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Abstract
The township planning in Perak was affected post-signing of the Pangkor Treaty
in 1874, as the state became the first state in Malaysian Peninsula intervened by
the British. Introduction of grid system by the British has apparently affected the
early layout of major cities such as Ipoh, Taiping, Kuala Lumpur, George Town
and Singapore. This study attempts to investigate the theory of town planning
during the British era after noticing a knowledge gap in regard to early town
planning system of small towns in Perak. Based on purposive sampling using
varying topographies as the criterion of site selection, 10 out of 20 small towns
in Perak were selected for data collection. The small towns were Kuala Kurau,
Klian Intan, Bagan Datoh, Lumut, Parit, Tanjung Rambutan, Pusing, Sungkai,
Padang Rengas and Lenggong. Besides measured drawings, interviews were
conducted with the locals and historical manuscripts of the research locale were
also revisited. Based on comparative analysis, the study found that topographical
factor was insignificant in influencing the early layout of small towns in Perak
since linear system was used at different topographical background (riverside,
coastal, hilly terrain and flatland areas). Moreover, location factor was found to
be significant in terms of influencing the arrangement of early shophouse
buildings into rows, which influenced the early layout of small towns in Perak.
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INTRODUCTION
Perak was the first state in the Malaysian Peninsula intervened by the British after
the signing of Pangkor Treaty in 1874. Ever since, the formation of several towns
in Perak started to appear as a consequence of the state’s socioeconomic and
physical development. Reportedly during the early physical development of
Perak, formation of small towns (that emerged from the arrangement and
concentration of shophouse buildings into rows) has brought upon health and
safety issues (Home, 1997; Nasution & Lubis, 2005). Sensitising the scenario,
application of grid system at the affected sites or exploration and development of
nearby areas were advocated by the British as the town re-planning measures
(Nasution & Lubis, 2005; Wan Mokhtar, 2016).
Historically, the English Town Planning Act 1932 and the British
Planning Legislation 1932 were the two influential guidelines regulated by the
British with regard to town planning in Malaysia (Home, 1997; Garnaut, 2004).
Owing to that, the grid system was then introduced and implemented, which
affected the planning of early Malaysian cities such as Ipoh, Taiping and Teluk
Intan of Perak (Yuen, 2011; Wee, Yoon, & Guan, 2014) as well as the capital
city, Kuala Lumpur (Garnaut, 2004). Despite the policy enforcement, the
underlying factor which caused several small towns in Perak remain unaffected
in terms of their physical layout was presumably due to their average economic
expansion. Acknowledging so, this paper emphasises the needs of conducting an
empirical investigation on the early small towns in Perak through their rows of
shophouse buildings which is regarded as the main element of town formation
(Symonds, 2005). Analysis of their layout pattern and topographical correlation
are deemed imperative especially when shophouse buildings are ethos from the
past. Evidently, they still bear the heritage value of old township formation
despite facing serious threats arising from modern development pressure, urban
dereliction and high deterioration rate (Bissel, 2005; Wee et al., 2014).
EARLY TOWN PLANNING
In the past, places of religious and worshipping practices as well as residences of
local community leaders have been commonly associated with the genesis of a
township or traditional settlements (Lewandowski, 1975; Harun & Jalil, 2012;
Abidin, Shahminan & Ibrahim, 2017). Later in the 19th Century, concentration of
populations and settlements shifted to places which carried out economic
activities (Lockard, 1974; Ortolano, 2011). Formation of small towns then
became more rampant after the influx of Chinese immigrants into the Malay
Peninsula, catalysed by the Chinese merchants who actively constructed business
premises and shophouses to cater their economic agenda (Lockard, 1974).
Apparently, their buildings were built either in close proximity, or, within the
existing settlements of the Malays’ community (Wan Ali, Abdul Hadi, & Ishak,
2015; Samsudin & Idid, 2016). This development trend clearly differs with the
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formation of early towns during the British years - in which their planning
considerations did not emphasise on the significance of community factor (Yuen,
2011). Instead, the British was more concerned with safety and administration
issues (Mizushima, 1997; Taylor, 2010) over business and trading activities
(Garnaut, 2004; Mamat, 2016). Meanwhile in Perak, the British was more
concerned with safety aspect for small towns located in distance with the state’s
main cities (Tilaki, Abdullah, Bahauddin, & Marzbali, 2014; Mamat, 2014;
Mamat, 2016).
Theoretically, the physical layout of townships or cities is dependent on
various factors, mainly including the local economic activities (Larkham, &
Lilley, 2012) involving business centres (Wan Ali et al., 2015), agricultural
products (Syed Zainol, 1995), shipping ports (Lewandowski, 1975; Hassan,
2009; Harun & Jalil, 2012) and also land transportations such as railway and
traffic networks (Ibrahim et al., 2014). Implying from that, these locations
typically turned to be the focal points of their respective localities (Yuen, 2011).
On the other facet, topographical condition was known to be influential towards
a town’s form and layout (Lockard, 1974; Mohd, Ahmad, & Wan Abd Aziz,
2009; Shamsuddin, 2011).
In the case of Perak specifically, its town formation was also influenced
by the state’s natural resources and its transportation network (Ortolano, 2011;
Symonds, 2005). Most of the towns in Perak are associable with the state’s tin
mining industry, as evidenced through its infrastructural developments such as
shophouses, administration offices, labourer’s residence, roads and so on
(Ahmad, 2013). The policy enforced in regard to town formation upon the British
arrival in Malay Peninsula was in line with Town Planning Enactment 1923
(Garnaut, 2004) and Town Planning Act 1932 (Taylor, 2010) - to address the
issues of safety as well as divide and rule policy (Home, 1997; Njoh, 2008).
Despite the implementation of the two legislations by the British, involvements
of their town planners and architects happened only after the localities reached
the states of stability and safety (Hassan, 2009). In essence, town formations in
Malay Peninsula occurred primarily due to the business activities and commercial
relationships between the Chinese merchants and the local Malays (Ahmad,
2013; Wan Ali et al., 2015; Mamat, 2016). This interrelationship has indirectly
influenced the physical layout of Perak townships, as seen in the rows of
shophouses built on the land owned by the Malays for instance (Mizushima,
1997).
The report of the Town Profile in Perak issued by the Federal Department
of Town & Country Planning Peninsular Malaysia in 2009 showed that the
layouts of early towns and cities of Perak such as Ipoh, Sitiawan, Kuala Kangsar,
Sungai Siput, Taiping and Teluk Intan were based on linear and grid systems.
Implying from this, the report can be leveraged as a point of reference to study
the early town planning system of small towns in Perak. The report finding is in
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tune with Haverfield’s (1913) assertion that most towns or cities initially were
formed either by a straight or curvy lines (depending on the sites’ topographical
condition), which later merged with each other. Those lines typically were in
parallel, or taking into accounts of the layout of the existing settlements
(Lewandowski, 1975). This is in line with Taylor (2010) who posited that the
evolvement of a township is commonly based on the offset of its settlements’
arrangement in the forms of centralised, linear and etc. In this manner, groups of
shophouse that row along streets eventually led to the formation of a town
(Garnaut, 2004).
Most of the architectural design and built of shophouse buildings found
in Perak originated from the mainland of China (Shamsuddin, 2011). With main
road as their frontage and back lane at their rear side, the rows of shophouse
basically correspond to the linear town planning system (Wan Ali et al., 2015).
This is in contrast with the British town planning concept in the use of grid system
which emphasised segregation of land based on their functions such as
administration, commercial, residential (Hassan, 2005; Shamsuddin, 2011),
recreational (Bissell, 2005; Harun & Jalil, 2012) and logistical (Ibrahim et al.,
2014) zones. Besides facilitating the conurbation process (Harun & Jalil, 2012),
implementation of the grid system also supported the divide and rule policy
applied by the British, especially for the purpose of social segregation based on
race and status (Bissell, 2005; Hassan, 2009).
Based on the literature review, it is found that the early layout of towns
or cities was influenced by their respective existing settlements. Apart from that,
other influential factors include land topologies, economic activities and logistics.
Only after the British arrival, town planning approach in Perak has shifted to the
grid system following the land segregation and zoning purposes. This historical
fact is thus imperative as point of reference to further understand the early small
town planning system through data collection conducted at 10 selected small
towns in Perak.
METHODOLOGY
Measured drawing was used as a methodological means in the present study to
identify and record the early layout of small towns in Perak. Using topographical
factor as the criterion of purposive sampling, 10 small towns were selected from
the total of 20 small towns available in Perak. Topographical characteristics
involved in the study include riverside, coastal, hilly terrain and flat land areas.
The small towns selected are namely Bagan Datoh, Lumut, Klian Intan, Kuala
Kurau, Parit, Tanjung Rambutan, Lenggong, Pusing, Padang Rengas and
Sungkai. Past manuscripts and writings were used to validate the early row of
shophouses. However, studies on small towns were sparsely carried out relative
to the numbers of documentations done on major cities. This is considerably a
limitation of the current study.
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Hence, acquisition of primary data through interviewing the locals was
essential to complement the secondary data in validating the early row of
shophouses. Interviewees were sampled based on their current position at the
research locale (chief villager or head of the community), relationship with the
buildings (owner and end-user), and knowledge or familiarity with the subject
matter (historian or local figure). The entire shophouses from the 10 small towns
identified were then further analysed to determine their sizes, number of units and
locations. Subsequently, the information gathered was matched with plans based
on PerakGIS (Geographic Information Systems) issued by the Federal
Department of Town & Country Planning Peninsular Malaysia. Layouts of the
small towns were then reproduced digitally using AutoCAD software to carefully
examine and analyse the early town planning system. To narrow down the scope
of the study, only linear and grid town planning systems were looked into as the
indicator of early town formation. Other town planning systems such as clustered
or scattered were left out from the current study considering that these systems
contradict with the nature of shophouse characteristics (which physical
arrangement is based on rows).

•

Klian Intan

•
•
Kuala Kurau •

•

Pusing •

•

Lenggong

Padang Rengas
Tangjung Rambutan

Parit

Lumut •
Bagan Datoh •

•

Sungkai

Figure 1: Location of selected small town in Perak, Malaysia
Source: Google Image

59

© 2018 by MIP

Mohd Jaki Mamat & Muhammad Firzan Abdul Aziz
Early Town Planning System of Small Towns in Perak

© 2018 by MIP

60

PLANNING MALAYSIA
Journal of the Malaysia Institute of Planners (2018)

61

© 2018 by MIP

Mohd Jaki Mamat & Muhammad Firzan Abdul Aziz
Early Town Planning System of Small Towns in Perak

Figure 2 – Figure 11: Layout plan of the selected small towns in Perak

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
Based on scrutiny on the early layouts of 10 small towns in Perak as shown in
Figure 2 to Figure 11, it was found that the grid system was merely applied to one
of the small towns - Tanjung Rambutan. The underlying reason for this scenario
can be associated with the British effort in developing a new township to replace
the old Tanjung Rambutan, in the quest to cater its cleanliness issue apart from
complementing its infrastructural needs of railway transportation that started
operation in 1896. The old layout of Tanjung Rambutan however, is unknown,
and irretrievable after the fire tragedy which occurred in 1897 that destroyed
earlier records. The planning of a new Tanjung Rambutan township since 1893
by the British was based on the positioning of shophouse rows flanking the main
roads, with residential buildings allocated at the rear side of shophouse buildings.
On the other hand, nine out of the 10 small towns studied were found to
be based on the linear concept of town planning. Ironically, some of them were
even mining towns such as Pusing and Klian Intan, featured with the existence of
various facilities such as shophouses, post office, labour residence, police station
and market. Sungkai, Padang Rengas, Kuala Kurau, Lenggong, Parit and Bagan
Datoh, meanwhile, were the five small towns that evolved from their agricultural
industry. The other small town found without the grid system was Lumut. The
linear system was notably more practical for Lumut - a town that mainly
functioned as a port together with Pulau Pinang, Melaka and Singapura
© 2018 by MIP
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(collectively known as the Straits Settlements, governed by the British during
1874 until 1934), despite the segregation of commercial and administration
(district office, residence of British officers, hospital etc.) zones at that time.
This study also found that topological factor was insignificant in
influencing the town planning of the early layout of the small towns in Perak.
This is rationalised by the use of linear system despite the existence of various
topography conditions such as riverside, coastal, hilly terrain and flatland areas.
Although the linear system is theoretically suitable for hilly terrain areas such as
in Lenggong and Klian Intan following the difficulty to do the offset on rows of
shophouses, it ironically was also used to flat land areas as seen in Pusing,
Sungkai and Padang Rengas. Even more, the linear system was also used at flat
land areas in close proximity to riverside and coastal areas such as in Kuala
Kurau, Lumut, Parit and Bagan Datoh. This particular finding thus testified that
the linear system was used for the early town planning system of small towns in
Perak regardless of their topological factor.
In addition, this study also found that the early shophouse buildings were
collectively built by the Malays (in Sungkai, Pusing and Padang Rengas), the
Chinese (in Kuala Kurau, Lenggong, Parit, Bagan Datoh and partially in Pusing)
and the British (in Tanjung Rambutan, Klian Intan and Lumut). In light of this,
the British interventions in the local construction history were not limited to
administrative, residential, public and military buildings, but also include
commercial premises. This study also revealed that in terms of land ownership,
the initiation stage of townships was built on the land owned by the Malays
especially in Pusing, Padang Rengas and Lengong. Merely land of shophouses at
Kuala Kurau was found to be owned by the Chinese. Imperatively, the British
was involved in determining and dividing the lots for constructing shophouses at
that time.
Based on the interviews, it was found that the entire rows of shophouse
building existed simultaneously with the main roads (reportedly not paved during
their early stage). Then, the British contributed to provide a better infrastructure
by reconstructing proper roads equipped with drainage system. Other facilities
included post office, police station, recreational field, market and so on. Table 1
summarises the overall findings with regard to early town planning system of
small towns in Perak.
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Table 1: Early town planning system of small towns in Perak
Layout
system
Tanjung
British plots Flat land –
Tin mining/ Grid – rows of
Rambutan
riverside railway station shophouses on
both side of
the main road
Pusing
1890s
Local
Local Malay
Flat land
Tin mining Linear – 2 row
Malay and /Maindailing
shophouses on
Maindailing
one side of the
/Chinese
main road
Sungkai
1900
Local
Unknown
Flat land
Agriculture/ Linear – 2
Malay &
railway station rows
Chinese
shophouses on
both sides of
the main road
Padang
1900s
Local
Local Malay
Flat land
Agriculture Linear – 4 row
Rengas
Malay
shophouses on
both sides of
the main road
Kuala
1900s
Chinese
Chinese
Coastal area Fishery &
Linear – 1 row
Kurau
& riverside agriculture
shophouses on
one side of the
river
Lenggong
1915
Chinese Local Malay Hilly terrain Agriculture Linear – 2 row
shophouses on
one side of the
main road
Klian Intan 1909
British British plots Hilly terrain Tin mining
Linear – semidetached
shophouses on
one side of the
road
Lumut
1920s
British British plots Coastal area
Port
Linear – 2
rows
shophouses on
both sides of
the main road
Parit
1928
Chinese British plots Riverside
Agriculture Linear – 2
rows
shophouses on
both sides of
the main road
Bagan
1931
Chinese British plots River and
Agriculture Linear – rows
Datoh
coastal area
of shophouses
on both sides
of the main
road
Town

First
built
1893

Builder
(owner)
British

Land owner

Topology

Economy

*Maindailing is one of the Malay ethnics originated from Sumatera, Indonesia
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CONCLUSION
To conclude, the linear system was used in the early town planning system of
small towns in Perak. In consolidating the claim, there were no land lots found
available for adding more premises (land expansion based on the grid planning
system) at the sites under this study. This finding is supported by both primary
(interviews conducted) and secondary (document review) data acquired pertinent
to the 10 small towns in Perak. Despite the introduction of the grid system by the
British for the planning of major cities in Perak, it was not applied in the planning
of small towns. Instead, the linear system was adopted and implemented by the
British following its practicality in the planning of small towns which are
relatively smaller in size compared to cities. Despite so, the uses of grid system
for land expansion are still found today in towns such as Pusing, Bagan Datoh,
Lumut, Parit, Lenggong, Sungkai and Kuala Kurau. Nevertheless, its
implementation is merely found on new sites located away from the immediate
surroundings of the earliest rows of shophouse.
Apart from the British interventions in town and city planning, this study
also acknowledges the equal role played by the local Malays and Chinese
merchants. In particular, there was a technical relationship existed between the
local Malays and Chinese merchants in terms of provision of lands and
construction of premises, thus influencing the location and layout pattern of the
early row of shophouses of the small towns in Perak. Conclusively, the layout of
small towns in Perak was influenced mainly by commercial activities, through
the building of shophouses by Chinese merchants on the lands owned by the local
Malays. The small towns in Perak basically emerged as a result from the
centralisation of the existing Malays’ settlements as well as the new settlements
formed by the Chinese immigrants who ran the tin mining industry.
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