Long ago a busy hub of the spice trade, Malaysia’s old Malacca
now harbors a mix of colonial-era buildings and quiet ethnic
neighborhoods, where the pace of life is blessedly slow.







“THEREIS NO
PLACE IN
MALAYA THAT

HAS MORE W. Somerset Maugham wrote uf Mf_iiaccal 81 vears
CHARM " ago. “It has the sad and romantic air of all places
' that have once been of importance and live now in

the recollection of a vanished grandeur.”

I went to Malacca because of a Maugham story and because I loved the sound
of its name. It resonated, like Zamboanga and Luang Prabang, like the Iyrics of
an old song. I went because the city is on the Strait of Malacca, where one-third
of the world’s commerce—and some 80 percent of Japan’s oil—passes through
a narrow channel that is one of the most heavily pirated places in the world.

I went to Malacca because 1 was looking for a piece of the Asia that used to be.
Gridlocked, polluted, high-rise and high-priced, Asia’s modern cities don’t in-
vite nostalgia. But, just a five-hour bus ride from Singapore, Malacca might still
be the kind of place where Maugham sat under a fan, savoring an after-dinner
brandy and a local cheroot. Or so I hoped. I'd been to Malacca for a day and a
night, nearly 30 years ago: a small, sleepy, left-behind-feeling place with old
colonial buildings, narrow lanes, night markets, a mix of Malays, Indians, and
Chinese. The Asia of the past. Would it still be there?
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