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0.850n Armenian Street, formerly
N Malay Lane, isashophouse located

intheenclave of the Unesco World
Heritage City of George Town, Penang.
The house was formerly occupied by the Al
Iman Society, which protects and promotes
theidentity, language and culture of Indian
Muslims in Penang. The house dates back
to the 1860s.

This waswhenMalay Laneandits

neighbouring street Lebuh Acheh housed
anenclaveoccupied by thousands of Kedah

Malays, Peranakan Arabs, Jawi Peranakan
and Indian Muslims, They were traders

of pepper, spices, rice, food products,
brassware, textilesand Islamic books (kitab)
from Acheh, Melaka, Suratand other pre-
colonial port cities of the Straits of Melaka
and the Indian Ocean.

Most of the houses of the original
Muslims, built from a combination of
masonry and timber, wererazed to the
ground during the Penang Riots of 1867. The
few Armenian families that were herein the

The restoration work of a shophouse

is no mean feat, Dato’ Dr Wazir Jahan
Karim, an economic anthropologist with
a passion for conservation anthropology,
chronicles her experience

ng

firstfew decades of the nineteenth century
moved out as the Straits Chinese moved in.
They sub-divided the lotsand putup the
traditional South Chinese shophouses that
exist tothisday.

Almost a Derelict

85 Armenian Street is one of the double-
storey traditional Southern Chinese
shophouses from the nineteenth century.
Ithasa facade of wooden louvre windows
on thefirst floorand high decorative doors
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on the ground floor that are flanked by two
wood-carved windows with metal bars. The
facade on the ground floor does not have the
decorative Chinese tiles, which wereonly
lateradopted by the Straits Chinese in the
1920s. The wallsare painted with lime wash
orindigo.

Noneof thesefeaturesexisted when|
bought the houseinlate 2012. Infact, thehouse
wasalmostinaderelictstate, havingbeen
abandoned and wrongly modified several
times. Itsrestoration wasmajorand costly.

WhenIacquired the building, the facade
wasamodern botched-up job,a farcry
fromtheart decostyle popular in the 1960s,
Thewalls were oozing with saltwhile the
roof and wall edges were leaking inseveral
places. Parts of the roof beams wereattacked
by termites. The ground floor wasraised by
alayer of cementand covered with mosaic
tiles that had split, exposing the cementat
various places.

Thewooden planks on the first floor,
however, werestillusable with only three
planksattacked by termites. Twowooden
beamsat thekitchen ceiling werealso
attacked by termitesand had tobereplaced.
Partitions to create smaller rooms and
sub-units had dangerously narrowed the
pathway totheexit door while the ceiling
had been covered with fibre board sheets
andasbestosin theback area. Rusthad
taken over the metal casingsand frames for
thestaircase, partitionsand windows.

The Jawi Peranakan
Revitalisation Project
I{een toopena café gallery, my son
Nurilhakimand I started the revitalisation
project of 85 Armenian Street. Here's where
[house my wood art, economic products
collection acquired several decades ago
fromMalaysand the Orang Asliand aseries
of early scenes of George Town by Ismail
Itam, aspecialist inarchitectural drawings
inwater colourand black ink. It'salsoa
home for my publications on heritage such
as Feasts of Penang: Muslim Culinary
Heritage'.

This was our project to promote the
revitalisation of Jawi Peranakan culture
and culinary arts. We wanted the house's
Sino-Malay eclectic features to be retained to
complement the ethnic hybridity of our Jawi
Peranakan food. Theidea was toretain the
atmosphereofa family home while the food
andartworks blended ina passage of time
torecapture theearly lifestylesand culture
of entertainment and hospitality of the Jawi
Peranakans, noted tor their passion for
elegant furniture, vibrant colours, good food,
romanticmusic and esprit de corps.

The Restoration: The house
gutted down
George Town beinga Unesco Heritagessite,
Ihadtoadhere tostringent guidelineson
restoring heritage buildings. Looking at
the house's condition then, a full restoration
back to the features of the shop house in the
1860s would have been virtually impossible
andonly anestimated 85 percent of the
originalinterior structure and design could
berestored.

Furthermore, changes in weather

conditions made it difficult to work with
natural lime wash without reinforcing the
wash with other types of organic paint.
Working closely with the contractorensured
theright materials were used and theright
methodsapplied according to therestoration
requirements established by the Penang
City Council.

The interior of the house was gutted and
thewalls were scraped down to the last
layerof paint, exposing the original red
brickssealed withmud. Theceilingson the
groundand the first floor werestripped to
expose the original wooden beams. The floor
was hacked to the last layer of cementand
pesticide experts injected the perimeters
of the floor withanti-termite chemicals to
prevent further termiteattacks.

Peranakan Roofing

Work on the roof took more than two
months, Theroof had to be stripped bare
and checks weremade toensure that the
beams had not been attacked by termites.
Luckily, mostof the chengal wooden beams
onthe ground and first floors could still be
used. Newrafters had tobe placed tolay the
V9 Peranakan tiles required for core zone
housesin George Town.

The tiles were purchased from Kluang
inJohor, since we were told that the quality
of V9 tiles from Vietnam was poorand
importing them from China would have
takenaboutamonth. Laying the tileswas
anarduous task —the tiles were thinand
easily broken whenstepped upon. To
minimise damage, we hired nimble, hard-

The building's facade
befor onwork
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outby aconcealed gutter at the opening of
the air well witha pipe drawn down into the
airwell.

The terra cotta tilesat theair well were
similar to those used on the ground floor.
Theflooring of theair well was hacked to
the bare ground and the contractor could
not find the original graniteslabs which
weretypically laidatair wellsin George
Town’'sshophouses of this period. They
had obviously been removed from previous
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working workers from Myanmar who had
areputation for being the best artisans for
masonryand terracotta work in George
Town.

Re-roofing in the core zone can take
upmore than 50 percent of the budget for
restorationand houseowners. Be warned:
Thisis thestage when contractors run off
and abandon the project! The shortage of
highly skilled contractorsand workers for
heritage conservationand the constant
adjustments of quotations by contractors—
usually higher than earlier estimates—will
makeit difficult for house owners tomanage
their budget and to completerestorations
ontime.

The Facade Restored to its
Former Glory

Thecentral doorof 85 Armenian Street was
coveredand replaced witha narrow side

| }' M | |

door. Theoriginal facade wasreconstructed
by demolishing the ground floor's front wall
andreplaced withred briclks sealed with
lime cement.

Thesolid wood frames for the doorand
two carved windows were locally produced
in Penang while the solid wood carved front
door and windows were imported from
China. Each window of the facade had two
layers—steel barsseparated the coloured
glassinterior windows from the carved
exterior wooden windows.

For the interior windows, teak wooden
frames wereused. Tobring back the lustre
of the hallway, we used windowpanes made
outof Malay kampung coloured glassin
traditional blue, green, yellow and white.
Onthefirstfloor, themetal and clear glass
windowpanes werereplaced with eight
louvre windows made locally from solid
wood.

changesinwindow styles, Knocking was
minimised to prevent further structural
damage and toretain the windows that were
replaced with solid wooden framesand
kampung glass.

Seven dark green ceramic air-vent tiles
fromChina wereadded to the border of the
upstairs, enabling natural light tocome
through. Air vents with steel bars were
further added above the windows. This
enhanced the vintageand eclecticambience
of theshophouse, allowing mirages of
coloured lights toreflect onto the timber
floor.

The AirWell

Thefloor of the air well area was laid with
fungus-resistant terra cotta tiles imported
fromItaly. Miniature glazed terra cotta tiles
withan Arabesque designnow skirt the air
welland the vintage basinstand.

Due to the current stormy and
unpredictable weather conditions of
Penang, theair well (covered witha
two-tiered transparent sunroof) enables
ventilation whileallowing sunlight tocome
through. This prevents permanent damage
tothe walls caused by heavy rain.

Originally, the exposed air well was
coated with the first layer of lime wash that
was ‘washed’ away by heavy rains, Thefinal
choice Imade was to combine lime wash
with Murobond natural paint produced in
Australia.

Topreventconstant leakagealong the
sides of theroof, weresorted tostronger
sealants, reinforced with metal washing.
Thisalso prevented seepageinto the kitchen
andbathroom walls. Rainwater is drained

renovations.

Thenewly constructed Roman-style
washbasin, framed with glazed terra-cotta
tiles with old brass fittings, added to the
quaintambience of theair well. Under
Unesco World Heritage guidelines, house
ownersin the core zoneareallowed to
include minoradditional structures for
practicalp

Thefinal effect of theair well'srestoration
wasa rusticcosy gardensetting with plenty
oflight. Itis nowa favouritespot for young
couplesand bookworms whoread while
sipping our nutmeg juice with limeora local
coffee brew.

Fixtures and Fittings
Structural restoration took about six months
inall. All the water pipes were changed and
the whole house rewired. Air-conditioning
compressors weremoved to the back of the
house anda modern kitchen wasinstalled to
accommodate the requirements of a café,
Designand construction using 100-year

Structural changesmade onwalls led to
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oldrecycled wood for the interior’s wooden
fittings took about twomonths. I worked
side by side with the carpenter through
theselectionandstaining of several strips
of recycled wood acquired from different
trees of variousagesand hues, toachievean
even finish. Finally, weachieved a bar and
shelves which had the desired vintage effect.

Thestaircaserequired major restoration
since the original banister and balusters
were discarded toaccommodatea modern
staircase of unsightly metal framesand
banisters. Again, recycled aged wood
was used toreconstruct the banistersand
balusters. Toaid elderly visitors up the steep
staircase,a wooden handrail was added
tothe left, against the wall. Today, many
elderly visitorssay that it was the best thing
we could have done because they would not
have beenable tovisit the gallery on the first
floor otherwise.

Shopping forantique oil lamps was
frustrating since these were grabbed the
moment word gotaround town that they
were forsale. After combing through several
catalogues and shops, Iacquired Indian
wall lightsand hanging oil lamps that
resembled those found in George Townin
the nineteenth century.

Selecting theright furniture was made
easy due to the variety of period furniture
linherited from several generationsin
my family while others were bought from
other Muslim families in George Town,
Forinstance, I had procureda harvest
fromMummy Poonuon Argyll Road anda
Georgian chaise lounge from Othman Pillai
somed0yearsagoat Jalan Masjid Kapitan
Kling.

Finishing Touches

Itisinteresting that the early Jawi
Peranakans and Indian Muslims used
Chinese carpenters to design their house
furniture (most of the furniture makers of
the last two centuries were from Achehand
Canton) but without the mother of pear!

inlay work and extended animal motifs.

Inany case, thereisa tendency toassume
that furniture designsin the late nineteenth
century in George Town were primarily
Chinese but kopitiam chairsand tables, in
the Straits Settlements, for example, were
primarily introduced from Yugoslavia
and Poland while bentwood chairs were
imported from Victorian England.

Redand gold hue fabrics were chosen
forupholstery, cushionsandskirting to
emulate therichness of Jawi Peranakan,
Araband Chinese preferences—all these
communities throughsome happy
coincidence were partial tored and gold hues
which universally symbolise hospitality and
wealthand for the Chinese, prosperity and
fortune.

Antique furniture and fabrics favoured
by the Jawi Peranakan completed the
nostalgia of a bygone era when women
made masala chaiand biryanifor loved
ones, while listening toromanticevergreens
played ona gramophone.

And the Resultis...
JawiHouse has been functioning for
closetoayearasacafé galleryandits
eclecticambience of Sino-Jawi Peranakan
vintageand class hasattracted both locals
and tourists tohang out and soak in the
ambience whilesavouring the delicacies
of Jawi Peranakan cuisine. I take pride
in this cultural advocacy project tobring
Malaysiansand tourists back toa bygone
era whenarchitectural and culinary heritage
was synonymous with the ‘good life’.
That was when menand women
dressed up to take studio pictures while
horse carriages ferried George Town's
elegant gentry. Now friends and families
cansavour Jawi Peranakan delights from
our caféas they glimpse into the pastand
listen to nostalgic songs from PRamlee,
Andre Goh, Edith Piafand Aznavour—a
Ecsmopolitan trilogy of Penang lifeatits
est.

Jawi House Café
Gallery also
accommodates
the Jawi
Peranakan
Heritage Society
where Dr Wazir
is President. It's
opened every
day, from 10am
to 6pm except
on Sundays.

It is open for
group bookings
in the evening.
For further
information, see
www.jawihouse.
com ar call
+604 2613680,
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