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Tourism s nodest begi nni ngs
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TOURISMin Malaysia is relatively new as conpared to nany ot her countri es,
and a study of its early beginnings will clearly show the giant strides
the country has taken in this field as well as in national devel opnent.
The country only had a departnment of tourismwhich was created in
January 1959 under the Mnistry of Commerce and I ndustry, and tourism
pronotion was on a far nodest scal e.
The department identified the main centres of tourismas Penang,
Tai pi ng, |poh, Kuala Lunpur, Ml acca, the East Coast, Taman Negar a,

Langkawi , Pangkor |sland, Fraser's Hi |l and Cameron Hi ghl ands.
In those days, the authorities as well as those connected to the
fledgling i ndustry were "still groping in the dark"

Not hi ng nuch had been done for Langkawi although it had been identified
since the | ate 1950s.

It was only in the late 1980s that Langkawi becane a proper tourist
destination at the pronpting of Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Moharmed.

In the early 1960s, very few locals travelled extensively even in their
own country. A Penang resident, for instance, would never bother to travel
to Kota Baru unl ess he had rel ati ves or business there.

O her factors responsible for this state of affairs included the | ack of
communi cation and transport anong the various states, suitable hotel
roons, pronotion of genuine attractions, and supporting facilities and
ot her infrastructure.

For exanple, if one were to travel by road in Terengganu, one would have
to depend on six or seven ferries (such as at Dungun and Losong) to cross
the major rivers as there were no bridges then

There was also a glaring lack of information on the East Coast states of
Kel ant an and Terengganu, which were often cut off fromthe rest of the
peni nsul a during nmaj or fl oods of the nbnsoon season.

As for hotels, there were very few of international standing in those
days. A good indication can be seen fromthe fact that even Kual a Lunpur
had only the Majestic, Station, Federal and Merlin.

Penang, the "Pearl of the Orient” had the Eastern & Oriental (E & O,
Mount Pl easure, Park and Picadilly (the last three no | onger exist). Even
the faned North Coast (which went on to becorme a "tourist playground”) had
only the Lone Pine and Gol den Sands (a bungal ow-type hotel not to be
confused with today's resort of the same nane).

| poh already had the Station Hotel while Canmeron Hi ghl ands had t he Snoke
House I nn and Port Dickson had the Si Rusa Inn

O her towns such as Alor Star, Ml acca, Johor Baru, Kota Baru, Kual a
Ter engganu, Kuantan and Kangar were dependent on governnent rest houses
and Chi nese-type hotel s.

Rest houses al so existed in snmaller towns such as Baling, Batu Gajah,
Bat u Pahat, Bentong, Bukit Mertajam GCerik, Gua Miusang, Kemanman, Kl ang,

Kl uang, Keroh, Kuala Krai, Kuala Kubu Baru, Kuala Lipis, Kuala Pilah,
Kulim Langkawi, Lumut, Mersing, Miar, Pangkor, Parit Buntar, Raub, Sunga
Pet ani, Taiping, Tanjung Malim Tapah, Teluk Intan and Tunpat.

Transport facilities were not as reliable then. For exanple, a bus
journey fromKual a Lunpur to Singapore would take about nine hours, while
a journey from Kual a Lunpur to Kuantan woul d t ake about seven hours.

As buses were not air-conditioned, one would certainly be guaranteed to



arrive dishevel |l ed and unkenpt.

Journeys often took | onger as there were of course no highways |ike the
Nor t h- Sout h Hi ghway, Karak H ghway or East-Wst H ghway then

Tourist information was also far fromsatisfactory. There were fewer
publications and brochures then and the country was not well-known
internationally and many were confused over the new "Malaysia' and its
former nane, Ml aya

Sone of the ignorant ones even asked our |ocation on the map, and al so
whet her we |ived on trees!

On hindsight, sonme of the events and features that were highlighted
seened questionabl e. For instance, how nuch interest would tin mning
gener ate anong tourists?

Wul d tourists also be interested in watching the inter-state wonen's
football conpetition, or the police band beating the retreat?

Initially, not much effort was nmade to pronote | ocal food and delicacies
anong foreign tourists especially those fromthe Wst. Many were not
advent urous enough to try local dishes as they feared that our hot and
spicy food would | ead to upset stonachs.

Today, however, things are different. Shangri La's conmunications
di rector Sul ei man Tunku Abdul Rahman said many of their “returnees' would
now enqui re beforehand whet her such | ocal dishes as nasi | enmak, nasi
goreng, satay, roti canai, nurtabak, nmee goreng and Hokki en nee woul d
still be avail abl e when they come agai n.

"OF course, the local dishes we prepare for our foreign guests are not
so hot or spicy as they would be for the | ocals or other Asians," he said.

Today, an increasing nunber of Caucasian tourists are also beginning to
like the durian as conpared to their predecessors who, to a nan, reviled
the fruit for its obnoxious snell.
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