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Malaysian Melee: A fragmented farewell

Apparently, good things don’t last long in this country as evidenced by the King who after only 
2 years on the throne, gave it all up to marry a Russian model who converted to Islam. Now, 2 
months later, she is reportedly pregnant and the marriage is said to be on the rocks. 

I can guarantee you that 45 years ago, we were never concerned about 
where our next bathroom was, but now, at our age, in a third-world Muslim-
dominated country it is an important aspect of daily life. There are a few critical 
guidelines that must be followed whether you are in a fancy hotel or a street 
market: a) never pass up an opportunity. b) never assume that there is toilet paper. c) never assume 
that there is a toilet. d) always give thanks when your trip is uneventful.

English is the most widely spoken and least understood language in the world. Imagine the 
hilarity and confusion of listening to a conversation between a person from Georgia and someone 
from the other Georgia. Every person we converse with in Malaysia speaks English but often we 
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hear something totally different. Especially, it seems with singers, 
who cannot be understood when they introduce the song but 
pronounce the words almost perfectly when singing. Who needs 
Esperanto when you have Karaoke?

Traveling in 1973-4 vs 2019: In 1974 we phoned home 
twice in 20 months. Once from Hawaii by clicking the receiver 
support on a rotary pay phone down repeatedly to simulate the 
sound of the internal workings of the phone (ie 2 times for 2, then 
6 times for 6, and onward until you dialed the 10 digit number and 
presto, someone in Canada would answer). The other time was 
from Australia after we had been away from home for about 15 
months and Carol’s cousin, who worked for the AU equivalent of 
Telus, got her an international line for 4 minutes. Carol and her 
mom cried for 3 minutes and 59 seconds of it. Last night we 
Facetimed with our grandchildren and watched videos of each of 
them. We only cried for 2 minutes. That is the definition of 
progress.

In the ’70s, you could buy an aerogram, a piece of paper 
that you wrote on and it folded into an envelope that could be 
mailed. If you wrote very small, you could say a lot and a few 
weeks later, someone could read it. American Express, even 
without having their credit card, allowed you to pick up mail at any one of their offices around the 
world, which existed in large cities. So, maybe once a month, you could get mail from home, 
assuming someone knew where you were headed. Today, we received 14 emails and only 8 of them 
were junk and spam. The others were a treat.

Approximately 2/3rds of the population of Penang are of Chinese descent. 
Over the past 250 years since the British worked out a deal with the local Malay 
Sultan, it has been a melting pot of food and culture. I believe my lunch was cooked 
in that very old pot. One street is unofficially named harmony street as it contains a 
Protestant Church, a Chinese temple, a Hindu temple and a Mosque within a 2 km 
stretch, each at the head of the community where the Europeans, Chinese, Indians, 
and Malays originally settled. Interestingly, the only area that was heavily bombed by the Japanese 
during WWII was the Chinese district. It seems that those two countries have a bit of history. 

Another significant change between travel today compared to when we last ventured this way 
is information technology. Between trip advisor, corporate websites, Google everything, Wifi and 
Grab (think Uber), traveling is so easy. You can spend hours each day on your device to plan and 

research your every move. In the past, a youth hostel or traveler’s 
inn was the information hub. You would hang out with other people in 
the evenings or over breakfast and talk about the amazing things you 
have done and how and where to do them. You would find other 
compatible travelers who you may decide to spend the day, or week, 
with if you were heading in the same general direction. It really all 
comes down to the difference between face time and Facetime, both 
of which have distinct advantages.
I will never forget celebrating a 65th birthday with a man from Austria 
in 1974. He was in the middle of a walking tour of New Zealand, 
staying primarily in youth hostels. Even though he was the exact 
opposite of the existing demographic of the other patrons, he was 
inspirational. He would be 110 years old today, and based on what 
little we know of him, he might be exactly that.
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Penang has an 
equatorial climate 
with temperatures 
ranging between 72°F 
to 86°F  and 70-90 
percent humidity. 
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