the 52 wrought-iron
sculptures that form
the Marking George
Town exhibition. These
caricatures highlight
significant sites, such
as the shoe shop where
Jimmy Choo began his
apprenticeship. With new
pieces constantly popping
up, the city has become
a living, ever-evolving
museum – and Penang is
all the richer for it.

Shop talk
As tempting as it was
to splurge on antique
jewellery at the
Peranakan Museum,
I save my coin for the
Gurney Paragon Shopping
Mall, packed with

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP
LEFT: A colourful trishaw,
known in Malaysia as a
beca; locals enjoy a meal
at a roadside stall; goods
on show at the Little
Penang Street Market.

high-street stores and
designer labels. My last
night is spent trawling
the Batu Ferringhi Night
Market, located in the
beachside village half an
hour’s drive from George
Town, picking among
the “genuine imitation”
watches and handbags
for swatches of batik and
cotton sarongs.
On weekends, the
Lorong Kulit Flea Market
is a favourite for trash and
treasure, while the Little
Penang Street Market,
held on the last Sunday
of the month, offers

traditional handicrafts and
souvenirs – you can even
try your hand at painting
your own batik. It’s the
perfect Penang memento.
Although, if your appetite
is anything like mine, you
may also take home a few
unexpected extras… kilos,
that is.

Travel info
Jetstar has great low
fares to Singapore with
connections to Penang.
To book, visit
JETSTAR.COM

LANGUAGE:
Malay (Bahasa) is
the main language
spoken, although
English is widely
used.

DON’T MISS:
Pearly’s Peranakan
cooking class
penanghome
cookingschool.com
Pinang Peranakan
Mansion Home
pinangperanakan
mansion.com.my
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Eastern & Oriental
Hotel
Penang’s elegant
waterfront hotel
built in 1885.
eohotels.com
Hotel Penaga
Recently restored, this
design-savvy boutique
hotel is in the heart of
George Town.
hotelpenaga.com
Four Points by
Sheraton
Located at Batu
Ferringhi, this is the
place to be if you’re
after a beach escape.
fourpointspenang.
com
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10 street
foods to try
in Penang

Rice noodles
packed with
flavour
2

1

NASI KANDAR
A Mamak (Malay-Indian)
specialty of rice, curries
and roti.
2

1

CHAR KWAY TEOW
Wok-tossed rice noodles
with Chinese sausage, cockles
and bean sprouts.

3

3

ASSAM LAKSA
A pungent mackerel and
tamarind soup with vermicelli,
pineapple, mint and ginger
flower.

4

4

NASI LEMAK
Also known as “fatty rice”,
coconut-enriched rice with
sambal, peanuts, egg and
fried anchovies.
5

CENDOL
A cooling dessert of shaved
ice, pandan noodles, palm
sugar and coconut milk.
6

In Penang, the best
bites are found on
the street

KAPITAN CHICKEN CURRY
Turmeric, ginger and
coconut curry.

5

6

A delicious
curry with a
ginger kick

7

CURRY MEE
Or curry laksa, a rich coconut
broth with cockles, cuttlefish,
tofu and prawns.

7

8

HOKKIEN HAR MEE
Prawn broth with noodles,
pork, prawns and sambal.
9

CHEE CHONG FENG
Slippery rice noodles with
hoisin and peanut sauce.

8

10

LOH BAK
Spiced pork wrapped
in beancurd skin, then
deep-fried.

Have your spoon at
the ready

9
10

ILLUSTRATION TANYA COOPER

94

