The Clan Jetties of Penang
By Francine Linssen

The Chew Jetty today with the new extension built on stilts made of stacked buckets filled with concrete; photo courtesy of the author

Penang

Penang, the famous Malaysian island in the Straits
of Malacca, has a rich history with people from many
different directions coming to its shores to find their
fortune. Many stayed on and Penang now has a great
variety of people, cultures, festivals and buildings that
reflect its history.

The People of Penang

Penang has an estimated population of around 750,000.
About 40% are Chinese, 40% Malay, 11% Indian and ‘Others’
make up the remaining 9%. In downtown Georgetown the
percentages of Chinese and Indian residents are much higher.
The Straits Chinese minority must be mentioned here as
well although there are no numbers available. Intermarriage
between early (15th and 16th century) Chinese traders and
local Malays in the region resulted in the culturally unique
Peranakan community. The men are called Babas and the
women Nyonyas. Peranakan culture is a mix of Chinese and
Malay with its own traditions, most notably in food and

The Koay Jetty circa 1980 before demolition
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clothing. They are famous for their finely beaded shoes and
the kebaya (embroidered blouses), featured in the May/June
issue of PASSAGE magazine in connection with a special
exhibition at the Peranakan Museum in Singapore.

World Heritage Zone

Georgetown, located in the northeast corner of Penang
Island, has grown tremendously over the past 50 years.
Many old buildings had to make space for high-rises and
hotels. Nevertheless, UNESCO declared large parts of both
Georgetown and Melaka world heritage zones in 2008. This
means that those parts are officially recognised as unique
architectural and cultural zones that deserve protection.
UNESCO recognition has helped to turn the tide, but
developments are still taking place at high speed and in

the streets one can notice many behaviours dying out. It is
good that some should end, especially when they involve
environmental and hygiene issues. However, many traditions
should be preserved alongside the buildings that get so
much attention now. Organisations like the Penang Heritage
Trust put a lot of effort in preserving living heritage, making
Georgetown an even more interesting place for local and
foreign visitors now and in the future.

History of the Clan Jetties

Among the most interesting sights in Georgetown are
the clan jetties along Weld Quay, close to Chulia Street. A
clan is a group of close-knit families; in this case they are
all of Chinese origin. A clan jetty is a community village,
consisting of houses built on stilts over the water. After the
ferry terminal was built in the 1970s only six jetties remained.
Five of them belong to specific clans like the Chew Jetty and
the Lee Jetty with the sixth being a jetty where families with
various surnames live together.
When the jetties were established in the mid-19th century
everybody who lived on the same jetty had the same
surname because they all came from the same fishing village
in China’s Fujian Province. When they arrived they did not
have money to buy land and so decided to build their own
villages: the jetties. The families were used to living close to
the water and most men who lived on the jetties worked as
fishermen or as coolies in the port.

Part of the Koay Jetty circa 1980

After Penang lost its free port status in 1974 the port
became very quiet and the people who lived on the jetties
had to find other ways to make a living. Many of them
returned to fishing and prawn farming.
Nowadays the Chew Jetty is the largest clan jetty and has
the most active community. On the Chew Jetty about 80% of
the remaining residents are still ‘real’ Chews. Many children
of the earlier inhabitants have left the jetty to go and live in
permanent houses instead of the wooden ones on the jetty.
The jetties can be entered and visited from Weld Quay (Jalan
Pengkalan Weld).

Future of the Clan Jetties

Koay Jetty with boats arriving

The UNESCO World Heritage status saved the jetties
from planned demolition. The fact that the jetties now
have heritage status guarantees that they will stay. Except
for the houses still officially having temporary status,
they are quite normal with addresses, running water and
electricity. The only thing they lack is a proper sewerage
system. The absence of that, combined with the general
water pollution around Penang, has seriously affected the
waters around the jetty, which are no longer suitable for
fishing. The residents, however, have found new ways to
survive: there are souvenir shops, a hairdresser, a couple of
houses offering home-stays and the boats which are now
in use as water taxis. Heritage status has also resulted in
an increase in cruise ships and leisure boats arriving at the
renovated Swettenham Pier, which results in more visitors
for the jetties. One might say that UNESCO status has
given the jetties a bright future.
Tips:
When visiting Penang don’t forget to drop by the
Penang Heritage Trust for information and tours:
www.pht.org.my/
www.tourismpenang.net.my/ heritage walks
www.penangglobaltourism.com/ for more stories on
‘living heritage’
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Chinese Opera performance at the Koay Jetty circa 1980
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