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New start for old bazaar

El i zabet h John

THERE are exciting devel opments in store for Pekan Rabu, which began as a
collection of stalls along Tanjung Chali in Alor Star in the 1930s and
becane a bustling bazaar that no visitor to the town will mss.

This is where everyone's favourite songkok-nmaker and dodol -sell er can be
found, but nore inportantly, it is the place where many a Bumi putera
trader had their first taste of business.

According to Azm Shahab, who chairs the Koperasi Pekan Rabu Berhad, it
has been proposed that Pekan Rabu be turned into a cultural centre of
sorts, with every State invited to put on cultural perfornances and
exhibit or sell their traditional wares here.

The proposal will involve turning Jalan Tunku | brahim al ong whi ch Pekan
Rabu lies, into a one-way street.

It will be paved and a special stop will be built al ongsi de Pekan Rabu
for tour buses.

The co-operative has al so proposed that a stage be constructed on Sunga
Raj a, which flows on one side of Pekan Rabu, for the cultural perfornmances
and exhibitions. It can al so be used for |elong sessions.

There are al so plans to take over an adjacent building to cater to a
growi ng demand for shoplots fromBumi putera traders

In addition, the co-operative is looking to build a trade centre nearhby
to house its offices and hold exhibitions.

Al so, a covered and paved wal kway will be created between Pekan Rabu and
the adjacent building. It will be called "Che Det Wal k" in honour of the
bazaar's best-known trader, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad.

"I't may not sound like nuch but it's a new start for Pekan Rabu. W want
to nodernise it," says Azm .

And it will be a big change for Pekan Rabu, which had a facelift in
1996.

Pekan Rabu began as a pekan nat, the Thai word nat neani ng appoi nt nent,
in this case indicating an appoi ntment nmade between buyers and sellers to
meet and conduct business on a particul ar day.

Records in the State Public Library show that it was established as a
mar ket especially for Malay petty traders by the then Agriculture
Department head, Tunku Yaakob Sultan Abdul Ham d Hal i m Shah.

Open only on Wednesdays, it was |ocated along Tanjung Chali in Alor Star
and allowed traders to bring their goods fromthe outskirts of town to the
mar ket via the river.

Around 1932, the traders in Pekan Rabu were asked to nove out of the
area to make way for the new Custons office.

The traders were not happy about the nove as they would no | onger be
able to transport their goods by boat.

However, they were placated when Tunku Yaakob found a new place for them
- its present location - in Jalan Tunku Ibrahimin the centre of town.

A d phot ograhs show this rel ocated Pekan Rabu to be a three-storey,
brick-fl oored and attap-roofed buil di ng.

In 1942, the shops began opening for business daily rather than solely
on Wednesdays. The co-operative that handl ed the adm nistration and
mai nt enance of Pekan Rabu was al so set up in that year

In 1976, work on a new buil ding began and in 1978, the construction of
the four blocks of three-storey buil dings was conpl et ed.

Wil e the | ook of Pekan Rabu has changed i mensely over the years,



busi nesses here remain very nuch a fanily affair, with a trade or a shop
handed down from one generation to the next.

Fadzil Ismail, 61, who runs a jewellery store, first came to work in
Pekan Rabu in 1953.

"l started working in Pekan Rabu as a tukang for Haji Shansudi n whose
famly still runs a jewellery store downstairs.

"In those days, getting even a single order a day was difficult," he
says.

Today, he has a thriving business on the top floor of Pekan Rabu's main
building. H's two sons work with him one learning the craft of jewellery-
maki ng whil e the other handl es the day-to-day running of the shop.

Some shops have even becone institutions, |like Mak Chah's tiny corner
shop, filled with shiny tubs of dodol and piled high with cookie
cont ai ners.

According to Azm, Mak Chah (or Aishah Isnail), is over 80 years old and
is probably the ol dest tenant in Pekan Rabu

Her face has graced the pages of |ocal newspapers, especially when Dr
Mahat hir drops by to collect his supply of goodies every Hari Raya.

She is tiny, bent over and rather serious in her demeanour but she
attends to a steady stream of custoners.

Wil e the old shops give Pekan Rabu its quaint appeal, sone feel that
there are too many selling the sanme itens.

Azm said the co-operative always encouraged its nmenbers to try
sonet hi ng new.

"W (Pekan Rabu traders) are not trying to conpete with expensive, high-
end stores. W sell daily necessities and other itens not found el sewhere
at very affordabl e prices," he adds.

Many of the traders are also specialists in their fields.

"The traders here do not only sell the songkok, they al so nake them The
same goes for the jewellers.

"There is no place |like Pekan Rabu for those wanting to prepare for the
Haj. Everything they need is available here,” Azm says.

There are al so surprises for shoppers - if they | ook closely.

For instance, if one manages not to get distracted by the col ourful
scarves that overwhelma store front, one might just notice that
underneath the large letters announcing the store's name is a smaller sign
whi ch reads "Agensi Pencari Jodoh".

It may seem strange that Pekan Rabu, better known for its retai
busi ness, has such additional services!

Thi s mat chrmaki ng agency bel ongs to 45-year-old Hussain Saad, who prefers
to be known as Al ong.

He claims his clientele is 90 per cent fenale.

Pekan Rabu wi |l always hold prom se for snall-scale Malay traders, and
an opportunity to |l earn and grow.

Wth its lowrental rates, special business courses and strategic
| ocation, it has given hundreds of Malay traders the opportunity to learn
the ropes at their own pace and gain the confidence they need to nove on
to bi gger things.

As exciting as the proposed changes may be, traders want to keep the old
feel of things at Pekan Rabu, including its nane.

A recent suggestion to have Pekan Rabu renaned "Che Det Mall" have been
set aside as traders feared a nane change woul d al so cause a change of
identity.

"Traders here feel that nmuch of Pekan Rabu's history is tied toits
nane.

It is conforting to know that in choosing to nodernise, the Pekan Rabu
folk appreciate their history and know well that this is what nmakes the



pl ace so speci al .
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