2015 World Cruise Log: Georgetown

SATURDAY, MARCH 7:  Early to bed last night made for early to rise this morning at about 4:30am.  The GI health lockdown continues.  We had a leisurely and quiet morning futzing around and breakfasting as we watched the ship sail around the west side of Penang Island to reach its anchorage on the east side.  The captain had informed us that the circuitous route is necessary because the water’s too shallow to approach the port directly from the south.  This port is also a little different in that we’ll have to anchor and tender in the morning, but in the afternoon the ship will dock at 2pm and we’ll be able to return directly via the cruise terminal.  It seems that the German AIDA Sol cruise ship already had dibs on the pier in the morning.  

We were on the first tender into the harbor and immediately started inquiring where we could buy the Rapid Penang bus company’s Visitor’s Passport.  This being early on Saturday, the only place available was the bus station itself, about 600 meters down the seafront.  The walk was pleasant enough, with a few photo ops along the way.  When we got to the bus terminal, I learned two things—first, credit cards and US dollars were not accepted--only local currency, of which I only had three or four dollars worth left from KL; and second, that every bus ride was only 2 ringgit, about 50 cents.  The Visitors’ Passport was good for seven days, and cost about 8 dollars.  That’s a real deal if you’re staying for a week.  But, rather than try to deal with paying for each ride individually, I figured the convenience was worth a little extra. At any rate, I first had to get some dollars changed into ringgit.  Right across the street from the bus terminal was the old historical center of Georgetown, so I figured we’d wander in there and find a money changer.  The bad news is that on the weekends, the money changers don’t come out until about 10am.  That didn’t slow us down, though, because the old quarters of the city were interesting in and of themselves.  It was fun to walk around and watch the town wake up.  We came to one Chinese Buddhist temple that was very busy with early morning worshipers.  We were largely ignored, as usual, and enjoyed our time there.  

Little India was also alive with morning activities, including milk and egg deliveries via motorbikes.  More fascinating photo ops.  I continually checked with shops and small hotels for someone to exchange about $20 dollars, and eventually I found a willing woman managing a hole-in-the-wall hotel.  She gave me a very good rate of exactly 4 to 1.  Then it was back to the bus station for the passes, and we were off.  Rapid Penang has a modern, large, well-kept fleet of buses, and riding them was very pleasant with a nice view of everything we passed.  

My plan was to go to the Kek Lok Si Temple, a massive Buddhist shrine up in the foothills of the island.  But as is our wont, we saw an interesting looking event/building in town and got off the bus to see what was going on and take some pictures.  It was the Town Hall building, an ornate colonial structure, and out front were rows of large white peaked shelters with colorful bunting around them.  We learned there was a big event for school children happening tomorrow.  Pictures, then back to the bus stop across the street.

What I didn’t know, is that Rapid Penang buses have a rather sparse schedule on the weekend.  So we waited for about 30 minutes before the 502 bus came.  Since it happened to be the one that would go all the way to the village of Balik Pulang just over the top of the mountains, I changed the plan and we rode there first, then we’d stop at Kek Lok Si, on the way back to G-town.  The mountain ride was interesting, in that we passed through lots of villages and got a view of how the country folks lived, but when we thought we’d catch a great view of Georgetown from on high, the air was so thick with smog that G-town was just a smudge of silhouettes.  The same for the view down the west side of the island, where we should have seen lots of green fields of various agriculture, there was a thick haze.  Oh well…as we pulled into the station in Bulik Pulang I asked the driver how long the bus would be in the station before it headed back over the mountan…but he said ask the station master.  Then, while we were asking the station master, the guy drove away.  I guess that was his little joke on the American tourist.  The station master said there’d be another one in about 30 minutes, so we decided it was time for our picnic lunch, which we spread out on a large tile bench in the shade of the breezeway of the station.  After the compression of humanity in G-town, Bulik Pulang was a nice change in that it actually had single family homes in the area, and lots of open space.  About the time we finished our lunch, another 502 bus showed up, and off we went to Kek Lok Si temple.  The driver told us what stop to get off, and all of a sudden, there it was in all of its massive, ornate glory.  It was a short walk from the bus stop to the stairs that began winding up the hillside through an endless maze of market stalls and souvenir shops.  On the way to the main temple area, there was a turtle pond and many sub-temples and shrines with many iterations of Buddha.  It is said there are 10,000 Buddha images here.  The main temple is magnificent, as temples go, and we took lots of pictures.  There is a gigantic bronze statue of Kuan Yin, Goddess of Mercy on a plaza above the main temple, and an inclined lift you must pay 4 ringgit each for a round trip.  We paid and the ride up was reminiscent of the Floibanen in Bergen, Norway to the top of a hill.  Here, again, the view of G-town should have been spectacular, but was still smoggy and schmutzy.  The enormous bronze statue towering over this topmost plaza was very impressive, but what was NOT impressive were the Disney statues of Donald Duck, Mickey and Minnie Mouse carved of stone, and various life-sized stone animals, like pigs and cows scattered around the plaza.   We took our pictures and headed back down the lift, down the stairs, and onto the street.  Kek Lok Si left us with mixed feelings about its real value as a religious shrine.  More like a giant commercial venture, I think.  We hit the street level just in time to catch the 502 bus back to G-town.  Its route through the city was such that we got a good look at many things we hadn’t seen earlier in the day, and then we arrived right at the cruise terminal.  Front door service.  

We still had a couple of hours before we had to be back on the ship, but we decided we’d done enough for the day and would try for some free wifi suck from the cruise terminal.  We dropped our back packs in the room, and took our computers up to the Lido and found a good wifi signal from our position overlooking the terminal.  So, for a little more than two hours we had free wifi.  I used it to look up info on our new stops in Israel.  That evening, we received a new schedule of shore excursions that HAL will be doing in Israel and Sicily.  

After showers and dinner we retired to our cabin, once again eschewing the evening’s entertainment of the Amsterdam Singers & Dancers.  Then, another early bedtime as my eyelids began drooping as soon as I stretched out to do some reading in bed.  Our pedometer measured just seven miles for the day.  ZZZZZzzzzzzz…

