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BORNEO

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: TuaPekKongTemple1]

Tua Pek Kong Temple, Kuching | DANIEL ROBINSON/LONELY PLANET ©

Whenever I arrive in Kuching, I make a beeline for the Riverfront Promenade, where I consider with salivating anticipation which local delicacy to try first. I could walk over to the open air market, or head to Old Chinatown for Teochew noodles, or grab a bite under twinkling fairy lights at the food stalls that open up along the river in the evening. My next stop is usually Jalan Carpenter's regional Chinese temples, bedecked in red and gold.

After dining at one of my favourite Dayak restaurants, I continue to the old Indian mosque, now shuttered, and then, strolling across Darul Hana Bridge, to its over-the-water replacement. For a panoramic view, I climb up to the crenellated roof of Fort Margherita, a relic of the White Rajas, who – local friends tell me – are still admired here for having given Sarawakians a strong sense of identity and tremendous pride in their diversity.

Read about Kuching.

Daniel Robinson

@RobinsonEnRoute

Daniel has been covering Borneo for Lonely Planet since 2010.
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My favourite experience is the night walk at Gunung Mulu National Park. I am filled with awe each time the ranger points out a swaying stick insect or tiny frog.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Borneo
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MARK EVELEIGH/LONELY PLANET ©

After four journeys up Indonesia’s longest river, West Kalimantan’s Kapuas still captures my imagination as a Far Eastern version of the Amazon, with spectacular riverscapes and enchanting stilted villages. As if this wasn’t enough, the Kapuas leads you to Borneo’s most timeless longhouses and a hidden world of adventure and mystery in the form of the sacred Mandai River.

[image: jpg]

Mark Eveleigh

markeveleigh.com

Mark Eveleigh has authored two books featuring Borneo: Kopi Dulu and Fever Trees of Borneo.
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PAUL HARDING/LONELY PLANET ©

There are so many close-up wildlife experiences in the Sandakan–Sepilok region that it’s hard to pick a favourite. Orangutans, sun bears, proboscis monkey, wild and semiwild, can all be seen in a day. Early morning can be spent looking for birds in the rainforest canopy and at night ranger-guided walks reveal nocturnal critters like tiny tarsiers. But it’s hard to beat a trip to Pulau Selingan to see green turtles laying their eggs and new hatchlings scuttling down the beach.

[image: jpg]

Paul Harding

@paulhtravel

Paul is a writer and photographer specialising in travel.
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DAY HIKES IN THE JUNGLE

If you love tropical greenhouses and can’t wait to be enveloped by the humid fecundity of an equatorial rainforest, Borneo will fulfil your wildest dreams. The island’s jungles conjure up remoteness and peril, but look a little closer and you’ll find incredible beauty, including orchids, pitcher plants, stick insects and frogs near the forest floor and, high above in the canopy, hornbills, bird’s-nest ferns and other epiphytes, including more orchids and amphibians.

Keep Your Eyes Peeled

Rainforest creatures are very good at staying hidden (they’d rather not become someone’s lunch) so spotting insects, amphibians, snakes and birds requires a keen eye.

[image: *]

I WAYAN SUMATIKA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

What to Bring

Wear closed walking shoes (no flip-flops!) and a hat, and bring plenty of water, a rain poncho, insect repellent and a waterproof bag for electronics.

[image: *]

MARVIN MINDER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Self-Guided Walks

Many well-marked trails in national parks are accessible without a guide. Register with park staff before you set out and sign in when you get back.

[image: *]

Rainforest Discovery Centre, Sabah | BORNEORIMBAWAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST DAY HIKE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

An almost impenetrable arboreal fortress, Danum Valley Conservation Area 1 is home to one of the world’s most complex ecosystems.

Come to the Maliau Basin 2, a pocket of primeval wilderness known as ‘Sabah’s Lost World’, to walk through old-growth jungle.

Gunung Gading National Park’s 3 pristine dipterocarp forest is the best place in Sarawak to see a rafflesia, the world’s largest flower.

Occupying a jagged peninsula, Bako National Park 4 is a favourite haunt of proboscis monkeys, macaques and bearded pigs.

Take a flat-bottomed longboat to Brunei’s Ulu Temburong National Park 5, then hike to a vertigo-inducing canopy walk.








ORANGUTANS IN THE WILD

There’s nothing quite like seeing the thrashing of branches high overhead as a ginger blur comes into view. If you’re lucky, you’ll soon see an orangutan up close, long-limbed and very hairy, swinging from tree to tree or shimmying down a vine. Observing orangutans living their lives in their natural environment is nothing short of awe-inspiring.

[image: *]

Orangutan, Tanjung Puting National Park, Kalimantan | PAUL HARDING/LONELY PLANET ©

Don’t Get Too Close

Stay at least 6m away from free-roaming orangutans, and keep a tight grip on your belongings – some of them know backpacks may contain food.

Temper Expectations

Park rangers and guides know where orangutans generally like to hang out and when, but spotting them is never a sure thing.


BEST ORANGUTAN EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Semi-wild orangutans swing by the feeding area at Semenggoh Nature Reserve 1, near Kuching, for fruit.

See orphaned and injured orangutans at Sabah’s Sepilok Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre 2.

Cruise Sabah’s Sungai Kinabatangan 3 with a guide to find orangutans, other monkeys and pygmy elephants.

Rescued and rehabilitated orangutans from Sepilok are released at the Tabin Wildlife Reserve 4.

Combine orangutan spotting with a boat trip at Tanjung Puting National Park 5.








FOOD-STALL DELICACIES

Hawker centres and the kopitiam (coffee shop) bring together food stalls – in some places hundreds, in others just a handful – whose chefs specialise in preparing a few dishes very, very well. Food stalls are a great place to try local specialities because resident connoisseurs have sky-high high expectations and plenty of other options.

Shop Around

Putting together a meal may involve ordering laksa from one stall, a rice or noodle dish from another, and drinks from someone across the corridor.

[image: *]

NELZAJAMAL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

If You’re Not Sure What to Order, Ask

Don’t be shy about asking other customers what dishes they recommend. Is the town you’re in famous for something? Give it a try!

[image: *]

LANO LAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Follow the Crowds

If a particular food stall has a long queue, you can safely assume that in-the-know locals are on to something.


BEST FOOD-STALL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Kuching’s informal open air market 1, half a block from the Riverfront Promenade, has sections for Malay, Chinese and seafood dishes. Cheap and tasty!

Kota Kinabalu’s night markets 2 are a bustling, aromatic introduction to Sabah’s food culture, with specialities like barbecue fish and chicken.

Owned by the Chinese temple across the street, Kuching’s Yang Choon Tai Hawker Centre 3 hosts five stalls renowned for their piping-hot Teochew dishes.

Many food stalls on the 2nd floor of the vast Sibu Central Market 4 serve Malay and Foochow-style Chinese dishes.

Bandar Seri Begawan’s Tamu Selera night market 5 has excellent Malay and Indonesian dishes, including  ayam penyet (Indonesian-style fried chicken with sambal).








CAVERN CREATURES

Over the eons, Borneo’s limestone hills have been hollowed out by rainwater to create an incredible variety of underground wonders, including some of the largest caverns and cave networks in the world. While many of the most breathtaking caves must be visited with a guide, others are easily accessible on boardwalks. Daily at dusk, you can watch the ‘changeover’, when swiftlets stream back to their nests and the bats come swirling out to hunt insects.

Bring a Torch or Headlamp

Whether to find your way (and see what you’re walking in) or to spot birds and bats nesting high above, illumination is a must.

[image: *]

IPPEI NAOI/GETTY IMAGES ©

Wear Proper Footwear

Dripping-wet paths and bat guano can be slippery, so wear closed-toe shoes with good traction.

[image: *]

JACOB LUND/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Do You Really Want to Do This?

The interior of a cave is not the best time to discover that you’re claustrophobic, hate the dark or find slithering through guano unbearable.

[image: *]

Clearwater Cave, Gunung Mulu National Park, Sarawak | THAMKC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



BEST CAVE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Gunung Mulu National Park 1 has some of the world’s most spectacular caves. One is home to three million bats; others drip with stalactites.

The caves at Niah National Park 2 were inhabited by Homo sapiens 37,000 years ago, when Borneo was connected to mainland Southeast Asia.

Sarawak’s Fairy Cave Nature Reserve 3 is an extraordinary chamber whose otherworldly rock formations are carpeted with moss.

Gomantong Cave 4, home to countless bats, is also Sabah’s best natural source of swiftlet nests, used in bird’s nest soup.

Tricky to access and rarely visited, East Kalimantan’s Beloyot Cave 5 has mysterious burial chambers and 3000-year-old artwork.








ADVENTURES ON THE RIVER

For most of history, rivers were the only means of travel in Borneo, and in some areas that’s still the case. Malaysian Borneo, however, only has one ‘express boat’ service left. If it’s riverine adventure you’re after, you can sail up the Batang Rajang, hire a local longboat or head to Kalimantan.

[image: *]

Crocodile, Sungai Kinabatangan | FABIANIRWIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Getting There Is Half the Fun

Since river travel can be a blast, it makes sense to treat your time on the boat as part of the adventure.

Roughing It in Kalimantan

A river ferry can be a relaxing way to experience the river with locals. Be prepared for crowded sleeping conditions, squat toilets and shifting schedules.


BEST BOATING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Sarawak’s last great river journey is the thrilling ‘flying coffin’ run up the Batang Rajang 1, linking Kapit with Belaga.

The further up East Kalimantan’s Sungai Mahakam 2 you go, the wilder the wildlife and the more traditional the longhouses.

The only way to get to Ulu Temburong National Park 3 is by a flat-bottomed longboat.

Sail along Sungai Kinabatangan 4 to spot an ark’s worth of animals.

On Sungai Padas 5 , Sabah’s best whitewater rafting takes you through eight grade III and IV rapids.








SANDY SHORES

Let’s face it: Borneo can’t claim to have the best beaches in Southeast Asia. But it does have some lovely strips of clean sand where you can swim, play volleyball, rent a body board, picnic and gaze at the horizon, which may or may not be dotted with oil and gas platforms.

Crocodiles Are Real

Never swim anywhere that saltwater crocs, with their tiny reptilian brains and outsize appetites, may be lurking. Ask before you dip your toes in, especially near estuaries.

[image: *]

ZEN HP/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Beach Attire

Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia are conservative societies. Residents, especially women, dress modestly even at the beach. Take your cues from what the locals are wearing.

[image: *]

NOKURO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Trash & Pollution

Sarawak and Brunei beaches are generally pretty clean, but be prepared for garbage, as well as possible sewage pollution, in parts of Sabah and Kalimantan.


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Best known for scuba diving in stunning sapphire waters, Sabah’s Semporna Archipelago 1 also has sandy shores.

The Santubong Peninsula 2, near Kuching, is great for beach-lounging and has sea kayaking, body boarding and a cool jungle pool.

At Sarawak’s Pantai Pandan 3, the waves are big enough to surf but the gentle gradient is perfect for kids.

Some say Pantai Seri Kenangan 4, set on a long spit of land, is Brunei’s best beach.

When you’re not diving with manta rays and turtles, you can relax on strips of golden sand at East Kalimantan’s Pulau Derawan 5.








UNDERWATER BORNEO

Part of the Coral Triangle, Borneo’s east coast has some of the most breathtaking diving sites anywhere on the planet. There’s an abundance of healthy coral (sea fans can reach 3m across) and visibility is often 30m to 50m – and then there are the drop-offs, some of which descend an unimaginable 2000m! The walls and reefs here attract some of the world’s most diverse marine life, and divers regularly encounter sharks, dolphins, rays and green turtles.

Open-Water Certification

Even if you’ve never dived, the tour companies we’ve listed offer a variety of certification courses at reasonable prices compared to other parts of the world.

[image: *]

KHOROSHUNOVA OLGA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Try Snorkelling

If you’re not into scuba diving, consider snorkelling. The in-shore waters near Borneo’s world-class diving sites are crystal-clear and teeming with life.

[image: *]

NOKURO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

When to Go

Visibility is generally best from about March to October. The wet season runs from November or December to February.

[image: *]

Green turtle, Pulau Sipidan | STEWART KIRK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



BEST DIVING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Sipidan 1, in Sabah’s Semporna Archipelago, is one of the world’s great dive sites, legendary for coral walls, large pelagic species and deep wall dives.

Two little flecks of land near the tip of Sabah, Pulau Mantanani 2 is ringed by a halo of colourful coral.

Tunku Abdul Rahman Park 3 offers rich coral and abundant marine life just a short boat ride from Kota Kinabalu.

East Kalimantan’s Derawan Archipelago 4 has some brilliant pier, cave and wall dives, and lots of manta rays and hammerhead sharks.

The waters off Brunei Darussalam 5 have some interesting WWII wrecks and plenty of undamaged reef, including patches that are largely unexplored.








CLIMBING FOR THE VIEWS

Most of Borneo is relatively low-elevation, and even the Kelabit Highlands are not much higher than 1000m above sea level. But a few towering peaks stand out – first and foremost Mt Kinabalu, the highest mountain between the Himalayas and New Guinea. Reaching Borneo’s highest summits affords spectacular views and a real sense of accomplishment.

[image: *]

Mt Kinabalu | R.M. NUNES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Honestly Assess Your Fitness Level

Don’t take on a more challenging route than you’re capable of. If you’re struggling, turn around with enough time to get back to safety.

Overnight Equipment

If you’ll be sleeping in the rainforest, your guide should supply all the equipment you’ll need to stay safe and (relatively) dry in the rain.


BEST SUMMITING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Climbing towering Mt Kinabalu 1 (4095m) doesn’t require mountain-eering skills or special equipment.

Bohey Dulang Peak 2 (353m) can be climbed in 45 minutes for breath-taking panoramas.

Summiting Sabah’s second-highest peak, Mt Trusmadi 3 (2642m), is a more relentless challenge than Mt Kinabalu.

Ascending Sarawak’s highest peak, Gunung Mulu 4 (2376m), is gruelling and treacherous.

The spectacular isolation makes the two-week trek to Kalimantan’s Bukit Raya 5 (2278m) extra special.








SERIOUS TREKKING

There’s nothing quite like being a long walk away from the nearest road, entirely surrounded by old-growth rainforest, as you tramp from one longhouse to the next. It’s a challenging slog – the heat, the humidity, the bogs and the leeches all take their toll – but your guide will know what to do.

[image: *]

Pinnacles trek, Gunung Mulu National Park | JUHKU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Find a Good Guide

The most important factor in ensuring an enjoyable and safe adventure is your guide. Borneo's many excellent tour companies can set you up with someone they trust.

It’s a Jungle Out There!

Take your physical fitness into account when planning a route, and be prepared for challenging conditions, including torrential rain, deep mud and omnipresent creepy-crawlies.


BEST TREKKING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

The Maliau Basin 1 offers tough hiking – be prepared to machete-slash through the jungle – as well as swimming under waterfalls.

The Salt Trail 2 involves steep climbs and chest-high river crossings through primary forest.

The Pinnacles 3, in Gunung Mulu National Park, is a steep, intense three-day trek.

The five-day trek from Bario to the limestone spires of Batu Lawi 4 passes through pristine rainforests.

Kalimantan’s epic Cross-Borneo Trek 5 travels hundreds of kilometres upriver, deep into the island’s heart.










REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of Sabah

[image: jpg]

Allow: 9 days Distance: 775km


Sabah’s well-run parks and sanctuaries afford excellent access to day hikes and treks through primary rainforest, the habitat of orangutans and a wide variety of other endangered mammals, amphibians and reptiles. Offshore is no less spectacular, with Sipidan and the Semporna Archipelago offering some of the best scuba diving in the world.


[image: jpg]
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Bohey Dulang | LYCIZ MILL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 KOTA KINABALU [image: ] 2 DAYS

Fly into Kota Kinabalu and stroll around Sabah’s dynamic capital. Visit the Sabah State Museum and Mari Mari Cultural Village for an introduction to Sabahan history and culture. Hawkers barbecue fish, seafood and chicken to perfection at the waterfront night market.

[image: ] Detour: Take a boat out to Tunku Abdul Rahman Park. [image: ] 5 hours

[image: ] [image: ] 2 hours

Detour: [image: ] 20 minutes
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PAUL HARDING/LONELY PLANET ©

2 KINABALU PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

The sight of 4095m-high Mt Kinabalu early in the morning causes most folks to gasp, but the sunrise is even better from the summit. The park has wonderful marked trails around the base of the big rock that let you explore the rainforest with fewer ups and downs. Base yourself at park headquarters or, for mountain views, in Kundasang.

[image: ] [image: ] 4 hours

[image: jpg]

PAULWONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 SEPILOK [image: ] I DAY

One of the best research and rehabilitation centres in Borneo, Sepilok is also one of the easiest places to see rescued orangutans and view them up close at feeding platforms. Drop by the Sun Bear Rehabilitation Centre and the Rainforest Discovery Centre, for bird-watching and guided walks. See young orangutans learn the basics of living in the wild.

[image: ] 2 hours

[image: jpg]

INSPIRED BY MAPS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 SUNGAI KINABATANGAN  [image: ] 2 DAYS

A muddy brown ribbon of water, the Kinabatangan – Sabah’s longest river – wends its way through epic jungles, bracketed by forests teeming with orangutans, proboscis monkeys, civets, monitor lizards, crocodiles, hornbills, kingfishers and hawks. Stay in a jungle camp or with locals in Sukau or Bilit and take a river cruise to spot some of Borneo’s most iconic animals.

[image: ] 4 hours; [image: ] 1 hour
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PAUL HARDING/LONELY PLANET ©

5 SEMPORNA ARCHIPELAGO  [image: ] 2 DAYS

The island of Sipadan has a well-earned reputation as one of the world’s top diving destinations. Turtles and reef sharks are frequent underwater companions, and the otherworldly shapes of hammerheads are sometimes visible in the blue chasm where the reef falls away. Teeming with shrimp, octopus, lobsters and moray eels, the reefs of Mabul, Kapalai and Mataking offer muck diving second to none.

[image: jpg]

JOSEPHINE JULIAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





ITINERARIES

Explore Nature from Kuching

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 days Distance: 485km


Kuching, Borneo’s most sophisticated city, is surrounded by first-rate nature sites. Take day trips out of town to spot orangutans, tramp through lowland rainforest, explore vast caves, chase down giant rafflesia flowers and sail through mangroves at dusk.


[image: jpg]
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Kuching | PRO AERIAL MASTER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 SEMENGGOH NATURE RESERVE [image: ] HALF-DAY

While the free-range orangutans of Semenggoh don’t always show up at feeding sessions, there’s a good chance you’ll catch sight of them here, stuffing a half-dozen bananas into their mouths and then scrambling back up to the jungle canopy.

[image: ] Detour: Visit nearby Annah Rais Longhouse. [image: ] 4 hours

[image: ] half hour (from Kuching)

Detour: [image: ] 40 minutes (one-way)
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RICKY OF THE WORLD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 BAKO NATIONAL PARK  [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take an early bus to Bako Terminal, then zip out to Bako National Park by speedboat. After registering, a ranger can help you choose a hike that suits you. Look out for proboscis monkeys, macaques and pitcher plants. Join a ranger-led night walk; the next morning, take a short hike before heading back to Kuching.

[image: ] 1 hour (from Kuching); [image: ] 20 minutes
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DANIEL ROBINSON/LONELY PLANET ©

3 GUNUNG GADING NATIONAL PARK [image: ] I DAY

Gunung Gading has lovely trails through primary rainforest. Some lead to water-falls where you can take a dip, others have panoramic views of the South China Sea. The highlight is seeing a blooming rafflesia, the world’s largest flower. Check with Kuching’s Visitors’ Information Centre for when to see the rafflesia blooms.

[image: ] 1½ hours (from Kuching)

[image: jpg]

HERRIEYNAHA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 FAIRY CAVE & WIND CAVE NATURE RESERVES [image: ] 1 DAY

If you can’t make it to Gunung Mulu or Niah National Park, these two caves near Bau are an excellent place to discover underground Borneo. Start at the Fairy Cave, where you climb 30m up the cliff face to enter a cavern the size of a football pitch. The Wind Cave has subterranean streams and a crocodile-free swimming hole.

[image: ] 1 hour (from Kuching)
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STEPHANE BIDOUZE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 SANTUBONG NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 1 DAY

Get to Gunung Santubong by 9am or you won’t be allowed to begin the challenging ascent of this 810m-high peak. Be prepared for steep steps and aluminium ladders near the top; clouds often obscure the views.

[image: ] Detour: At Permai Rainforest Resort, take a dip in the sea or a rain-fed jungle pool. [image: ] 4 hours

[image: ] : 45 minutes (from Kuching)

Detour: [image: ]: 10 minutes
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ATTILA JANDI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

6 KUCHING WETLANDS NATIONAL PARK  [image: ] 1 EVENING

Join a boat tour of Kuching Wetlands National Park’s mangrove-fringed islands. As dusk falls, the fireflies come out, surrounding trees with dancing points of green light. Hold your torch at eye level and mysterious eyes may glimmer back. Those two squinting lights just above the water’s surface? That’s a baby croc!

[image: jpg]

ATTILA JANDI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





ITINERARIES

Overland from Kuching to Brunei

[image: jpg]

Allow: 12 days Distance: 1200km


The Pan-Borneo Hwy curves and twists for 875km as it wends its way from Kuching to Bandar Seri Begawan, passing by dynamic cities, remote communities and protected natural areas. Long-distance buses travel the highway, but to save time consider cheap flight options.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque, Brunei Darussalam | RICHIE CHAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 KUCHING [image: ] 3 DAYS

Kuching boasts an atmospheric old town, romantic riverfront promenade, tasty cuisines from across Borneo and chic nightspots. The Borneo Cultures Museum offers a first-class introduction to the island’s cultures and natural history.

[image: ] Detour: To begin your trip at the highway’s Kilometre Zero, head 140km west to the beachside village of Telok Melano. [image: ] 1 day

[image: ] 8 hours; Detour: [image: ] 2½ hours (one way)

[image: jpg]

DH SARAGIH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 SIBU [image: ] 1 DAY

Sarawak’s most Chinese city, Sibu tempts visitors with a strollable riverfront, a pagoda with wonderful watery views, a vast hawker centre featuring Foochow specialities, a mouthwatering night market and a bizarre medical museum.

[image: ] Detour: Take a day trip to Mukah, heartland of the Melanau people. [image: ] 8 hours

[image: ] 7 hours

Detour: [image: ] 2½-hour drive (one way)
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ROHAIZADABU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 NIAH NATIONAL PARK  [image: ] 1 DAY

The big draws at Niah are the Great Cave, one of the world’s largest limestone caverns, and the site’s extra-ordinary human history, which goes back at least 37,000 years.

[image: ] Detour: On your way from Niah to Miri, stop off for a hike and a cool dip at Lambir Hills National Park. [image: ] 3 hours

[image: ] 2 hours

Detour: [image: ] 5-minute walk from highway
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EV PHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 MIRI [image: ] 1 DAY

Miri, Sarawak’s second-largest city and the state’s oil and gas capital, is a good base for air travel to the interior. It’s also a fine place to relax, with an optimistic vibe, excellent restaurants and plenty to do when the weather is rainy.

[image: ] Detour: Take a Twin Otter turbo-prop to the Kelabit Highlands for cooler weather and jungle treks. [image: ] 3 days

[image: ] 30 minutes

Detour: [image: ] 50 minutes
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HAIN.TARMANN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 GUNUNG MULU NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 3 DAYS

If the only marvels at Mulu were some of the biggest caverns on earth, and the only fauna were the twirling clouds of bats that emerge from the Deer Cave at dusk, it would still deserve Unesco World Heritage status. Throw in towering Gunung Mulu and the Pinnacles for one of Southeast Asia’s most impressive wonders.

[image: ] 2½ hours (from Miri)
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6 BRUNEI DARUSSALAM  [image: ] 3 DAYS

Spend a day strolling around Bandar Seri Begawan, visiting the stilt village of Kampong Ayer, the gold-domed Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque and the Royal Regalia Museum. Then head by longboat to Ulu Temburong National Park, a swathe of primary rainforest unblemished by roads or logging. Once there you can climb up into the jungle canopy.
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ITINERARIES

Kalimantan Highlights

[image: jpg]

Allow: 17 days Distance: 2500km


Visiting Kalimantan – the vast Indonesian part of Borneo – is an adventure in every sense of the word. Remote jungle, snaking rivers and inaccessible mountains offer endless opportunities for epic exploration, while its cities are low-key and infrequently visited by Indonesian standards.
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Tanjung Puting National Park | PAUL HARDING/LONELY PLANET ©

1 BALIKPAPAN [image: ] 1 DAY

Fly into the bustling oil city of Balikpapan, one of Kalimantan’s main urban hubs, and get situated amid the glow of roadside stalls and the air-con malls of a modern Indonesian city. Spend an evening on the waterfront sampling Kalimantan cuisine, or dine on Western dishes that cater to the tastes of the many expats who work here.

[image: ] 3 hours (to Samarinda)
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2 SUNGAI MAHAKAM [image: ] 5 DAYS

The lower reaches of Sungai Mahakam are served by passenger ferries, but to travel to traditional Dayak areas upriver, you’ll have to charter a longtail boat. A good guide can introduce you to Kenyah longhouse communities, and arrange remote homestays.

[image: ] 16 hours; or [image: ] 55 minutes (from Samarinda) + [image: ] 2 hours;

[image: ] unknown duration
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3 DERAWAN ARCHIPELAGO [image: ] 3 DAYS

Set in the Celebes Sea off East Kalimantan, these islands are some of the best places in Borneo to encounter the incredible underwater diversity of the Coral Triangle. You can plunge into crystal-clear waters for world-class diving among manta rays, barracudas and turtles.

[image: ] 25 hours; or [image: ] 4 hours (to Banjarmasin) + [image: ] 4 hours
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4 LOKSADO [image: ] 3 DAYS

Nestled by a rushing stream in the foothills of the Pegunungan Meratus, scenic Loksado feels like a mountain retreat. There are waterfalls, swimming holes, endless hiking opportunities, hot springs, bamboo rafting and lots of friendly locals. Not far away are Dayak hamlets where spiritual life is still led by respected shamans.

[image: ] 4 hours
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5 BANJARMASIN [image: ] 2 DAYS

One-time capital of the Sultanate of Banjar, the trading port of Banjarmasin maintains much of its traditional way of life, with floating houses and neighbourhoods built on stilts. Get to the floating markets early as most of the business is finished by 8am. Several historic mosques and a grotto-like Chinese temple are well worth a visit.

[image: ] 13-hour drive
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6 TANJUNG PUTING NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 3 DAYS

One of the best places in the world to experience close-up encounters with free-range orangutans, Tanjung Puting offers an unforgettable upriver journey on a chugging klotok, a boat that’s both home and lookout tower. Sleep with fireflies under the stars, wake to the calls of gibbons in the morning and watch orangutans swing through the jungle.
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WHEN TO GO

There is no better or worse time to visit Borneo. Rain is likely year-round, but it rarely lasts long.


[image: jpg]

Mt Kinabalu | RODRIGO LOUREZINI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Borneo is bisected by the equator (the imaginary line passes through Pontianak) and the island’s climate is ideal for tropical rainforests.

In practice, this means Borneo doesn’t have seasons in the sense that certain months of the year are cooler or hotter. In fact, average daily temperatures are pretty much the same all year-round. However, some months do tend to be wetter or dryer due to two ill-defined monsoon seasons known as the Northeast Monsoon (November to March) and the Southwest Monsoon (May to September). Borneans say they have become less distinct and predictable in recent years due to climate change, but both generally bring heavier rain, choppier seas and some trail closures.

The bottom line is that rain is a distinct possibility whenever you come, but the locals carry on with their lives even when it’s pouring and so should you.


I LIVE HERE

AWESOME OCTOBER

Donald Tan and Marina Foo, founding directors of the What About Kuching festival (aboutkuching.com), own the Village House boutique hotel, villagehouse.com.my.

“Sunny skies, slightly cooler temperatures and only the occasional drizzle make October an ideal month to visit Sarawak. But since 2017 there’s been another big draw: What About Kuching (WAK). All month long, Kuching comes alive with events showcasing the city’s fabulous diversity of cultures, creative talents and lifestyle pursuits. Performances feature music, dance, theatre, comedy, visual arts, crafts, local history and gastronomy.”




TEMPERATURE & ELEVATION

Temperatures in coastal Borneo are relatively constant. One thing that does impact temperature is elevation. The Kelabit Highlands town of Bario (1000m) is generally 5°C or 6°C cooler than the coast, and the summit of 4095m Mt Kinabalu occasionally drops below freezing.



FRUITING SEASONS

Borneo’s jungles and orchards grow a fabulous variety of tropical fruits, including rambutan, mangosteen, jackfruit and durian. The catch: most appear in the markets only during each variety’s fruiting season. In Sabah, many fruits ripen from June to August; in Sarawak, it’s December to February.

Big Celebrations of Bornean Culture


To mark the annual rice harvest, indigenous people gather in their home villages for a thanksgiving gala known as the Harvest Festival (Pesta Kaamatan). [image: ] May

The indigenous peoples of Sarawak, and some Iban in Brunei and West Kalimantan, celebrate their common Dayak heritage on Gawai Dayak. [image: ] June

Held at the Sarawak Cultural Village near Kuching, the hugely popular Rainforest World Music Festival brings together first-rate bands from Borneo and around the world. [image: ] June

The community-led What About Kuching (WAK) puts on a month of cultural events, including music and celebrations of local gastronomy, at venues all over Kuching. [image: ] October

Local Dayak Festivals


To celebrate the Regatta Lepa, the Bajau people of Semporna deck out their lepa (boats) with streamers, bunting, flags, ceremonial umbrellas and gorgeously decorated sails. [image: ] April

The two-day Baleh-Kapit Raft Safari re-creates the experience of Iban and Orang Ulu people rafting downstream to bring their jungle produce to Kapit. [image: ] May

Colourful official ceremonies, both military and civilian, are held around Brunei to mark the Sultan of Brunei’s Birthday. [image: ] July

The Bario Food and Cultural Festival (Pesta Nukenen) brings cultural celebrations, many of them edible, to the capital of the Kelabit Highlands. [image: ] July


I LIVE HERE

LUMINOUS SURF

Kuching-based Jo-Lynn Liao is a long-time hotel and tour agency manager.

“On one of my many camping trips in Sarawak, I ended up at Pandan Beach with a friend – it was the end of June, and since the monsoon season had passed, the sea was calm and there was little chance of rain. At around 3am we were treated to a spectacular show of bioluminescent plankton that glowed in the slowly lapping waves of the rising tide. Definitely a highlight in the book of exploring my own backyard!”
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Pandan beach, Sarawak | PRO AERIAL MASTER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

TOURIST HIGH SEASON

Visitor numbers – especially in Sarawak and Sabah – surge during the Northern Hemisphere summer holidays: seats on domestic flights are scarcer, accommodation is pricier and harder to find, and trekking guides tend to be busy. If you’re travelling during this time, book ahead.

Weather through the Year (Kuching)


[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Avg. daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 21

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg. daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 16

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Avg. daytime max: 31°C
Days of rainfall: 16

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Avg. daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 16

[image: jpg]

MAY

Avg. daytime max: 33°C
Days of rainfall: 14

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg. daytime max: 33°C
Days of rainfall: 13

[image: jpg]

JULY

Avg. daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Avg. daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 13

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 14

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg. daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 17

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 19

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg. daytime max: 31°C
Days of rainfall: 21








GET PREPARED
FOR BORNEO

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain


[image: jpg]

Hiking, Lambir Hills National Park | FABIO LAMANNA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Clothes

Quick-drying: Borneo has a hot, humid climate so wear loose-fitting synthetic clothing that dries quickly. Bring warm layers for the highlands.

Dress conservatively: Pack short-sleeve shirts and long pants for travel in conservative areas and for hiking. If you’ll be eating out in fancier restaurants in Kota Kinabalu or Kuching, pack smart casual wear.

Swimwear: OK only on beaches (except in conservative areas) and at resorts.

Footwear: Sturdy walking shoes for jungle day hikes, boots if you’re planning on trekking, and flip-flops for everywhere else.


Manners

Local men typically shake hands with foreign men, but not always women. Muslim women sometimes won’t shake hands with foreign men. Handshakes are a soft press of the hands, with the right hand then raised to touch your heart. If not shaking hands, it’s fine to touch your heart in greeting.

If eating with your hands, never touch the food with your left hand; according to Islamic beliefs, that’s the ‘unclean’ hand.

Avoid all public displays of affection.

When visiting indigenous communities, always pay your respects to the chief of the longhouse first.




READ

[image: jpg]

Stranger in the Forest
(Eric Hansen; 1988) The author recounts his extraordinary 1982 trek across the island in the company of Penan guides.

[image: jpg]

Espresso with the Headhunters
(John Wassner; 2001) A realistic account of life in Sarawak by a caffeine-addicted Australian.

[image: jpg]

Land Below the Wind
(Agnes Newton Keith; 1939) An account of life in 1930s Sabah by an American journalist married to a British official.

[image: jpg]

The Most Offending Soul Alive
(Judith M Heimann; 1999) A biography of Tom Harrisson, British commando and Sarawak Museum curator.




Words

Bahasa Malaysia (Bahasa Melayu) – thought by linguists to have originated in western Borneo thousands of years ago – is the official language of Malaysian Borneo (Sabah and Sarawak) and Brunei (which has its own dialect) and is the native language of ethnic Malays.

Bahasa Indonesia, whose spellings are based on Dutch, is the official language of Kalimantan and is the mother tongue of most people of non-Chinese descent. The two languages are similar, and if you can speak a little of either you’ll be able to use it across the island.

The abbreviations (M) and (I) indicate words and expressions that differ significantly between the two bahasa.

Helo/salam (M/I) is the word for ‘hello’.

Saying goodbye: selamat tinggal if you’re the person leaving and selamat jalan if the person you’re talking to is leaving. Selamat is derived from the Arabic word salaam (peace), which shares the Semitic root S-L-M with the Hebrew word shalom. Jalan is a street or road.

Ya is ‘yes’.

Tidak is ‘no’.

Silakan is ‘please’.

Terima kasih is ‘thank you’.

To ask ‘Do you speak English?’: Adakah anda berbahasa Inggeris? (M) or Anda bisa Bahasa Inggris? (I).

To find a toilet, look for signs reading tandas (M) or kamar kecil (I). The one marked perempuan (M) or wanita (I) is for women, the one with signs for lelaki (M) or pria (I) is for men.




WATCH

David Attenborough’s Conquest of the Skies (2015) Borneo plays a starring role in this remarkable three-part documentary series.

Ring of Fire: An Indonesian Odyssey (Lawrence and Lorne Blair; 1988) One of the five films focuses on adventure travel in 1970s Borneo.

Three Came Home (Jean Negulesco; 1950) A tale of survival in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp in WWII Borneo.

Long Sa’an (Erick Est; 2017) Documentary tracing the perilous journey of a Kenyah man to his ancestral burial grounds.

Craze Below the Wind (Katak Chua; 2022) A popular road-trip comedy set and filmed in Sabah.



[image: jpg]

20TH CENTURY FOX, PUBLIC DOMAIN, VIA WIKIMEDIA COMMONS


LISTEN

Mathew Ngau Jau To experience the music of the Orang Ulu, listen to any recording by this legendary Kenyah sapé (traditional stringed instrument) master.

Dusk by the Frog Pond (Wild Ambience; 2013) Frog calls at Sarawak’s Kubah National Park, once named the world’s most beautiful sound.

Music of Indonesia, Vol 13: Kalimantan Strings (Smithsonian Folkways Recordings; 1997) Traditional and contemporary music, played at celebrations.

Anthony Bourdain: Parts Unknown (Anthony Bourdain; 2015) Bourdain’s account of his second visit to Borneo can be listened to as a podcast.








TRIP PLANNER

DIVING PULAU SIPADAN

Sipadan’s plunging sea wall is a habitat and transit point for a staggering array of marine life, including green and hawksbill turtles, hammerhead sharks, parrotfish, manta rays and schools of fish so massive they resemble silver tornadoes or shimmering walls of armour.


[image: jpg]

Marine life, waters off Mabul, Sabah | JOSEPHINE JULIAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Protecting Sipadan

Sipadan is part of the Coral Triangle, an area of the eastern Pacific that’s home to all but one of the world’s seven marine turtle species and nearly 600 types of reef-building coral (about three-quarters of the world total).

Its extraordinary biodiversity demands exceptional protection and, realising this, the Malaysian government stringently regulates access. The number of divers and dives is limited under a permit system, tourists are not allowed to overnight on the island itself, and starting in late 2022 everyone diving at Sipadan must have advanced dive qualifications (this rule does not apply in other parts of the archipelago).

You can’t even get out to the island on your own. Rather, you must book with a tour operator who has been allocated permits – they determine the day(s) you are allowed to dive at Sipadan.

Note that other sites in the Semporna Archipelago are open to divers without a permit.

Other Options Around Semporna

MABUL

Rich in all types of marine life, and particularly good for muck diving (searching for smaller life forms in the sea mud), though you’re likely to also spot rays and sea turtles.

MATAKING

Vertical wall dives lead you past grey reef sharks, manta rays and an abundance of other marine life.



SCUBA DIVING ELSEWHERE IN BORNEO

Derawan Archipelago East Kalimantan’s premier diving area has several brilliant pier, cave and wall dives.

Pulau Mantanani Two little flecks of land off the coast of Sabah, ringed by a halo of colourful coral.

Pulau Gaya Dive resorts just off the coast of Kota Kinabalu.

Brunei Burgeoning dive scene, pristine reefs and accessible wrecks.

Miri Visibility is variable, but this part of the Sarawak coast has some interesting wrecks. Danau Kakaban In the centre of Kakaban Island, this brackish lake is filled with four species of stingless jellyfish.



KAPALAI

Relatively easy, offering exceedingly rewarding diving in conditions that are often shallow and sandy. Also one of the best places in the world for macro diving, with an excellent chance of seeing blue-ringed octopus, bobtail squid, cardinal fish and orangutan crabs.

When to Go

The good news is that there isn’t a bad time to dive at Sipadan, at least as far as visibility and marine life go. But consider how much you want to balance factors such as weather (rain), the Northern Hemisphere tourist season and the abundance of marine life.

A good rule of thumb: the better the conditions, the larger the crowds. However, wildlife spotting is almost always good and, thanks to the strict permit process, crowds rarely feel too overwhelming.

[image: jpg]

Diving, Pulau Mataking, Sabah | SIMON SHIN KWANGSIG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST DIVE SITES AT SIPIDAN

There are roughly a dozen delineated dive sites surrounding Pulau Sipadan.

• Sea Wall The water here drops into a blue abyss some 2000m deep. Arising from this cleft are clouds of marine life, the abundance of which almost defies hyperbole. It’s the most famous marine destination in the Semporna Archipelago.

• Mid Reef The central, eastern-facing portion of the Sea Wall, which often contains one of the most splendid concentrations of marine life in the entire archipelago.

• Barracuda Point Schools of undulating barracuda form seemingly impenetrable walls of scales and fins.

• Coral Garden A sloped wall inhabited by macro sea life. Whitetip reef sharks sometimes roll by, pecking the coral clean – but don’t worry, they’ll leave you alone.

• Hanging Garden Sea fans peek out among the many overhangs that give this area its name.

• South Point Excellent spot for larger marine life such as manta rays.

• Turtle Tombs/Caves You can’t fit into these coral caverns, which may be for the best, as they shelter the bones and shells of countless sea turtles that got lost inside and drowned.








TRIP PLANNER

TREKKING IN BORNEO

Borneo has some of the finest jungle hikes anywhere in the world, with vast swathes of old-growth rainforest still covering the middle of the island and much of Brunei, and pristine patches in Sabah and Sarawak. If you’ve never been enveloped by the steamy, glistening fecundity of a tropical jungle, the experience is likely to be awe-inspiring.
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Trekking with a local guide, Batang Ai National Park | MARK EVELEIGH/LONELY PLANET ©

Get Ready to Sweat

Hiking in the tropics is much more strenuous than in temperate zones – 1km of slogging through Borneo jungle is roughly equivalent to 2km in Europe or North America.

Thanks to the combination of high temperatures and high humidity, you’ll sweat enough to discover what eyebrows are for, so be sure to drink plenty of water.

In kerangas (heath forests) and on high mountains, prepare for intense sun by wearing a hat and sunscreen. Make sure your guide is aware of the pace you can handle.

Borneo is hardly the Himalayas, but in places such as Sarawak’s Gunung Murud (2424m), Sabah’s Mt Trusmadi (2642m) and up on Mt Kinabalu (4095m) you will feel the altitude, at least for a few days.

Pre-Trip Preparation

To the uninitiated, jungle trekking can be something of a shock – like marching all day in a steamy sauna with an undulating floor that’s as slick as ice.

To make the experience as safe and painless as possible, former Kelabit Highlands trekking guide Al Davies suggests some ways to prepare.

• On overnight trips, bring two sets of clothing: one for hiking and one to wear at the end of the day and while sleeping (keep your night kit dry in a plastic bag). Within minutes of starting, your hiking kit will be drenched and will stay that way throughout your trip. Never confuse your day and night kits, or you’ll find that you have two sets of wet clothes.

• If you’ll be hiking through dense vegetation, bring long trousers and a long-sleeved shirt. Otherwise shorts and a T-shirt will suffice. Whatever you wear, make sure it’s loose fitting.

• Bring fast-drying synthetic clothes. Once cotton gets wet, it won’t dry until you bring it back to town. And make sure you have a rain poncho.

• Evenings can be cool in the mountains, so if you’ll be spending time at higher altitudes, bring a fleece layer to keep warm.

• If you’re going to be hiking on well-used trails and don’t need a lot of ankle support, consider wearing trekking sandals or running shoes with good traction. Many locals opt for rubber shoes, sometimes known as jungle Reeboks or Adidas kampung, with rubber cleats that offer good grip on the slippery trails. The other big advantage is that they are quick drying, and only cost around US$2 a pair.

• Drink plenty of water. If you’re going long distances, you’ll have to bring either a water filter or a water-purification agent such as iodine (most people opt for the latter to keep weight down).

• Get in shape before coming to Borneo and start slowly. Try day hikes before longer treks.


• Always go with a guide unless you’re on a well-marked, commonly travelled trail; for example in a national park. Navigating in the jungle is extremely difficult because most of the time – even when you’re on top of a hill – all you can see is trees.

• Bring a talcum-powder replacement such as corn starch (keep it dry!) to cope with the chafing caused by wet undergarments. Wearing loose underwear will also help prevent chafing.

• If you wear glasses, you might want to treat them with an antifog solution (ask your optician). Otherwise you may find yourself in a foggy whiteout within minutes of setting out.

• Your sweat will soak through the back of your backpack. Consider putting something waterproof over the back padding to keep the sweat out, or trekking with a fully waterproof canoe rucksack. Otherwise consider a waterproof sack for your stuff or line your bag with a heavy-duty garbage bag.

• Keep your camera gear, including extra batteries, in an airtight plastic container, with a pouch of silica gel or other desiccant.
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 Iban guide Bayang anak Penguang of Borneo Adventure | MARK EVELEIGH/LONELY PLANET ©


WHEN TO GO

Borneo has wet months and less-wet months – the timing depends on where you are – but precipitation varies so widely from year to year that a month that’s usually dry can be very rainy, and vice versa. In short, no matter when you go, you’re likely to get wet. What is seasonal, however, is the number of other travellers you’ll be competing with for experienced guides and lodgings.

Northern Hemisphere residents often come to Borneo (especially Sabah and Sarawak) during their summer holidays, so if you’d like to trek between June and September, it’s a good idea to book a guide or tour in advance.




TREKKING GUIDES

Many national parks have well-marked day trails that can be hiked unaccompanied. But only a fool would set out without an experienced local guide on an overnight trek – reliable maps are unavailable and trails lack both signage and markings of any sort.

National parks are strict about allowing only licensed guides to show visitors around.

Before you fork over any cash, compare notes with other travellers and ask to see the guide’s national park certification.

Guides for day walks can sometimes be hired at national park headquarters, but for overnight trekking you’ll generally need to contact a freelance guide or tour agency in advance.



Keeping the Leeches at Bay

There is only one truly reliable method of keeping leeches away from your vital fluids: an impenetrable fabric barrier. Knee-length leech socks made from tightly knit calico are effective, as is Lycra. The best leech socks are light coloured so you can see the leeches ascending your legs and pick them off.

If you do discover a leech making a pass at you, don’t panic. Yanking off a leech can leave part of its jaws in the wound, so pull the skin around the leech taut and use your fingernail or a credit card to break the suction. Then flick it away!

Do not use salt or apply heat (eg with a hot match) as this may cause the leech to regurgitate into the wound it has created, possibly causing infection.

[image: jpg]

Hiker wearing leech socks | PHOTOS BRIANSCANTLEBURY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


LEECHES SUCK (BLOOD)

There’s just no getting around it: if you want to experience Borneo’s magnificent tropical rainforests, at some point you’re going to find yourself getting up close and intimate with a leech – or, more likely, with lots of them.

Borneo has two main varieties of leech: the ground-dwelling brown leech and the striped, yellow-reddish tiger leech, which often lives on foliage.

Leeches, which are attracted by the vibrations and carbon dioxide you produce, are probably the jungle’s quietest creatures.

Since you can’t feel the bite of the brown leech, you’ll only realise what’s going on when you spot it, or when you notice blood seeping through your socks. But you can feel the bite of a tiger leech – it’s similar to an ant sting – which means that if you’re quick, you can take action before making an involuntary blood donation.

Leeches may look unappealing, but they’re almost completely harmless. The Bornean varieties are not known to transmit parasites, bacteria or viruses that can infect humans.

A bite will bleed for a few hours due to the anticoagulant the leech injects in order to feed and may itch for another week; it will then scab over and completely disappear after several weeks.

To prevent the bite from getting infected, clean it and keep it dry.








THE FOOD SCENE

It’s worth travelling to Borneo just to indulge in the astonishing selection of Dayak, Chinese, Malay and Indonesian dishes on offer.


[image: jpg]

Coconut stall, Telok Melano | DANIEL ROBINSON/LONELY PLANET ©

Borneo sits astride Southeast Asia’s historical trade, immigration and colonisation routes, so the island’s cuisines are as wide-ranging as they are delicious. Based on ingredients that grow wild in the rainforest, indigenous (Dayak) dishes are unlike anything you’ve ever tasted, encompassing the sublime cooking of the Kelabit people, highland Bario rice and Iban dishes such as bamboo chicken and midin fern.

Chinese restaurants and food stalls maintain the culinary traditions of nine different regions, smoky satay stalls beckon at Malay night markets, Indonesian eateries set your taste buds on fire with spicy sambal, and near the coast there is always fresh seafood.

Thanks to the spice trade, Malay cooking has absorbed ingredients and cooking methods from southern India, China and Southeast Asia. Malay dishes are often made with hot chillies, ginger, galangal, lemongrass, garlic, shallots, turmeric leaves and coconut milk. Malay food is always halal – that is, it follows Muslim dietary rules: no pork or porcine derivatives, no products from animals that were hunted, and no alcohol.

Dayak Cuisines

Borneo’s indigenous peoples are remarkably diverse, expressing themselves with a rich variety of languages, traditions and artistic forms. But when it comes to cooking, they all turn to the same uniquely Bornean selection of leaves, flowers, fruits, roots, vines, ferns, fish and meats that the rainforest shares with all who know its edible secrets.

Each indigenous tribe has its own ideas about the best way to combine, season and prepare the natural bounty of the forest. Some dishes are tangy, others bitter or surprisingly spicy, and some are characterised by peaty, jungly flavours unknown in other Asian culinary traditions. Many dishes are cooked or served in leaves (such as daun isip, used by the Kelabits) that add delicate flavours. Parcels of glutinous rice wrapped in a leaf – sometimes with meat – are a typical ‘packed lunch’ to bring with you when hiking from longhouse to longhouse in the highlands.

Some ingredients, such as ferns, are so perishable they have to be eaten within a day of being picked, so exporting them – even to Peninsular Malaysia – is virtually impossible. As a result, the only way to experience the mouthwatering, eye-opening and tongue-tickling world of Dayak cuisine is to come to Borneo. But even on the island, sampling Dayak cuisine is rarely as easy as walking up to a hawker centre.

There are a few excellent restaurants in cities such as Kuching, Sibu, Miri and KK, but otherwise the only way to savour indigenous dishes is to dine at a longhouse or be invited to dinner in a family home.
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Market, Mukah | DANIEL ROBINSON/LONELY PLANET ©


BAMBOO CHICKEN

In many parts of Borneo a perennial Dayak favourite is bamboo chicken (asam siok in Bidayuh, manok pansoh in Iban). To make it, rice, marinated chicken and spices such as lemongrass, garlic, ginger and chillies are stuffed into a length of bamboo, which is then sealed with turmeric leaves.

The resulting cylinder is then cooked near (but not too near) an open fire, infusing the dish with the delicate aromas of bamboo and turmeric, sealing in the spices and ensuring that the meat emerges deliciously tender. An easy and delicious meal to cook at a jungle campfire and eat beneath the stars.



Where to Find Street Food

The best way to become familiar with the incredible variety of ingredients used by Bornean cooks is to visit a market (tamu or pasar – the latter term shares Persian origins with the English word ‘bazaar’) or, in Kalimantan’s Banjarmasin, to head to the floating market. Some markets have fresh, organic jungle products collected and brought to town by villagers – keep an eye out for midin and paku ferns and seasonal fruits. In larger markets along the coast (eg in the Sarawak city of Mukah) you may spot scores of different varieties of fish. Sellers are often happy to tell you about their wares (or at least show them to you) and sometimes offer samples.

In Malaysian Borneo, some hawker centres (food courts) are freestanding, while others are adjacent to, or upstairs from, a wet market (fresh produce market). Because of Muslim dietary rules, Chinese stalls, which serve pork, and Malay stalls are often in separate areas. Night markets (pasar malam) open up only in the evening.

During Ramadan most Malay food stalls are closed during daylight hours, but special Ramadan daytime markets, where people who are fasting can buy edibles for the evening, pop up in cities.

Other places to sample Borneo’s incredible variety of dishes are no-frills cafes, sometimes with several vendors, known as kopitiam in Malay-inflected Hokkien Chinese and kedai kopi in Bahasa Malaysia (both names mean ‘coffee shop’). Some traditional kopitiam open early in the morning and stop selling food by the early afternoon.

Also look out for the food carts. These are known in Kalimantan as kaki lima (five legs): two legs for the proprietor and three for the cart.

Vegetarian & Vegan

The cuisines of China and India, well represented in Borneo, have venerable vegetarian traditions, and all of Borneo’s gastronomies include plenty of dishes made with vegetables such as daun ubi (cassava leaves), cangkok manis (a dark green leafy vegetable often fried with eggs), sayur manis (often called ‘Sabah veg’) and kangkong (water spinach or convolvulus). Soy beans (dao or tau) are widely available, often in the form of tauhu (bean curd) or tempeh (fermented whole beans). Chinese establishments may be able to whip up cap cai (mixed vegetables) and you can always order a soup without meat, fish or seafood.

At Malay places the rice part of nasi lemak and nasi campur is vegetarian, though some of the side dishes they’re served with are not.

That’s the good news. The bad news is that unless you specify otherwise, Malay-style stir-fried vegetables are often made with belacan (fermented shrimp paste), and Chinese stalls usually make their soup stock with animal bones and slip small quantities of pork (minced or ground) or lard into all sorts of dishes. These ingredients may also make an unnoticed appearance in Dayak dishes.

If you’re vegetarian, say, ‘Saya hanya makan sayuran’ (I only eat vegetables). If you’re a vegan, you may want to take it a step further: ‘Saya tidak makan yang di perbuat dari sayur, telur, ikan atau daging’ (I don’t eat dairy products, eggs, fish or meat).


FOOD FESTIVALS

Bario Food and Cultural Festival (late Jul) Celebrates the culinary, agricultural and cultural traditions of the Kelabits; also known as Pesta Nukenen.

Borneo Cultural Festival, Sibu (Jul) Central Sarawak’s Chinese, Iban, Malay and Melanau communities showcase their food, music and dance.

Kuching Festival Fair (late Jul–Aug) A plaza full of evening food stalls serve the dishes of Kuching’s various Chinese communities, Nonya desserts and beer.

Mooncake (Mid-Autumn) Festival (early Sep–early Oct) At lantern-bedecked street fairs near temples, Chinese celebrate the autumn equinox with bean-, seed- or nut-filled pastries.

Ramadan (mid-Feb–Apr) Devout Muslims fast from sunrise to sundown during this holy month, but as soon as the sun hits the horizon, iftar (break-the-fast) festivities turn homes and public spaces into a giant celebration of eating.
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Vegetables from the Jungle


Ingredients you’re likely to encounter in Dayak cooking (some are also used by Borneo’s Malays and Chinese).

Bamboo shoots (puluh in Kelabit) Made from young bamboo; often sliced thin, boiled and then stir-fried.

Bitter beans (petai) Bright green beans that grow in long pods.

Cassava leaves (pucuk ubi in Iban) Young leaves are often stir-fried (eg with chicken, or with anchovies, garlic and onions) and eaten with rice.

Daun bungkang A fruit tree leaf that is used to add flavour.

Doray (Kelabit) A dark green goop, made by boiling a leaf that grows along riverbanks with salt; tastes a bit like spinach.

Durian Endemic varieties of this odoriferous fruit are fermented to make tempoyak.

Eggplant (terung in Iban and Bahasa Malaysia) Bornean eggplants are the size of a peach.

Ginger flower (bungai kechala or tepus; busak luduh in Kelabit) Has a lemony flavour and tastes a bit like artichoke heart; often chopped into very fine slivers, boiled and then fast-sautéed with onions.

Lemongrass (sorai in Bidayuh) The Bornean variety, which grows in the jungle, is more herbal and less sharp than the Thai variety.

Midin ferns Wild fiddlehead ferns; often lightly stir-fried to preserve their crunch.

Paku ferns A type of fiddlehead fern.

Turmeric leaves (umiet in Bidayuh) Used to wrap fish for steaming so that the flavour infuses the fish, and to seal the bamboo tube used to make bamboo chicken.


LOCAL TIPPLE

When members of Borneo’s indigenous groups get together for a celebration or to entertain visitors, festivities are traditionally lubricated with tuak (rice wine). Almost always home-brewed, it’s made from glutinous rice, sugar, yeast, enzymes and water, and is fermented for somewhere between two weeks and two or three months (the longer the better).

Each Dayak group has traditions associated with tuak. Before drinking a bamboo cup of the potent liquid, bottoms-up style, the Bidayuh say ‘tra-tra-tra-tra-ooooh-ah’, with a rising tone on the ‘ooooh’ and a falling tone on the ‘ah’, while the Orang Ulu say something that sounds like ‘ooh-weh-weh-weh-weeeeeeh aah-ah-ah’. To make the merry-making merrier, the Iban, at their festivities, send around a sadong, whose role is to sadong (pour) shots of tuak and cajole everyone to imbibe. The catch is that every time he asks someone to drink, they have the right to demand that he do so as well, with predictably mirthful results.

In the last few years, tuak has moved out of Sarawak’s longhouses and into Kuching’s hip pubs. Boutique tuakeries now produce traditional and fruit-infused tuak for Sarawak’s growing legion of urban connoisseurs.
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Local Specialities


See our selection of favourite foods to try in Borneo.

Popular Malay Dishes

Bubur: Rice porridge, often eaten for breakfast.

Kangkung belacan: Water spinach quick-fried in a wok with belacan.

Kari ayam: Chicken curry.

Mee goreng: Fried noodles, usually made with wheat-and-egg noodles.

Mee sapi: Noodles with beef, served in a hearty broth or with a light gravy.

Nasi campur (nasi padang): Rice served with side dishes.

Nasi goreng: Fried rice; unlike the Chinese version, the Malay kind usually has belacan.

Nasi lemak: White rice cooked in coconut milk and served with side dishes; popular for breakfast.

Rendang: Spicy beef or chicken stew made with coconut milk.

Roti canai: Crispy, grill-fried South Indian–style bread, served with savoury or sweet sauce; popular for breakfast.

Soto ayam: Chicken soup made with rice vermicelli.

Condiments

Belacan: Fermented shrimp paste.

Kempoyak: Made by fermenting durian.

Sambal: Wide variety of spicy condiments or sauces made with hot chillies.

Sambal belacan: Ubiquitous condiment made with belacan, hot chillies and calamansi lime.
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Pastries, Worms & Cheap Treats

Kek lapis: Layer cake, especially popular in Kuching.

Kuih lidah: A crispy, butter-rich Bruneian pastry, sprinkled with powdered sugar.

Nasi ayam: Chicken rice costs as little as B$1 at BSB’s Tamu Kianggeh. 

Sago worms: The larvae of the sago palm weevil, eaten grilled, fried or raw.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Sarawak Laksa Tangy, chewy, spicy, crunchy and astonishingly lazat (delicious)!

Night Markets, Kota Kinabalu Fish, crustaceans and chicken are grilled to perfection on barbecue braziers along the waterfront.

Dayak Cuisine To enjoy Borneo’s indigenous cuisine, head to a longhouse or restaurant in Kuching, Sibu and Miri.

Ambuyat A gelatinous goo made from the pith of the sago tree. Popular in Brunei and the Sarawak city of Mukah, where it’s known as linut.

Umai To prepare this Melanau delicacy, finely diced raw fish is ‘cooked’ in calamansi lime juice.




WHERE TO EAT IN BORNEO

LONGHOUSE

A traditional Dayak community is the ideal place to try the dishes that Borneo’s indigenous people enjoy every day. Board is included when you stay overnight, but inform your hosts of any dietary restrictions in advance.
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HAWKER CENTRE

Singapore has made hawker centres globally famous, but Borneo also has some marvellous food stalls – the ideal place to dine if people in your party are in the mood for different kinds of food.
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KOPITIAM

Basically a small hawker centre, a ‘coffee shop’ usually has plastic tables, plastic chairs, zero investment in interior design and three to six food stalls that rent space from the owner, who is often the person selling drinks.
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NIGHT MARKET

In many cities and towns, food stalls are set up daily in the late afternoon to supply Borneans from all walks of life with Chinese and Malay barbecue, pastries and desserts.
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THE OUTDOORS

Borneo is one of Southeast Asia’s top adventure destinations, with a spectacular mix of jungle, rock and watery thrills that will wow nature lovers.
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For many visitors to Borneo, their most memorable moment is glimpsing a wild orangutan swinging through the jungle canopy, spotting an Irrawaddy dolphin in the shimmering waters of the South China Sea or locking eyes with a pygmy elephant or saltwater crocodile. Jungle animals are shy by nature, but a good guide can help you tell the difference between a vine and a vine snake, between a twig and a stick insect, and between the call of a gibbon and the cry of a hornbill.

River Cruising

Many parts of Borneo are accessible only by river, so boat travel is a necessity. Which is a good thing because there’s something magical about heading to a human settlement that’s not accessible by road, especially if you’re accompanied by local people. In a shallow-draft longboat, be prepared for you and your belongings to get dunked – and to get out and push if it hasn’t rained for a while.

Whether it’s chugging along one of Kalimantan’s great rivers on a klotok (riverboat) or kapal biasa (passenger ferry), tearing up a sungai (river) in a motorised ketinting (Kalimantan longboat), speeding across a mainline batang (Iban for ‘large river’) in a speedboat, or kayaking on a narrow ai (Iban for ‘small river’) in an ulu (upriver) part of the interior, you’ll find these waterways are one of the best ways to experience Borneo.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Scan the riverbanks of the Sungai Kinabatangan for wild orangutans and other monkeys on a boat cruise.

Explore vast limestone caverns, home to bats and swiftlets, at Gunung Mulu National Park and Niah National Park.

Enlist the kids to help spot frogs, snakes and stick insects on a night walk at Gunung Mulu National Park or Bako National Park.

Take a narrow-gauge train ride through the scenic Crocker Range from Beaufort to Tenom.

Zip along a remote river on a shallow-draft longboat at Gunung Mulu National Park and Ulu Temburong National Park.

Climb up to a creaking, swaying, vertiginous canopy walk at Ulu Temburong National Park.



Caving

Slice one of Borneo’s limestone hills in half and chances are you’ll find that inside it looks like Swiss cheese. Borneans have been living, burying their dead, harvesting birds’ nests and planning insurgencies in these caves for tens of thousands of years. These days the island’s subterranean spaces are pretty quiet except for the flow of underground streams, the drip of stalactites, and the whoosh of bat and swiftlet wings.

Sarawak’s Gunung Mulu National Park is a place of spelunking superlatives. It’s got the world’s second-largest cave passage (the Deer Cave), the world’s largest cave chamber (the Sarawak Chamber) and Asia’s longest cave (the Clearwater Cave). Several of the park’s finest caves are accessible to non-spelunkers on raised walkways, like their counterparts at Niah National Park, the Fairy and Wind Cave Nature Reserves and Sabah’s Gomantong Cave.

[image: jpg]

Cave, Gunung Mulu National Park | MARVIN MINDER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Mountain Climbing

Towering above the forests of Borneo are some brilliant mountains. Even non-climbers know about 4095m Mt Kinabalu, the highest peak between the Himalayas and the island of New Guinea. This craggy monster simply begs to be climbed, and there’s something magical about starting the ascent in humid tropical jungle and emerging into a bare, rocky alpine zone so cold that snow occasionally falls. The weird world of the summit plateau puts Mt Kinabalu among the world’s most interesting peaks.

Borneo’s second-tallest mountain, Mt Trusmadi, may be only 2642m high, but it’s a tougher and more relentless slog than Mt Kinabalu. So is 2377m Gunung Mulu, reachable on a five-day trek that starts in lowland dipterocarp forest and ends in highland rhododendron and montane forest.


Adventures in the Wild

SPOTTING ORANGUTANS

The perfect way to observe orangutans along Sungai Kinabatangan and at Tanjung Puting National Park is from a boat.

HIKING TO LONGHOUSES

Hire a Kelabit Highlands guide for a multi-day hike through the rainforest to remote Kelabit and Lun Bawang longhouses.

SEEING A RAFFLESIA FLOWER

When you hear a rafflesia – the world’s largest flower – is blooming, head to Gunung Gading National Park.

JUNGLE TREKKING

The untouched rainforests of the Maliau Basin, Sabah’s legendary ‘Lost World’, are ideal for serious nature trekking.

CRUISING UPRIVER

Cruise up Sungai Mahakam to remote towns, isolated Dayak settlements and, eventually, perilous upland rapids.

SURFING

Hit the waves off the Tip of Borneo, the venue for Malaysia’s best surfing.

ROCK CLIMBING

A challenging overhang near the Fairy Cave attracts Kuching-area rock climbers on weekends – visitors are welcome to join.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Borneo’s best outdoor activities.
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BORNEO

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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SABAH
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THE COMPLETE BORNEO EXPERIENCE

Sabah combines all that is great about travel in Borneo – remote jungles, wildlife, islands, culture and cuisine – into an easily unwrapped package.
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The Malaysian state of Sabah may occupy a relatively small part of northeastern Borneo, but for adventurous travellers it more than delivers when it comes to wildlife, wilderness and water.

From the dramatic but climbable peak of Mt Kinabalu to the coral reefs and marine wonderland of Semporna; from low-key coastal cities brimming with seafood and local culinary delights to remote jungles pulsing with a menagerie of bug-eyed tarsiers, orangutans, proboscis monkeys and birdlife – Sabah packs a lot into its borders and rugged coastline. Most of Sabah can easily and safely be travelled on a well-worn trail, but even the most remote areas can be explored with a bit of preplanning and a guide.

Sabah became part of the Malaysian federation along with Sarawak in 1963. Prior to that, the region known as North Borneo was a protectorate of the UK from 1888 (later a Crown colony), effectively under the rule of the North Borneo Chartered Company.

During WWII the Japanese occupied key cities, including then-capital Sandakan and Jesselton (now Kota Kinabalu, known as KK), which were largely destroyed by Allied bombing and subsequently rebuilt.

Ethnically, Sabah is home to more than 30 indigenous groups, the largest of which is the Kadazan-Dusun. Today, the ‘Land Below the Wind’ (so named because it lies south of the worst of the Southeast Asian typhoon zone) is a progressive, conservation-conscious corner of Borneo keen to welcome travellers.
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THE MAIN AREAS

KOTA KINABALU

Cultural and culinary capital.

KINABALU PARK

Cool mountain trekking.

SANDAKAN & SEPILOK

Wonderful wildlife sanctuaries.

SUNGAI KINABATANGAN

River cruises and budget homestays.

SEMPORNA & THE ARCHIPELAGO

Island-hopping, diving and snorkelling.

SABAH’S INTERIOR RESERVES

Remote jungle trekking and wildlife.




Find Your Way

Sabah occupies a relatively small corner of Borneo compared with Sarawak and Kalimantan, and transport is some of the most organised in the region. Flights are possible between major centres.
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Plan Your Time

Sabah’s highlights are the foundation of a trail of hikers, divers and wildlife-watchers, but there are many variations on the theme and numerous remote forest parks that require preplanning or an organised tour.
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Pressed for Time

• Unless just passing through the capital, five days to a week is the minimum needed in Sabah. Spend a day or two in Kota Kinabalu savouring night-market food and soulful sunsets.

• Hikers should head north to Kinabalu Park to climb the mountain or enjoy walks around the base.

• If more interested in diving and snorkelling, hop on a ferry from KK to the islands of Tunku Abdul Rahman Park or book a flight to Tawau airport for Semporna and Sipadan.

• If here for wildlife, catch a bus or short flight to Sandakan for the orangutan, sun bear and proboscis monkey sanctuaries around Sepilok.




Two Weeks to Travel

• Start your journey in Kota Kinabalu, visiting the islands of Tunku Abdul Rahman Park, perhaps a cultural village and dining at the night food markets.

• After a couple of days head north to either Kinabalu Park for hiking, or the Tip of Borneo for deserted beaches and surfing.

• Continue on to Sandakan and Sepilok for the wildlife sanctuaries, then spend a couple of days on the Sungai Kinabatangan, cruising the river in search of wildlife.

• Finally head to Semporna for a day of island-hopping and, if a diver, underwater fun at Mabul or Sipadan.




If You Have More Time

• Three to five weeks or more will open Sabah up to wider exploration. You can cover all the above and add on trips south of Kinabalu to the duty-free island of Pulau Labuan, the scenic Beaufort–Tenom train and trekking or whitewater rafting in the Crocker Range.

• Factor in more time in Sandakan for its colonial and WWII sights and perhaps a trip to Turtle Islands Park. Tabin Wildlife Reserve and Tawau Hills Park are accessible wildlife reserves.

• Consider booking a trip to a more remote interior park such as Maliau Basin, Deramakot or Danum Valley.



Seasonal Highlights

Sabahans celebrate Malaysia’s holidays along with a few regional festivals. April to August is the busy season.

FEBRUARY

Chinese New Year is celebrated with gusto, dragon dances, festivities and markets in late January or early February.
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APRIL

April marks the start of the dry. Bajau Laut sea nomads come to the mainland at Semporna for Regatta Lepa, with boats.
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MAY

Sabah Festival is celebrated with indigenous cultural programmes. Harvest Festival is held in regional towns.
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JUNE

This busy time of year includes the Pesta Kelapa (Coconut Festival) in Kudat District and KK’s Sabah Dragon Boat Race.
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JULY

Good time for diving Sipadan and wildlife-watching. In Kuala Penya Pesta Rumbia celebrates the sago plant.
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SEPTEMBER

Pulau Labuan celebrates the Borneo Arts Festival with live music and cultural events over three days.
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OCTOBER

Diwali is celebrated. In Kota Belud, villagers gather for the Tamu Besar (Big Market), an annual festival of food and culture.
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KOTA KINABALU
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Kota Kinabalu (KK) is the urban heart of Sabah, a natural entry point and energetic capital where immersive food markets and soothing sunsets draw locals and tourists together.

Looking out across the South China Sea from the waterfront promenade or Tanjung Aru beach, the city exudes a calm beauty. Cultural villages, museums and mosques make worthy day trips, but this city is defined more by its reclaimed waterfront, offshore islands, animated markets and buzzing coffee shops. Contemporary malls and some flash resorts contribute to the city vibe but KK still has a small town, old-world feel at heart.

The British North Borneo Company founded a settlement here in the late 19th century named Jesselton. It was bombed by the Allies forcing out the Japanese in WWII and only a few colonial structures remain intact. Following the war, the city was rebuilt as the new capital, and renamed Kota Kinabalu (after the mountain) in 1967.
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SIGHTS

1Ang’s Hotel

2Hyatt Regency

3Islamic Civilisation Museum

4Kota Kinabalu Wetlands

5Sabah Art Gallery

6Sabah State Museum

7Signal Hill

8Tanjung Aru

9Toojou Hostel

10Wisma Sabah Building

11Vanishing Wall

12WoW

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

13North Borneo Cruises

EATING

14Api Api Night Food Market

15Night Market

16Todak Waterfront

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 17Biru Biru

see 17Cozy Bistro & Bar

17El Centro

see 17Flips

18JL Dewan

19KK Waterfront
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TOP TIP

Central KK is a dense grid between the waterfront and a range of low, forested hills to the east. It’s compact, walkable and easy to navigate. Transport terminals bookend the city. It’s 1.5km from Jesselton Point ferry terminal to the waterfront markets and a further 4km southeast to Tanjung Aru beach.




Night Markets & Street Food

DIVE INTO KK’S STREET CUISINE

KK’s dining scene is arguably the best in Borneo and some of the most memorable food experiences can be had at the city’s markets and hawker stalls.

On waterfront Jl Tun Fuad Stephens the night market fires up from around 5pm when fish and crustaceans are laid out on beds of ice as smoke begins to waft from barbecue braziers. It’s authentic, bustling, aromatic and an unmissable immersion into local food culture. At the southern end you will find stalls selling everything from belacan (fermented shrimp paste) and tropical fruits to snake beans, and there’s another area where chicken is sliced and diced ready for the barbecue. At the northeast end is the hawker centre where orders will come to you and you can dine at plastic tables. Further north, past the Pasar Besar (Central Market), Todak Waterfront is a smaller but no less alluring seafood hawker market.

On Friday and Saturday nights the southern end of Jl Gaya transforms into the Api Api Night Food Market. Here you’ll find local vendors whipping up satay sticks, dumplings, fish balls, durian shakes and tropical fruit drinks until midnight.

Foods to try include hinava, a traditional Kadazan-Dusun dish of raw fish pickled with fresh lime juice, chilli padi (bird’s-eye chilli), sliced shallots and grated ginger; roti canai, a flaky flat bread fried on a skillet that’s served from dawn till dusk at any Indian Muslim kedai kopi (coffee shop) around town; or sayur manis, also known as a ‘Sabah vegetable’, a bright-green jungle fern that can be found at any Chinese restaurant.

[image: jpg]

Api Api Night Food Market | PAUL HARDING/LONELY PLANET ©

WHERE TO STAY IN KOTA KINABALU

Jesselton Cabin

Gaya St backpackers with clean dorms, welcoming common lounge and kitchen. $

The Atkinson Place

The only guesthouse left on Jl Dewan has small but spotless budget rooms. Good value. $

Hotel Sixty3

Award-winning central hotel with an international feel in its 100 rooms. $$


INFO SOURCES

Sabah Tourism Board (sabahtourism.com)

Housed in the historic post office building on Jln Gaya, one of KK’s few remaining colonial buildings, has helpful staff and information and brochures on all of Sabah. Open daily.

Sabah Parks (sabahparks.org.my)

This office in KK Times Square complex has information on the state’s national parks – Kinabalu, Crocker Range and Tawau Hills on land, and six marine parks. Open Monday to Friday.

KK’s backpacker hostels

Often have noticeboards that can be good sources of info.



Cultural Villages

INDIGENOUS CULTURE AND VILLAGE LIFE

You don’t have to go deep into the Sabah jungle to get an appreciation for indigenous culture and traditional village lifestyles of old, thanks to some made-for-tourists cultural villages in the KK region.

Mari Mari Cultural Village is the best of these villages for its attention to detail and entertaining three-hour tours (RM100) showcasing various traditional homes of Sabahan ethnic communities – the Bajau, Lundayeh, Murut, Rungus and Dusun – all of which are built by descendants of the tribes they represent. There are demos on fire-starting, the Murut bamboo dance, rice wine, Tenom coffee and honey production, and an insight into the mystical belief systems of each of these groups. A music and dance recital and buffet lunch rounds off the visit. The village is a 20- to 30-minute drive east of KK and transport to/from your hotel can be arranged when booking. Don’t be tempted to take a one-way taxi or Grab here as you might not get one back.

Monsopiad Heritage Village, 16km south of KK, is named after a legendary warrior and headhunter. The House of Skulls supposedly contains the ancient crania of Monsopiad’s unfortunate enemies, as well as artefacts illustrating native rituals from the time when the bobolian (priest) was the most important figure in the community. There are entertaining morning and afternoon tours (RM55).

Koisaan Cultural Village is the closest cultural village to KK, about 9km southeast, but the least organised as far as guided tours go. You can turn up here without prebooking and wander through the collection of 11 ethnic houses representing different regions of western Sabah. A display of indigenous dance and music also features.

WHERE TO STAY IN KOTA KINABALU

AC Residence

Modern and comfy midrange guesthouse in a nondescript apartment building. $$

Jesselton Hotel

Plush and charming with Persian carpets and colonial theme running throughout. $$

Shangri-La Tanjung Aru

Stylish rooms with huge baths, comfy beds and sea-view balconies. $$$


BEST INTERNATIONAL RESTAURANTS

Little Italy

Homemade pasta, great pizzas, Italian coffee and wine by the glass. Closed Monday. $$

Chilli Vanilla

Cosy fusion cafe serving Hungarian, European and Middle Eastern delights. Closed Monday. $$

Roku Zen Sushi

Authentic Japanese cuisine with a sushi train in the heart of KK on Gaya St. $$

Sri Lathi Curry House

Indian veg thalis served on banana leaves in a busy cafe. $

Mamasitas

Mexican staples and murals on the walls. $$



Museums & Mosques

ANCIENT CULTURE MEETS RELIGION

Sabah State Museum is an essential introduction to Sabah’s indigenous cultures, with displays focusing on the traditional attire, festivals, customs and crafts of the Dusun, Murut, Rungus, Bajau and other Sabah peoples, as well as a captivating display on the headhunting traditions of the Murut and other tribes. Upstairs are the centuries-old Chinese ceramics retrieved from the Jade Dragon wreck, circa 1300 CE, in 2013. You’ll also find stone tools from the Mansuli Valley dating back 235,000 years. The adjoining outdoor Heritage Village has traditional tribal dwellings, Kadazan bamboo houses and a lily-pad lake.

The Islamic Civilisation Museum, just north of the state museum and valid with the same ticket, has a collection of historical objects from all over the Islamic world. Closed Friday and Sunday.

One of KK’s more iconic sights, the City Mosque (Masjid Bandaraya) is also known as the ‘floating mosque’ due to its outlook on an artificial lagoon in which the mosque and minarets are perfectly reflected. It’s a must for photographers early morning or around sunset, when it’s illuminated. It’s about 5km east of Jesselton Ferry Terminal.

WHERE TO STAY IN KOTA KINABALU

Toojou

This flashpackers raises the bar for hostels in KK and the rooftop bar is awesome. $

Magellan Sutera Resort

Five-star resort with marina, golf course, swimming pools and waterside luxury. $$$

Hyatt Centric

KK’s newest five-star; central location, rooftop pool and restaurant. $$$

Wetlands in the City

BIRDLIFE FROM THE BOARDWALK

With a 1.3km boardwalk through mangrove swamps, a visitor centre and rich birdlife, the Ramsar Kota Kinabalu Wetlands is an excellent wetland park close to the city centre.

Expect to see scuttling fiddler and mangrove crabs, mud lobsters, mudskippers, skinks, turtles, water monitors and a wide variety of migratory birds. The park is closed Mondays.

To get here, take the bus towards Likas from the bus stations in front of City Hall or Wawasan Plaza, to Likas Sq. A taxi from KK costs around RM15; a Grab ride no more than RM10. A visit here can easily be combined with the nearby City Mosque.
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BEST ROOFTOP BARS

Stylo at Marriott

Central rooftop bar open from 4pm.

On23 Skybar at Hyatt Centric

Rooftop pool and terrace; stylish restaurant and bar inside.

Horizons Sky Bar at Pacific Sutera

Uninterrupted ocean, island and mountain views.

Rooftop @ Le Meridien

Fine waterfront and street views; open from 5pm.

Tamu Bar, Toojou Hotel

Funky bar atop a backpackers hostel.

Rooftop at Hilton

Fine dining and poolside bar but back from the waterfront.

Sky Blu at Grandis Hotel

Low-key with open-air pool and live music.



Riding the Borneo Rails

TAKE THE TRAIN FROM KK

You don’t have to be a train enthusiast to enjoy a day riding the rails on Borneo’s only operating train line, completed in 1906. The Sabah State Railway is a 134km single track running from Tanjung Aru railway station (south of KK) to Beaufort, but the real highlight is the local train through the Crocker Range between Beaufort and Tenom.

Take the 7.45am commuter train from Tanjung Aru to Beaufort (two hours) then change for the rickety 1pm local train to Tenom (two to three hours), with open windows and hard seats, passing through the wonderfully scenic Padas Gorge. Get a window seat to watch the rushing whitewater of the Padas River and lush countryside. The train stops at several local stations; at Halogilat (in either direction) passengers get off to change trains in order to continue on the single line.

You can also take a minivan from KK to Beaufort and just ride the local train, departing at 7.30am and 1pm. If you start early on the 7.30am train you can spend a couple of hours in Tenom then catch the 1pm afternoon train back to Beaufort.

For a more touristy step-back-in-time experience, the twice-weekly North Borneo Railway, complete with vintage wood-burning steam locomotive and tiffin lunch, also departs from Tanjung Aru to the market town of Papar (35km) and back.

WHERE TO EAT IN KOTA KINABALU

Kedai Kopi Yee Fung

Widely regarded as the best place in KK for authentic laksa; always busy but efficient. $

El Centro

Casual vibe, retro tunes, great cocktails and an international menu. $$

Welcome Seafood

Crowded tables and queues show the popularity of this super seafood place. $$


Sunsets & Viewpoints

SAVOUR THE SABAH SUNSET

With its west-facing waterfront outlook, a popular evening experience in KK (when late-afternoon storms aren’t obliterating the view) is to watch the sun sink into the South China Sea, cocktail and camera in hand.

Fashionable spots to gather in the centre are Todak Waterfront (near the marlin sculpture) or over a beer on the deck of the KK Waterfront complex.

Prime sunset viewing for families is from the beach at Tanjung Aru, about 5km south of the centre, where food stalls are set up under tents and locals picnic on the sand. Nearby, is the Shangri-La resort where the Sunset Bar draws an appreciative crowd.

For something a bit swankier and more elevated, KK has numerous rooftop bars atop high-rise hotels with unparalleled views out to sea – some also have views back to Mt Kinabalu on a clear evening. The best natural viewpoint in town is Signal Hill, reached via steps at the north end of Jl Dewan and best done in the morning.


BEST KOPITAM (COFFEE SHOPS)

The Nook

Quality beans, tranquil covered garden and 8am start for breakfast make this a local favourite.

October Coffee House

Welcoming cafe serving some of the best barista coffee in town.

Ho Ciak Kopitiam

Busy corner coffee shop and bakery for an early-morning cheese bun or lunchtime pau (steamed bun).

Ken Wang Hin

Known for its sweet and savoury steamed buns.

Yuit Cheong

KK’s oldest coffee shop is renowned for its toast with kaya (coconut jam) and lunchtime satay stall.




HEADING TO THE ISLANDS?

The islands of Tunku Abdul Rahman Park, easily visible from the KK waterfront and just a short boat ride away, make a wonderful day trip.



WHERE TO EAT IN KOTA KINABALU

Kedai Kopi Fat Kee

Below Ang’s Hotel; sweet-and-sour shrimp, and oyster-sauce chicken wings. $

Yu Kee Bah Kut Teh

Specialises in bak kut teh pork noodle soup and Cantonese-style pork in many forms. $

Restoran Sri Melaka

Unassuming place regarded as KK’s best Nonya (Peranakan) restaurant. $

The Arts Trail

A TOUR OF STREET ART

KK has a street-art scene that can be both subtle and surprising in scale. A walk around KK’s waterfront area will reveal eye-catching examples of community street art popping up on walls, staircases and bin shelters – some of it commissioned, some not.

The best place to start on the unofficial Art Trail is the wall of former warehouses opposite Jesselton Mall (Jl Haji Saman), dubbed the Vanishing Wall and created by 10 artists, exploring themes of Sabah wildlife and conservation (common street-art themes in town).

Walk south past the Hyatt Centric Hotel to KK’s best-known public art installation, now called WoW (Wonders of Wilderness) but still known to many as Pillars of Sabah. The site was formerly a government Lands & Survey building that burned down leaving only a shell with 31 concrete pillars. It remained a derelict and seedy part of town for many years until an inspired community art project in 2018, involving 30 local artists, transformed it into a local attraction. New versions were created in 2019 and 2020 with the pillars again painted by a rotating group of artists. In 2021 the site was taken over by Sabah Art Gallery as the SAG Outdoor Art Space.

The large mural covering the wall of the Wisma Sabah building incorporates more Sabah wildlife; the art was commissioned by phone company Hotlink and created by Kenji Chai in 2022. On the waterfront look for the murals along the wall in front of the Hyatt Regency with scenes depicting Mt Kinabalu, a map of Sabah and more wildlife.

Other standout murals around town include the wall of Ang’s Hotel, the side of Toojou Hostel and various bits of artwork along Jalan Dewan. Look out for painted concrete bin shelters around town – download the Bin Art Trail map from Sabah Tourism’s website.
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WHERE TO SHOP IN KOTA KINABALU

Handicraft Market

Next to the night market, cheap souvenirs of textiles, jewellery and bamboo goods.

Borneo Shop

Wildlife and flora books, postcards and souvenirs; in Wisma Merdaka mall.

Art Attic

One-off jewellery, ceramics, handicrafts and textiles by local artists on Jl Dewan.


LOCAL NOODLES

Throughout Sabah you’ll find local variations on mee sup (noodle soup), often named after the town it originated in.

Tuaran mee

One of Sabah’s signature dishes: springy egg noodles, thin-sliced pork, egg rolls (chun kien) and char siu sauce.

Mee sup Kota Belud

Thin noodles in a chicken broth with slices of chicken.

Beaufort mee

Stir-fried yellow noodles in a thick sauce with slices of pork and green veggies.

Tenom mee

From the hills of Tenom; fried but soft Hakka noodles with sliced pork or beef and vegetables.

Sang Nyuk mee

Originating in Tawau, ‘Sabah pork noodle’ is pork slices in a thin oily soup.




KK’s Premier Gallery

FINE ART AND FANCY ARCHITECTURE

One of Borneo’s premier art spaces, the Sabah Art Gallery is housed in a striking octagonal building that looks like an upturned teepee but is designed to represent a traditional Sabahan basket. It is a certified ‘green’ building for its environmentally friendly design. Inside, a spiral staircase links three floors of fine art and exhibitions by local and international artists. The spaces are beautifully lit and the art curation thoughtful so it’s worth spending time here. Closed Monday.


I LIVE HERE: LOCAL HANGOUTS
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Jared Abdul Rahman, co-founder of Pillars of Sabah, shares his recommendations for the best local hangouts in KK.

Little Sulap

This cosy cafe on Jl Dewan serves uniquely Sabahan dishes and is the perfect place to get acquainted with the simple comforts of traditional cuisine sourced from fresh, local ingredients.

Mizumizu Coffee

In the heart of Gaya St, this is where you need to go for a great coffee and matcha; also desserts by Coastal Coffee Club.

Tapai Speakeasy

As an alternative to the typical sunset experience, this Jl Gaya speakeasy is the perfect place to wind down with local-liquor cocktails, without breaking the bank!



Nightlife KK style

DRINK AND DINE BY THE WATERFRONT

Kota Kinabalu is the only place in Sabah with an appreciable nightlife so enjoy it while you’re here! KK’s main after-five scene is concentrated in an area known as the KK Waterfront, measuring about 100m from north to south. Wander into the car-park area off Jl Tun Fuad Stephen and you’ll see a line-up of bars and restaurants side by side with names including Beer Garden, Shamrock, Cock & Bull, Loft, Mynt and Kohinoor. Walk through the doors (from 5pm) and out to the rear deck and you’ll find they all merge into one long waterfront boardwalk bar with sunset views, beer towers and competing live bands. They all serve food, with some specialising in Thai, Indian, Japanese, Italian, Korean and Irish. Bookending this strip of bars are two barn-sized nightclubs, Illusion and Tipsy Waterfront, both open until 1am (or later) and featuring local and visiting DJs.

Along Jl Dewan is a more sophisticated nightlife scene where locals and travellers gather in low-key bars and coffee shops. Biru Biru has live music on midweek nights, while El Centro and Flips are popular for their cocktail creations and occasional entertainment. Cozy Bistro & Bar is an inviting wine bar. KK’s top-end hotels regularly have live music, often in rooftop bars. Local bars, including karaoke joints, are scattered throughout the city centre.

For a different view of the city, North Borneo Cruises has sunset and dinner cruises, departing from Sutera Harbour. Cruises include live music, buffet meal, a bar and flashing lights.


Getting Around

Central KK, between the ferry terminal and Wawasan Plaza, is walkable but many attractions are further out of the city so you’ll inevitably use minibuses, taxis or rideshare vehicles at some point. Minibuses operate from several stops, including Padang Merdeka Bus Terminal. They circulate the city looking for passengers. Several pedestrian skybridges in the city centre make it easy to cross blocks of traffic on foot.

Taxis can be found throughout the city and at all bus stations and shopping centres. It’s much cheaper and easier to download the Grab app to your phone (Asia’s Uber) – you still pay the driver in cash but the amount is calculated before the trip and there are so many drivers around you shouldn’t have to wait more than a few minutes. A prepaid taxi from the airport is RM30.





WALKING TOUR: CENTRAL KK
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This easy walk takes from one to three hours. Start at the 1 Atkinson Clock Tower (1905), a local landmark and one of the only colonial structures to survive the Allied bombing in 1945. Head northeast and veer right along Jl Dewan, home to some of KK’s trendiest cafes and bars. At 2 Biru Biru restaurant check out the plaques commemorating this as ‘Australia Place’, where Australian liberation forces camped in 1945 prior to kicking the Japanese invaders out. At the north end of the street is the sign for the 3 Signal Hill trail; make the climb up rickety steps for views over the city.

Descend the same way and cross the main road to 4 Jalan Gaya, one of KK’s major ‘eat streets’, lined with Chinese shophouses, coffee shops and backpacker hostels. If it’s Sunday, the Gaya St Market takes over several blocks and on Friday and Saturday nights it becomes the Api Api Night Food Market.

Walk north past the Sabah Tourist Office then west to Jl Pantai – the original waterfront before land reclamation started in the 1970s – to reach the 5 WoW art installation. Opposite is 6 Suria Sabah, one of the largest malls in KK.

Heading south you’re on Jl Tun Fuad Stephen; stroll along the waterfront to the 7 Todak Waterfront and kitschy ‘I Love KK’ and marlin sculptures. A little further south is the 8 Central Market (Pasar Besar) and then the excellent 9 Night Food Market. If late in the afternoon, finish at the rooftop bar at 10 Le Meridien Hotel for sunset, or head a short distance further south to the 11 KK Waterfront entertainment district.






Beyond Kota Kinabalu
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It’s an easy ferry trip across to the islands of Tunku Abdul Rahman Marine Park and there’s also more to explore south of the capital.


Heading south along the coast from KK you’ll find unassuming villages, river cruises on Sungai Klias and near-deserted beaches around Tempurung and Kuala Penya, departure point for Pulau Tiga – the original Survivor island. Further south is the ferry terminal to Pulau Labuan, transit point for Brunei by boat. Busy Beaufort is the main town down here, a train terminus and pitstop by road into Sarawak or Brunei.

Inland, the rugged Crocker Range separates the coast from the jungles of the interior with some of Sabah’s toughest trekking, whitewater rafting and a scenic train trip. This region is generally off the traveller radar, which may be part of its appeal.
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Pulau Mamutik | SHARIF PUTRA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Hiring a car in KK is a good way to explore the south coast independently; minivans and shared taxis go to Beaufort, Keningau and Tenom.




Island-Hopping Off KK

DAY TRIP TO OFFSHORE ISLANDS

Although easily visible from the KK waterfront and just a short boat ride away from Jesselton Point ferry terminal, the islands of Tunku Abdul Rahman Park (TARP) seem to inhabit a different world.

The five forested humps of Manukan, Gaya, Sapi, Mamutik and Sulug islands, and the marine park surrounding them, make up Sabah’s most visited state park. On weekends they can get quite crowded and there’s a feeling of being shunted around to a schedule – if you really want to relax, stay overnight at one of the resorts.

Boat transport here is well organised but is not a typical public ferry service as each boat is assigned to a particular company. When you arrive at Jesselton ferry terminal, book a one- to four-island trip at the nearest ticket window, then book whatever optional activities you fancy, from snorkelling to parasailing. You’ll be assigned to a tour company and expected to stick with them, life jacket and all, for the day.

By far the largest of KK’s offshore islands, Pulau Gaya is best for hiking on the trails cutting through virtually undisturbed coastal dipterocarp forest, or for scuba diving from the three dive resorts on the east side of the island.

Pulau Sapi is separated from Gaya’s Padang Point by a 200m channel – the zipline between the two islands was closed at the time of writing. Sapi attracts loads of day-trippers to its pretty, patrolled beach.

The second-largest island, Pulau Manukan is popular with divers and snorkellers for its rich coral and abundant marine life. Squads of day-trippers march off the jetty here armed with receipts for various water-sports bookings. There’s a resort and two beachfront restaurants here, as well as a small network of inland nature trails leading to viewpoints.

Pulau Mamutik is the smallest of the islands and a mere 300m end to end. A sandy beach runs up and down the east coast, there’s decent snorkelling and a short walking trail that ends on a cliff overlooking the water.
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RESORTS IN TUNKU ABDUL RAHMAN PARK

Gaya Island Resort

Beautifully finished villas set in lush jungle or with sea view; on-site dive school. $$$

Bunga Raya Island Resort

Well-spaced villas and a plunge pool overlooking a lovely beach. $$$

Manukan Island Resort

Resort with restaurant, pool, tennis courts and stylish Bali-chic villas. $$$


GAYA KAMPUNG

The British North Borneo Company built a settlement on Pulau Gaya in the late 19th century before moving it to the mainland after it was attacked in an indigenous uprising.

Today the bays on the eastern end of Pulau Gaya, easily spotted from the KK waterfront, are filled with bustling kampung (water villages), inhabited by Bajau and Filipino immigrants (legal and otherwise) who live in cramped houses built on stilts in the shallow water. Mosques, schools and simple shops are also built on stilts.

This isn’t a tourist attraction though, and locals and authorities generally advise against visiting the kampung for safety reasons.



South Coast

BUCOLIC BEACH LIFE

Heading south from KK, decent beaches scallop the coast with a sprinkling of beach resorts but the most attractive part of this coast is around Kuala Penya and Tempurung, around 100km or two hours by car south. Peaceful back roads meander past several good-value but low-key beach retreats that sit in glorious isolation facing one of Sabah’s loveliest beaches and the South China Sea.

Buses heading from KK to Menumbok (three hours) can drop you at the turnoff to Kuala Penya, but this area is best explored with your own vehicle. Alternatively ask your accommodation for a pick-up from Kuala Penya or Beaufort.


TENOM COFFEE

Much of the coffee you drink while in Sabah comes from the hills around Tenom, the state’s coffee-growing capital.

Best known of the coffee factories is Fatt Choi, founded by local coffee legend Mr Foong Choon Seng in 1986. Tours should be arranged in advance and you can also stay at the hilltop cabins here (from RM110).

With its mountain vistas, Tenom is a pretty town bisected by the Padas River and is the terminus for the scenic Beaufort–Tenom train. This region has a fearsome warrior and headhunting past; Murut chief Ontoros Antanom was famously involved in uprisings against the British in 1915. Murut Cultural Centre, 13km north of Tenom, explains everything.



Trekking & Rafting in the Ranges

REMOTE ADVENTURE TRAVEL

The Crocker Range Park and the Interior Division to the east are home to some of Sabah’s wildest and most isolated trekking routes. It’s essential to hire a guide through a reputable adventure tour company to venture out here.

About 20km southeast of Tambunan is the dramatic Mt Trusmadi, Sabah’s second-highest peak (2642m). This is a much tougher physical challenge than Mt Kinabalu and more difficult to arrange. Independent trekkers must be well equipped and bring their own provisions and a guide. The easiest way to do it is through TYK Adventure Tours.

Part of a century-old trading route used by the Murut, the Salt Trail is 34km long and is Sabah’s most demanding trek, complete with chest-high river crossings and navigation through primary forest. KK-based operators offering this trek include TYK Adventure Tours and Down Below Adventures.

Sabah’s best and most advanced rafting is on the Sungai Padas, which can be arranged with Riverbug in KK. The trip includes a two-hour scenic train ride to Pangi village, from where you ride eight separate grade III and IV rapids over 9km of the muddy-brown Padas to its base in Rayoh village.

WHERE TO STAY ON THE SOUTH COAST

Tempurung Seaside Lodge

Serene beachfront lodge with a castaway feel. $$

Nagapuri

Rustic, budget place right on the beach; simple rooms and helpful owner. $

Borneo Eagle Resort

Luxury beachfront resort on Pulau Tiga with swimming pool and villas. $$$


BOAT TRIPS

Between Tempurung and Beaufort, about 100km south of KK where the Sungai Klias passes under the A7 road, are a couple of river-cruise operators offering two-hour wildlife cruises in search of primates and fireflies in the forest, usually starting around 3pm.

If you’re not heading to Kinabatangan River in eastern Sabah and instead looking for a day trip from KK for the Bornean river cruise experience, these are a good alternative. You may also see crocodiles. It’s easiest to book these trips through an operator in KK such as Amazing Borneo, with transport and buffet dinner included.



Survivor Island

THE ORIGINAL SECRET LOCATION

About 100km south of KK is an island national park that attracts visitors looking to bring to life a very popular reality TV series. Pulau Tiga (’three islands’) gained worldwide TV fame when the first season of the reality series Survivor – both the American and UK version – was filmed here in 2001. The ’tribal council’ was destroyed in a storm and unless you’re staying at the luxurious Borneo Eagle Resort, which provides transport for guests, there are no regular boats so getting here is a challenge in itself.

Still, if you come on a day trip from KK it’s a great place for relaxing on the gorgeous beach, hiking in the forest and taking a cooling dip in mud pits at the centre of the island. Pulau Kalampunian Damit is famous for sea snakes (up to 150 per day) that come ashore to mate, hence the island’s nickname, Snake Island.

Check with Amazing Borneo about day trips from KK, including transport and lunch.

The original Pulau Tiga Resort, built for the Survivor production crew, is closed for renovation but Sabah Parks still operates a basic campsite nearby. Contact them to see if any boats are operating from Kuala Penya.

WHERE TO STAY IN PULAU LABUAN

Palm Beach Resort & Spa

Beachfront resort at northern tip with pool and playground; great for families. $$

Grand Dorsett Labuan

Palatial hotel with marble lobby, outdoor pool, and rooms with balcony views. $$$

Tiara Labuan

An island favourite at Tanjung Batu with pool and island shuttles. $$


BEAUFORT–TENOM TRAIN

The scenic train ride between Beaufort and Tenom is a highlight of this region and can be done in either direction.



Pulau Labuan

DUTY-FREE CROSSING TO BRUNEI

Labuan, 115km southwest of KK and only 50km northeast of Bandar Seri Begawan (Brunei), is a large, flat island just a short boat ride from Sabah’s southwest coast. It’s primarily known as a duty-free shopping port, financial centre and a stepping stone to Brunei, but there’s some good wreck diving off the coast, decent beaches and a handful of historical sights.

Labuan is not technically part of Sabah but is a Federal Territory of Malaysia and considered something of a tax haven; international travellers need to present a passport and clear immigration even if you’re popping across from Menumbok for a cheap bottle of Cointreau and some duty-free perfume.

The Sultan of Brunei ceded Labuan to the British in 1846 and it remained part of the empire for 115 years, during which time it was distinguished by a failed coal industry. The Japanese held the island for three years during WWII; it was here that the Japanese forces surrendered and the officers responsible for the death marches from Sandakan were tried. You can visit the immaculately kept WWII Memorial Cemetery, dedicated to the nearly 4000 Commonwealth servicemen, mostly Australian and British, who lost their lives in Borneo during WWII. A Peace Park on the west side of the island at Layang Layangan commemorates the place of Japanese surrender.

Victoria (Bandar Labuan) is the main town and the terminal for ferries linking Labuan to Sabah, Sarawak and Brunei.

The free and modern Labuan Museum on Jl Dewan, a couple of blocks north of the ferry terminal, provides a good introduction to Labuan’s history and culture, from precolonial days through British and Japanese occupation, WWII and the establishment of Labuan as an independent federal territory.

If you have your own vehicle or charter a taxi it’s easy enough to explore the island on sealed roads, visiting the beaches of the northwest coast and sights such as the historic coal mine chimney and bird park.
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WHERE TO EAT IN PULAU LABUAN

Tiara Seafood Restaurant

Pick your seafood dinner from the tanks at this resort restaurant. $$

Restoran Sharifah

Locals come for the flaky roti, murtabak and an array of noodle dishes. $

Mawillah Yacht Club

Dine on the deck overlooking the water at this seafood specialist. $$


GETTING TO LABUAN

There are daily direct flights from KK to Labuan and there should be a daily ferry (three hours) from KK’s Jesselton Ferry Terminal, though at the time of writing this service was suspended. A reliable option is the bus from KK to Menumbok (three hours) then one of the regular passenger ferries (30 minutes, 10 daily) to Labuan. Vehicle ferries depart three times daily.

Between Brunei and Labuan there are two daily passenger ferries and one RORO vehicle ferry in either direction. There are also daily ferries to/from Lawas and Limbang in Sarawak.




WRECK DIVING

Labuan is known for its wreck diving, with four major shipwrecks off the coast (two from WWII and two from the 1980s). The only dive outfit currently operating here is based at Rusukan Besar Resort (rusukanbesarresort@gmail.com).

Considering the dives are some way off the coast and are very much speciality dives you would need to organise this in advance and be prepared to spend at least one night on the island.

Only the ’Cement Wreck’ is suitable for novice divers; the ’Blue Water Wreck’ requires Advanced Open Water certification, and the ’American’ and ’Australian’ wrecks are only recommended for experienced divers with a wreck-diving course under their belt.




Getting Around

There are good minibus and shared-taxi connections between KK and Tenom, Tambunan, Keningau and Beaufort.

A winding mountain road leads from KK to the highland town of Tambunan (75km, two hours), the main access point for Trusmadi and the Salt Trail. The main road south of KK leads to Beaufort (100km, 1¾ hours).

Regular fast ferries connect Menumbok with Pulau Labuan. It helps to have your own wheels to reach places off the highway such as Kuala Penya, Tempurung and Sungai Klias. Arrange boat transport in advance to Pulau Tiga. Tenom and Beaufort are connected to Tanjung Aru near KK via Borneo’s only train line.

Regular boats ply the waters between KK and the islands of Tunku Abdul Rahman Park.






KINABALU PARK
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Mt Kinabalu looms large, both physically and in the psyche of Sabahans. It is easily Borneo’s highest mountain (4095m), and the highest point between the Himalayas and New Guinea’s Puncak Jaya. Local indigenous groups believed the mountain to be inhabited by the spirits of their ancestors; popular folklore suggests the name came from the Kadazan-Dusun word for ’revered place of the dead’. Sacred or not, many Sabahans consider the climb a rite of passage, while adventurous travellers from around the globe covet it as a bucket-list climb.

The 754-sq-km national park surrounding the mountain was declared as Malaysia’s first Unesco World Heritage Site in 2000 and attracts not only climbers but visitors drawn by the cooler climate, a network of less strenuous walks and inspiring views of the mountain, with its dramatic crown of wild granite spires.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Mt Kinabalu

SIGHTS

2Kundasang

3Low’s Peak

4Maragang Hill

5Sosodikan Hill

6Timpohon Gate

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7Via Ferrata

SLEEPING

8Layang Layang

9Panalaban Base Camp

10Pondok Paka

11Sayat-Sayat Hut




TOP TIP

Kinabalu Park headquarters (sabahparks.org.my/kinabalu-park) is 88km by road northeast of KK and set in gardens with a magnificent view of the mountain. The nearest town is Kundasang, where you’ll find plenty of accommodation, but lodges and hotels are also strung out along the road between Nabalu and Kundasang.





WHAT TO BRING

No special equipment is required to summit Kinabalu, though a head torch and gloves are essential for the predawn climb – you’ll need your hands free to climb the white ropes.

Bring a water bottle, which can be refilled at unfiltered (but potable) tanks en route, and trail snacks.

While it will be hot and sweaty up to Panalaban, expect freezing temperatures near the summit, as well as strong winds and the occasional rainstorm. Temperatures can drop to as low as 2ºC. Long hiking pants, a wind jacket, gloves and a woollen hat will serve you well. Sunscreen, insect repellent and comfortable shoes are also a must.



Climbing the Mountain

CHALLENGING BUT EXHILARATING TREK

The ascent of Mt Kinabalu is popular because it doesn’t require mountaineering skills or special equipment and is considered climbable by anyone in reasonable physical condition. But the trek is tough, unforgiving and every step you take will be uphill.

Numerous obstacles include slippery stones, heavy humidity, frigid winds and fatigue. Both Sabah Parks and Mountain Torq recommend at least two months of physical training in preparation and not to attempt the climb if you have a heart condition, obesity or joint issues such as arthritis. Age is no barrier if you’re fit.

Since the 2015 earthquake there is now only one trail option leading up the mountain – the Timpohon Trail (the trailhead is 5km from the entrance to Kinabalu National Park, usually reached by park shuttle). Kinabalu can be (and is) climbed year-round, but March to August (dry season) is considered the optimum time to climb.

The quickest and most common schedule is a mandatory minimum two-day, one-night climb; recreational hikers are no longer allowed to attempt a one-day ascent and descent. Some climbers opt for a three-day climb by overnighting at Panalaban on the way down.

Register at park headquarters at around 9am to pay your park fees, hook up with your guide and start the ascent (four to six hours) to Panalaban (Laban Rata; 3272m), where you’ll spend the night before the summit climb. On the following day you’ll start scrambling to the top at about 2am in order to reach the summit for a breathtaking sunrise over Borneo.

Signboards show your progress with a marker every 500m. There are also rest shelters (pondok) at regular intervals, with basic toilets and tanks of unfiltered (but potable) drinking water. The walking times we give are conservative estimates.

The climb officially starts at the Timpohon Gate (1866m), from where the trail leads up steep stairs through the dense forest and continues winding up and up for the rest of the trip. It’s about three hours to the Layang Layang (2621m) rest stop then another 1¾ hours to Pondok Paka (3053m), the seventh shelter on the trail. The final ascent of around one hour brings you to the overnight stop at Panalaban Base Camp (3272m), above the treeline and with inspiring views; with luck you’ll witness a magical sunset.

A 2am start begins with a one-hour climb on the Ranau Trail to the checkpoint at Sayat-Sayat hut (3668m) and the crossing of the sheer Panar Laban rock face. The final predawn stretch to the summit at Low’s Peak (4095m) is the steepest and hardest part of the climb and will take between one and three hours depending on your stamina.

Most climbers leave the summit by 7.30am to reach Panalaban by noon. It’s another gruelling three to four hours’ descent to Timpohon Gate for the shuttle back to park headquarters.
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WHERE TO STAY IN THE PARK

Laban Rata Resthouse

The place where most hikers stay on-mountain before making a predawn climb. $$$

Pendant Hut

Mountain Torq’s basic on-mountain accommodation for via ferrata climbers. $$$

Sutera Sanctuary Lodges

At the base of the mountain are a series of basic lodges run by Sutera. $$$


PERMITS & GUIDES

A climbing permit, insurance and guide are compulsory to climb Mt Kinabalu.

If on an organised tour this will be arranged for you. If not, permits and guides must be arranged at the Sabah Parks office at headquarters or at reservation.sabahparks.org.my. Only 150 permits are issued daily so you usually need to book well in advance. MountKinabalu.com provides an easy way of checking how many spaces are left, and allows online booking through Amazing Borneo.

Accommodation must also be booked in advance. Book online at suterasanctuarylodges.com.my or through Sabah Parks, which operates several hostels on the mountain. Your guide will be assigned on the morning you begin your hike. Park staff can try to attach individual travellers to a group so that guide fees can be shared.



Kinabalu’s Via Ferrata

THE GRAND PRIX OF CLIMBING

Not content to simply walk down from Kinabalu’s summit? The next challenge is the spectacular via ferrata (literally ’iron road’ in Italian), an elaborate network of rungs, pallets and cable bridges that allow climbers to return to Panalaban along the mountain’s dramatic granite walls. Mountain Torq pioneered Asia’s first via ferrata system and, according to the Guinness Book of World Records, it’s the highest ’iron road’ in the world.

As well as the main route, Mountain Torq offers a shorter, two- to three-hour loop route called Walk the Torq, designed to give nervous novices a taste of the high-altitude fun along the Panar Laban rock face.

The main via ferrata follows the Low’s Peak Circuit across the rock face from the summit before linking up with the Walk the Torq route. After ascending Kinabalu in the traditional fashion, participants gather for a briefing and are kitted out with climbing gear before using the network of rungs, suspension bridges, wire bridges and cables to return to Pendant Hut in Panalaban. The Low’s Peak Circuit (minimum age 17), is a four- to five-hour scramble down metres upon metres of sheer rock face starting at 3766m. The threadlike tightropes and swinging planks will test your limits without putting your safety in jeopardy. Your guide may encourage you to lean back for the photo shoots, with nothing between you and the abyss but your safety belt and harness.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND MT KINABALU

D’Villa Rina Ria Lodge

Close to the park entrance, this motel-like lodge boasts super valley views. $$

Ayana Holiday Resort

Stylish rooms set in a steep, landscaped garden with valley views. $$

J Residence

Close to the park entrance, tasteful mountainside accommodation and valley views. $


COSTS OF CLIMBS

Park fees increased sharply as of January 2023. Guide fees and permits are mandatory and can be arranged at the Sabah Parks office or through a tour outfit.

A climbing permit costs RM400/200 for adults/children. Guide fees for the summit trek cost RM350 for a group of one to five people.

Accommodation at Sutera lodges starts at RM1500 for a dorm bed, including meals; some of the hostels run by Sabah Parks are cheaper (reservation.sabahparks.org.my).

Porters can be hired for RM65 each way between Timpohon Gate and Panalaban.

Going through a tour operator such as Amazing Borneo is more expensive but makes it easier to book in advance and be joined with a group if travelling solo. See mountkinabalu.com for more.



Walks Around the Base

HORIZONTAL WALKS IN THE PARK

Even if you’re not climbing Kinabalu it’s well worth spending a day or two exploring the marked trails around park headquarters. There are 10 trails and lookouts, though some are periodically closed for maintenance or due to landslides. Although you can walk along a path beside the road all the way to Timpohon Gate (around 5km), park transport will take you to some of the furthest walking trails such as Mountain View for a small fee.

The base trails start from park headquarters or the visitor centre (next to Liwaga restaurant) and interconnect with one another, so you can spend the day, or indeed days, walking at a leisurely pace through the beautiful forest, spotting interesting plants, plenty of birds and, if you’re lucky, the occasional mammal. Don’t be fooled though – this is still rainforest, some sections of trail can be steep and it’s often wet, muddy and slippery underfoot. When it rains, watch out for even more slippery paths and legions of leeches.

Some of the best walks include the Kiau View Trail (2.5km), which starts near the park headquarters and links up with the 600m Pandanus Trail. The longest is the Liwagu Trail (5.6km) following the Liwagu River up to Timpohon Gate. Pick up a map and a list of closures from the Sabah Parks office.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND MT KINABALU

Box Hotel

Brand-new hotel built from renovated shipping containers, 500m from the park entrance. $$

Humble Hobbit Home

Four cottages in Kundasang built in the style of Tolkien’s Hobbit dwellings. $$

Tullynaw Glamping

Glamping domes off the highway at Nabalu; Mt Kinabalu views from your deck. $$

Cool Views from Kundasang

IN THE FOOTHILLS OF KINABALU

Scattered around a pretty rolling valley, Kundasang is the closest town to Kinabalu Park headquarters, around 10km east via a winding mountain road, and 15km northwest of Ranau. It’s a popular getaway from KK for families, thanks to the cool climate, local hikes, agricultural attractions such as an alpaca park and dairy farm, and those epic Mt Kinabalu views.

There’s plenty of accommodation strung out along the highway and down in the valleys – some of the higher north-facing hotels and resorts have unobstructed views of Kinabalu and there are numerous vantage points and hills around town that also offer great views when the clouds clear.

Next to the central market, Kundasang War Memorial commemorates the Australian and British prisoners who died on the infamous Sandakan Death Marches and at the Sandakan and Ranau POW camps, as well as Borneans who perished while assisting the prisoners. Three well-kept gardens individually represent the Australians, the British and the people of Borneo, while the beautiful colonnaded Contemplation Garden has marble plaques engraved with the names of the deceased; there’s a fine view of Mt Kinabalu from the far end. There is also an information centre and cafe.

There are several hikes to viewpoints in the area, the most popular being Sosodikan Hill (1465m). It’s not really a trek since you can drive right up to the base then walk 400m up to the brightly painted viewing platform for sensational views of Kinabalu to the north and Kundasang below. If you don’t have your own transport, look for a taxi or one of the tourist minivans to take you up to the turnoff from the main road about 4km north of Kundasang market.

A little further north in Mesilau is Maragang Hill (2232m), another spectacular close-up Kinabalu viewpoint. The hike from the registration point to the summit platform is just under 2km and can be done in an hour.
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WHERE TO EAT AROUND MT KINABALU

Restoran Kinabalu Balsam

Popular canteen-style spot is directly below the park visitors centre. $

Lilly’s Cottage Cafe

Inexpensive cafe serving Western breakfasts, burgers, Malay and local dishes. $

BW Bus Restaurant

Four Hino buses converted into a quirky restaurant serving Western-style food. $$


EARTHQUAKE

On 5 June 2015, at 7.15am, an earthquake measuring 6.0 on the Richter scale struck Mt Kinabalu. Massive landslides and huge rockfalls followed and tragically took the lives of 18 people, many of them students from Singapore. There were 137 people stranded on the mountain but later rescued. That first evening alone three massive aftershocks were felt, and by 23 June, 90 had been felt as far away as KK.

Local Kadazan-Dusun believed the earthquake was caused by ‘Aki’ (the mountain’s protectors), who were enraged at the loutish behaviour of a group of Westerner climbers days earlier.




Hot Springs & Canopy Walks

SOAK, STROLL AND SWING

Out in the eastern extremity of the national park and a good one-hour drive (40km) from the park headquarters via Ranau, Poring Hot Springs is a popular weekend retreat for locals and tour groups. The springs were developed by the Japanese during WWII, utilising the superheated hot sulphur springs funnelled into a series of tiled baths.

The hot springs are located in a well-maintained forest park with paved nature paths, though the baths feel a little run-down and take forever to fill (twin taps mix the hot spring water with cold water). There’s also a cold-water rock pool and a small swimming pool complex (not heated) with water slides, as well as an accommodation complex of lodges and a dormitory run by Sutera Sanctuary Lodges.

The real highlight of the Poring Hot Springs complex is the Canopy Walkway, consisting of a series of walkways suspended from trees, up to 40m above the jungle floor, providing unique views of the surrounding forest. Get here early if you want to see birds or other wildlife. It takes around an hour to complete and last entry is at 3pm.

On the road to Poring you’ll notice signs for a number of private rafflesia gardens – if the flowers are in bloom you can stop for a look.
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LOW’S PEAK

Although it is commonly believed that local tribesmen climbed Kinabalu many years earlier, it was Sir Hugh Low, the British colonial secretary on Pulau Labuan, who recorded the first official ascent of Mt Kinabalu in 1851.

As well as being a colonial administrator, Low was also a keen naturalist and visited Mt Kinabalu three times before being transferred to the Malay Peninsula, where he forged a successful career as a colonial administrator in Perak.

Today Kinabalu’s tallest peak is named after him; thus Borneo’s highest point is ironically known as Low’s Peak.




Getting Around

Express buses and minivans from KK bound for Kundasang and Ranau can drop you at the Kinabalu Park headquarters (two hours). You can also pick up a bus heading east to Sandakan from here. If your accommodation is anywhere along the highway, ask your driver to let you off there. There are some taxis in Kundasang and Ranau but no public transport. If you want to explore the region in any depth you really need your own transport.

Kinabalu Park operates a minivan service on demand to trailheads from the park headquarters, as well as a daily service to Poring at noon, or you can charter a vehicle to Kundasang or places within the park.

Hiring a car in KK is the best way to explore the park and surrounds.






Beyond Kinabalu Park
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Accessible but under-explored, the northwest of Sabah offers remote beaches, surfing, diving, islands and back roads to villages, all a few hours’ drive north of KK or Kundasang.


The northwestern point of Sabah is often overlooked by travellers working their way around the ring road. But turn your attention north (and west) of Kinabalu Park and you’ll find a rich geographic and cultural region, one of those off-the-beaten-path finds that makes Borneo so special.

There are superb views of Kinabalu from many points along the way to the Tip but the Kudat and Kota Belud districts are largely defined by the ocean – miles of clean, sandy beaches and rugged coastline conceal castaway moments and superlative dive sites. This is Rungus and Kadazan-Dusun country of rice farmers, hunters, ship builders and deep-sea fishers whom you’ll likely meet in villages, markets and perhaps the odd longhouse along the way.
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TOP TIP

Hire a car in KK to get the best out of this region. Three days is enough for a quick road trip but add on a few more days to also explore Kinabalu Park by car.






ROAD TRIP

KK to Kudat

Northeast of KK a reasonably good sealed road meanders through towns and villages to the northern town of Kudat and beyond that to the west-coast beaches of the Tip of Borneo. Along the way you can stop at traditional longhouses, craft villages, beaches and local taman (markets), with mountain views to the east on a clear day. This is the single best region in Sabah to explore by car or motorcycle.
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1 Tuaran

First stop is Tuaran, around 35km (45 minutes) northeast of central KK via Hwy 3, and just north of the turnoff to/from Kinabalu Park. Sunday is market day, while the nine-storey Ling Sang Pagoda is dominated by vividly painted guardian deities. Tuaran is known for the eponymous noodle dish, Tuaran mee; the best place to try it is Tuaran Mee Restoran.

For an interesting detour, follow Jl Sulaman (turn off at Telipok) and cross the Menkabong River Bridge, the longest in Sabah.

About 7km southeast of Tuaran is the quirky Rumah Terbalik (Upside-Down House), where everything, including the car in the garage, is upside down. Look out for souvenir and craft shops along this stretch, where villagers sell locally made handicrafts.

The Drive: It’s 36km or 45 minutes from Tuaran to Kota Belud via Hwy 3. If you’re continuing your journey later to Mt Kinabalu National Park and Kundasang, take the shorter Ranau Bypass Rd to the south.
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2 Kota Belud

Kota Belud is a bustling market town best known for its Sunday market and annual Tamu Besar. A 30-minute detour west to the coast brings you to Mengkabar Bay and the excellent Dragon Pearl Beach Resort, with budget beach huts, camping and longhouse accommodation.

Leave the highway just north of Kota Belud and follow Jl Sangkir for scenic viewpoints across the fields and rice paddies – on a clear day there are spectacular Instagram views of Mt Kinabalu’s western face, especially at sunset.

The Drive: It’s around 120km from Kota Belud northeast to Kudat via the two-lane Hwy 3; allow two hours without stops.

3 Kudat

Continue another 75km northeast on Hwy 3 and look out for signs for Kampung Bavanggazo (010-798 1681), a welcoming replica traditional Rungus longhouse open to visitors. You can stay here with prior arrangement. Also near here is the gong-making village of Sumangkap, where you can visit the local gong factory.

It’s another 40km northeast to Kudat, capital of the region. Kudat itself has few attractions but this is the place to use the ATM, fill up on fuel or buy groceries. There are hotels and seafood restaurants around the town’s compact waterfront centre.

The Drive: A number of minor back roads will get you from Kudat to the Tip, roughly 30km and 30 minutes’ drive – the quickest route is to join Jl Pinangsoo Loro north of Kudat Airport.

4 Tip of Borneo

The Tip of Borneo is something of a pilgrimage for travellers and you can drive right up to a parking area from where you can walk down to the monument and swirling waters below. Having a car gives you freedom to explore up and down this wild stretch of coast.




Trip Around the Tip of Borneo

JUNGLE, SURF AND SECLUDED BEACHES

Hanging out on near-deserted beaches, surfing, coastal hikes and experiencing a bit of Rungus village life is what it’s all about in the northern Kudat region.

The tip itself, Tanjung Sipang Mengayu in Bahasa Malaysia, is Sabah’s northernmost headland, at the end of a wide bay 27km from Kudat town. Magellan reputedly landed here for 42 days during his 16th-century round-the-world voyage. Once a wild promontory, this windswept viewpoint with plunging cliffs is marked by a large globe monument and steps leading down to the rocks where the South China Sea and Sulu Sea converge. While the monument is something of a pilgrimage site, you’ll be just as captivated by the surreal sunsets, long walks on deserted beaches, Malaysia’s best surfing, paddleboarding and lazy hours spent watching Rungus kids kicking a football between bamboo-and-thatch houses. Even though travellers have been coming here for years, most of the time you’ll still feel as if you’ve just stumbled on a well-kept secret.

A string of gorgeous beaches run south from the Tip: Pantai Kalampunian and Pantai Kosuhui make up a 3km stretch of clean, squeaky-soft sand, with a sprinkling of accommodation, a dive shop, surfboards for hire and Ina’s restaurant. At the beautiful Pantai Bavang Jamal you’ll find Secret Place Cafe and a campground. Turtles come to lay eggs on the beaches here and there’s a turtle hatchery at the southern end of Bavang Jamal. Further south again is the sublime Kelambu Beach.

South of here are two Rungus villages, Loro Kecil and Longom, each with their own beach. A little way inland from the beach, Tampat Do Aman is a rustic jungle retreat where boardwalks lead to simple Rungus longhouse accommodation and eco-friendly sulaps (bamboo huts), and guests gather over breakfast. There’s a small Rungus museum and cookery courses can be arranged with advance booking. Owner Howard is a mine of information and can take you to local villages, turtle releases from the hatchery or on a jungle survival course.
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WHERE TO STAY AT THE TIP

Tampat Do Aman

Maze of jungle walkways, Rungus longhouse rooms and bamboo huts. $

Tommy’s Place

Comfortable rooms with air-con across from the beach; surfboard and SUP hire. $$

Hibiscus Villa Borneo

Fine three-bedroom villa on a private beach with infinity pool. $$$


I LIVE HERE: TIPS FOR THE TIP
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Howard Stanton, long-time Kudat resident and owner of Tampat Do Aman, shares his top tips for the Tip.

Hiking

The Tip of Borneo offers an ’off the beaten track’ feel and indigenous Rungus culture. Spend a couple of days hiking and exploring the 15km of coastline from the Tip to Longom village.

Beaches & Villages

Kosohui Beach has good surfing; visit the Tip of Borneo by day but also at night to marvel at the clear starry skies. Bavang Jamal is one of the best beaches to leave the modern world behind. At Kulambu, a local favourite, walk out to the island, enjoy the sunset and swim in crystal-clear waters.

Loro Kecil is an undiscovered jewel, a magnificent horseshoe-shaped beach.



Island Getaways

DIVE INTO A SLICE OF ISLAND LIFE

Island life in all its remote glory is only a boat ride away from Kota Belud’s west coast but it’s the scuba diving and marine life that most visitors come for. The 3km-long Pulau Mantanani Besar and Pulau Mantanani Kecil are two little flecks of land fringed by bleach-blond sand and ringed by a halo of colourful coral, about 25km off the coast (40km northwest of Kota Belud). The Bajau islanders have clashed with the government in opposition to resorts buying up land for development but have also recently engaged with tourism through homestays.

As well as a few (pricey) dive resorts there are budget homestays in the main settlement. Accommodation places can arrange boat transfer from the jetty north of Kota Belud (30 minutes to one hour) and meals are usually included.

If you want to fall off the map, head to Pulau Banggi, 40km northeast of Kudat town and home to the Banggi people, known locally for their unusual tribal tree houses and unique non-Bornean dialect. Kudat Express is a public ferry running twice daily from Kudat to Banggi (one hour). Borneo Biostation runs recommended dive trips here.


TAMU BESAR

Once a year in October, usually on the mast weekend, Kota Belud hosts the famous Tamu Besar (literally ’big market’), the biggest market in Sabah.

The highlight is a procession of fully caparisoned Bajau horsemen from the nearby villages, decked out, along with their steeds, in vivid, multicoloured satin ’armour’ and embroidered barding.

Buffalo racing and the crowning of the Sarempak and Seremsip beauty queens are part of the festivities.

This is still a regional market so naturally includes lots of food stalls and trading.

Accommodation is tight but it can be done as a long day trip from KK (about two hours each way).



Surf’s Up

HIRE A BOARD AND HIT THE WAVES

Surfing is taking off on the west coast of Sabah, thanks to swells produced by the South West and North East monsoons – November to February being the best time to catch a glassy wave. The top spot is the northern Tip of Borneo – when the conditions are right, there’s very clean surf with glassy lefts and rights and no bad-tempered, overcrowded line-up. For surf lessons and board rental, check out Tommy’s Place or Blue Fin Surf & Dive. You can also rent stand-up paddleboards (SUP) and kitesurfing gear.


Getting Around

Frequent bus services run between KK and Kudat (three hours) via Tuaran and Kota Belud. Unless you can arrange a pick-up from your accommodation, you’ll probably need to catch a taxi or Grab from Kudat town to the beaches on the west coast. If you’re driving from KK to the Tip of Borneo and then want to head to Mt Kinabalu, you don’t need to backtrack to Tuaran – the Jl Ranau Bypass turns off at Kota Belud and joins up with Hwy 22 .






SANDAKAN & SEPILOK
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Sabah’s second city and former capital, Sandakan draws travellers in search of guaranteed wildlife encounters at the popular Sepilok wildlife sanctuaries and Turtle Islands Park.

The harbour city was the colonial capital of British North Borneo until WWII when it was occupied by the Japanese army and it was from here that the infamous Sandakan Death Marches began. Allied bombing razed much of the city in 1945.

Today Sandakan’s economy lies in the palm-oil industry, fishing and tourism; it’s still an important harbour and engaging city, with some remaining traces of colonial history and a series of vibrant kampung clinging to the coast. Jungle-shrouded Sepilok is a special place for wildlife-watchers with orangutan and sun bear rehabilitation sanctuaries side by side, superb forest walks and bird-watching at the Rainforest Discovery Centre, and proboscis monkeys on show a short drive away.
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SIGHTS

1100 steps

2Agnes Keith House

3Central Market

4Harbour Mall

5Hotel Elopura

6Laluan Kreatif

EATING

7English Tea House & Restaurant
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TOP TIP

Sandakan sits on the coast at the far eastern point of mainland Sabah, reached by road or air from KK or Tawau. Sepilok is about 25km west. Buses between KK and Sandakan can drop you at the turnoff to Sepilok.





RETRACING THE MARCHES

As the Allies closed in on North Borneo in 1945 the Japanese army decided to force-march the POWs inland to Ranau, a trek of almost 250km, which became known as the Sandakan Death Marches. Disease, starvation, exhaustion, torture and executions took a horrendous toll. Of the 2400 men who left Sandakan, only six Australians survived after escaping the Japanese.

Local trek leader Tham Yau Kong and Australian war historian Lynette Silver retraced the original routes of the death marches in 2005 and today TYK Adventure Tours offers treks covering all or part of the original route from two to 12 days. The trekking is challenging and the tours pass many historical and cultural sites, walking in the footsteps of the POWs.



Remembering the Death Marches

MOVING WWII MEMORIAL

Sandakan’s place in Borneo’s WWII history is stark, sombre and a story of suffering. The Japanese army established a prisoner-of-war camp here and by September 1944, 1793 Australian and 641 British troops were interned – more Australians died here than during the building of the infamous Burma Railway.

In the beautiful Sibuga Forest Reserve, 13km north of the Sandakan waterfront, serene Sandakan Memorial Park marks the site of the POW camp. A trail meanders around an ornamental pond to the poignant Commemorative Pavilion, which tells the story of the camp and the death marches in interpretive panels recounting the horrors and heroism, survivor accounts, old photographs and a 3D model of the camp itself. Further along is the Memorial Obelisk; services are held here on Australia’s Anzac Day (25 April) and Sandakan Day (15 August). Other relics of interest from the original camp are an old excavator used to build an airport runway, and a wood-fired steam generator.

To reach the park, take any Batu 8 (or higher-numbered) bus from the local bus station in Sandakan and ask to be let off. A taxi from the city centre costs about RM80 return with one-hour waiting time; two Grab rides work out cheaper.

WHERE TO STAY IN SANDAKAN

Sandakan Backpackers

Clean, traveller-friendly hostel with sea views and rooftop chill-out area. $

Marine Bay Hotel

Waterfront hotel opposite the market; spacious rooms at a budget price. $

Hotel Elopura

Arty midranger on waterfront square; rooftop and ground-floor cafes. $$


KAMPONG BULI SIM SIM

A traditional Malay stilt village, 3km east of the city centre, Buli Sim Sim is the original settlement Sandakan grew from back in 1879. It’s still an atmospheric (though pungent) place to wander around, though mod-cons now typically feature cable TV and occasionally air-con, some of the wooden walkways have been replaced with concrete and there’s a serious plastic water-bottle trash problem.

Locals come here to haggle over fresh and dried fish and to dine at the likes of Sim Sim 88.

Walk out along the pier at SEA Garden to get a different aspect of the water village. A taxi/Grab ride from the centre should cost around RM20/6.



Life below the Wind

COLONIAL-ERA MUSEUM

American writer Agnes Keith lived in Sandakan for almost two decades from 1934 to 1952 with her British husband Harry, the Conservator of Forests in North Borneo. She gained recognition in the US when stories of her experiences in Borneo were published in the Atlantic Monthly. Her first book, the award-winning, funny and engaging portrayal of colonial life, Land Below the Wind, was published in 1940.

Agnes, Harry and their son Henry were interred in Japanese prison camps on Pulau Berhala during WWII; her experiences were recounted in her second book, Three Came Home. Returning to Borneo to rebuild after the war Keith wrote White Man Returns, the final in her trilogy of Bornean memoirs.

The Agnes Keith House is an atmospheric, immaculately restored two-storey colonial villa, now a museum, perched on a hill above central Sandakan. The Keiths lived in this house, named Newlands, from 1946 – the original home immortalised in Land Below the Wind was destroyed during the war. Photos of the family and of Sandakan in the 1930s, colonial furniture and indigenous artefacts contribute to a fascinating insight into this period in North Borneo.

Round off your colonial experience with high tea and scones at the adjacent English Tea House, an atmospheric stucco-pillared villa with wicker chairs, starched tablecloths and a croquet lawn in the gardens. Classics include fish and chips and shepherd’s pie. Get here via the 100 Steps (Tangga Seribu) to Jl Istana.
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WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN SANDAKAN

San Da Gen Kopitiam

Chic, light-filled cafe serving breakfast and upmarket takes on kopitiam (coffee shop) food. $$

Sandakan Central Market

Best spot in town for cheap eats and food stalls until 3pm. $

English Tea House

Villa and gardens with colonial ambience, as well as high tea and scones. $$$

Street Art in Sandakan

FOLLOW THE MURALS

Sandakan, home to renowned street artist Kenji Chai, has a small but interesting street-art scene, most of it in a compact walkable area around the waterfront. Signboards explain the murals and help you locate the next one.

Start at the multistorey Central Market with murals of marine life and crustaceans signifying Sandakan’s fishing heritage. Opposite is an orangutan mural on the side of the Harbour Mall. Walk along the waterfront past the ’ghost hotel’ Four Points Sheraton to the plaza facing Hotel Elopura, with its pop culture murals featuring Star Wars and Fast & Furious. Just north of the hotel is a narrow laneway called Laluan Kreatif (Creative Lane), with a ceiling of bright umbrellas and murals depicting local traders.

Wander back around the waterfront past some of Sandakan’s best cafes and food trailers to the naval yard. A few blocks further east, behind the bus station, is a large wall mural depicting a postage stamp and the ’Little Hong Kong’ traveller.

Other artworks can be seen on the 100 steps leading up to Agnes Keith House. The steps also mark the start of the Sandakan Heritage Trail (facebook.com/sandakanheritage2003).


DINING IN SANDAKAN

Bai Lin Roof Garden

A hidden treat on the rooftop of Nak Hotel; shaded verandah, panoramic city views and an international menu of pizza, seafood, steaks and cocktails. $$

Restaurant Seafood Sim Sim 88

On stilts over the water at Kampong Buli Sim Sim, this brash, neon-lit restaurant isn’t the only seafood place here but it feels like it. $$

Ai Xin

A little further out of town, this vegetarian restaurant has fresh produce from an organic farm and innovative dishes featuring bean curd and mushrooms. $$

Good Taste Bah Kut Teh

Good Taste, 4km east of the centre, does bah kut teh (meat and bone soup) the Sandakan way, with seafood versions along with traditional pork. $



Sepilok’s Swinging Orangutans

COMMUNE WITH THE GREAT APES

Justifiably renowned globally, Sepilok Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre (SORC) was established in 1964 as Borneo’s first official orangutan rehabilitation centre. Today it draws visitors for guaranteed sightings of the noble orangutan, the only species of great ape found outside Africa, at an established feeding platform; watching the hairy ginger primates swinging in from the forest is a truly memorable experience. This is not a zoo and the animals are free to move around; the 40-sq-km Kabili-Sepilok Forest Reserve harbours many displaced, orphaned and injured orangutans monitored for rehabilitation before being returned to forest life, usually in the Tabin Wildlife Reserve.

The key feature here is the feeding platform, reached via a boardwalk from the park entrance and open twice daily (10am and 3pm). Bananas and other fruits are used to coax a few orangutans out of the jungle and to supplement their food sources. Mothers with babies are frequent visitors while macaques and squirrels may also appear to raid the food stocks. There are up to 200 orangutans living in the sanctuary, though only a few are regular visitors to the feeding platform, most preferring to forage for themselves in the forest. Although feedings can last 45 minutes, they’re often over in less than half an hour, so arrive early to secure a spot – the afternoon feedings are generally less crowded as the tour groups come for the morning session. Tickets are valid for one day, so you can attend both feedings with the same ticket.

Another special feature is the outdoor nursery, a short walk from the feeding platform, where you can watch orphaned youngsters at play in either the air-conditioned or fan-cooled viewing stalls. Arrive when the centre opens at 9am as they’re more active in the morning.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN SANDAKAN

Ba Lin Roof Garden

Rooftop bar atop the Nak Hotel with great cocktails and happy hour. $$

Bistro 88

One of several good waterfront eateries; Asian and Western-style standards. $

Waterfront Seafood

Open-air seafood place in front of Harbour Mall; serves beer. $$


HILLSIDE BURIALS

On a hill about 1km east of Agnes Keith House, Sandakan’s old Chinese cemetery is huge and the hillside graves are an impressive site from the road above.

Just before the cemetery entrance is a terrace with a memorial to the 30 Chinese victims of the Sandakan Massacre on 27 May 1945 – mostly community leaders who were part of the WWII underground movement.

Beyond the Chinese cemetery is the much smaller Japanese cemetery, founded in the 1890s long before WWII. A monument was erected here to fallen Japanese soldiers in 1989.



Meet the Sun Bears

THERE ARE BEARS IN THERE

Sun bears, the world’s smallest bear, are an endangered species endemic to Southeast Asia and the wonderful sanctuary in Sepilok does admirable work taking in orphaned, injured or unwanted ’pet’ bears, readying them for an eventual release back into the wild.

The Borneo Sun Bear Conservation Centre (BSBCC; bsbcc.org.my), established in 2008 by wildlife biologist Dr Wong Siew Te, currently cares for around 44 rescued bears. Two elevated boardwalks and viewing platforms make it possible to see the bears foraging, climbing and sunning themselves in the forest. There are telescopes set up for a closer look, rangers are on hand to answer any questions and the centre has full access for people with disabilities.

Named for the golden bracelet of fur around their necks, the sun bears’ Rorschach-like pattern is never duplicated, varying in colour from cream to orange. Sun bears are found throughout Southeast Asia, usually at an altitude of around 2700m. They’re excellent climbers, equipped with long claws to scale high trees in search of beehives. As they’ll rip a cavity in the trunk to get to their honey, they create a safe place for hornbills and other birds to nest at a later date. They also control the forest’s destructive population of termites, a critical part of the bears’ diet. You can donate to help with feeding and veterinary costs and ’adopt’ a bear. The sanctuary also runs a volunteer programme where you can spend between two and four weeks working with the bear keeper. See the website for details or go to Ape Malaysia (apemalaysia.com) which facilitates the programme.
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WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN SEPILOK

Sepilok Forest Edge Resort

Chalets fit for a colonial explorer and dorms in a longhouse; Nest restaurant. $$$

Sepilok B&B

Dorms, lodge rooms and camping near the Rainforest Discovery Centre. $$

Paganakan Dii

Secluded nature getaway 5km north of Sepilok. $$

Walk above the Treetops

TAKE A WALK ON THE WILD SIDE

While the wildlife sanctuaries of Sepilok get all the limelight, the Rainforest Discovery Centre (facebook.com/sepilokrdc), about 2km from SORC, should not be missed.

The outstanding feature here is the almost 500m-long Rainforest Skywalk, an elevated canopy walkway that gets as high as 27m, allowing you to peer down into the forest. Three towers with spiral staircases climb even higher, a real bonus for bird-watchers, and you may see flying squirrels glide between the treetops here, especially on night walks.

Down at ground level there’s a series of easy interconnecting nature trails, including the 1km trail around the pretty central lake with a swing bridge crossing. For a more demanding trek, the 20km-return Kabili Trail requires a Forest Reserve Entry Permit (RM30) available at the RDC ticket office. There are three shelters along the trail but nowhere to stay or camp – you must return via the same trail; guides aren’t obligatory but can be arranged for RM100.

Another recommended activity here is a guided night walk (RM30) departing every evening at 5pm, led by local naturalists. You might spot tarsiers, slow loris, civets, flying squirrels and other night critters. Book in the morning or the day before.

The Rainforest Discovery Centre is open daily from 8am so get here early before the first feeding at SORC. There’s an exhibit hall near the ticket office with some interesting nature displays and a cafe at the start of the canopy walk.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN SEPILOK

Sepilok Nature Resort

Wood-accented rooms around an ornamental lake; Lake Bistro & Bar. $$

Sepilok Jungle Resort

Good-value rooms with bird-filled gardens and a large lake; Banana Cafe. $$

Nature Lodge Sepilok

Dorms, rooms and Mango Garden restaurant near the Rainforest Discovery Centre. $


I LIVE HERE: COMMUNITY EXPERIENCES
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Anton Ngui heads environmental NGO Future Alam Borneo, and is a local tour guide. Here are his recommendations for community-driven experiences around Sandakan.

Seafood

Visit one of the restaurants in Sim-Sim water village and support community fishermen. Restaurant Sim Sim H90 is the original.

Ramsar Wetlands

The Lower Kinabatangan-Segama Wetlands is Malaysia’s largest Ramsar conservation area and an hour’s boat ride from Sandakan. Visits can be arranged via the NGO Leap Spiral.

Water Villages

Enquire with Sandakan Municipal Council about visiting a kampung in Sandakan Bay – the quintessential life on the sea.



Proboscis Monkeys of Labuk Bay

MEET THE BIG-NOSED MONKEYS

Proboscis monkeys (Nasalis larvatus) are found only in Borneo and they’re among the most extraordinary-looking primates you will see in the wild, with their long bulbous noses (males), red faces and pot bellies.

About 25km northwest of Sepilok and 15km off the highway, a local palm-plantation owner has created the private Labuk Bay Proboscis Monkey Sanctuary, attracting family troops of wild monkeys with beans, cucumber and sugar-free pancakes to two feeding platforms on the edge of the natural forest.

Feeding times are 9.30am and 2.30pm at Platform A, and 11.30am and 4.30pm at Platform B, 1km away. An estimated 300 wild monkeys live in the 6-sq-km reserve and entire harems will happily arrive at the platform well before the food arrives. Although the feeding platform viewpoint isn’t everyone’s idea of an ecologically sound experience, this might be the closest you’ll ever get to seeing these extraordinary monkeys in the wild and allows for amazing photographic opportunities. Silver-leaf langurs and hornbills are also likely to make an appearance.

Named for their long bulbous noses, proboscis monkeys have bright ginger fur, red faces, and the alpha males are constantly, conspicuously, unmistakably…aroused, especially after a feed.

There’s no public transport (apart from tour buses) to Labuk Bay but the route from the highway is signposted and largely paved. Lodgings in Sepilok can arrange transport, including waiting time, for around RM120; SORC taxis charge similar prices.


MAN OF THE WILD

Orangutans (literally ’man of the forest’) were traditionally never hunted by Borneo’s indigenous people but modern-day poaching, logging and habitat destruction have taken a toll on the population, with an estimated 104,000 left in the wild according to WWF.

It was once said that an orangutan could swing from tree to tree from one side of Borneo to the other without touching the ground but today these great apes rely on protected forest reserves, national parks and sanctuaries. Sepilok Orangutan Appeal UK, a UK-based charity, works with SORC and runs the orangutan adoption scheme where you can sponsor a baby for £40 a year.




Getting Around

Sandakan has several minibus terminals. For Sepilok, minibuses run every 15 minutes from opposite the Nak Hotel on Jl Pelabuhan Lama to the turnoff on the highway (Batu 14), from where you can walk or wait for a taxi. Long-distance buses can also drop you off at the junction. A direct shuttle to Sepilok Orangutan Centre runs at 9am and 2pm, returning at noon and 4pm.

For points north along Jln Utara, buses display a sign indicating how far from town they go; eg Batu 2.5 (the long-distance bus station), Batu 14 (the turnoff to Sepilok) and Batu 32 (the end of the line on the KK–Semporna Hwy).

Grab taxis operate around the Sandakan region – a ride from Sandakan to Sepilok costs around RM50. In Sepilok itself a few informal drivers hang around near the Orangutan Centre ready to take you to the Rainforest Discovery Centre, Labuk Bay, the airport or Sandakan.






Beyond Sandakan & Sepilok


[image: jpg]

Sandakan is an important hub for many outstanding wildlife experiences, including the offshore islands of the Sandakan Archipelago.


While everyone knows about the Semporna Archipelago, fewer visitors know of the Sandakan Archipelago, off the coast of its namesake port. The highlight here is a visit to Pulau Selingan, one of the world’s oldest turtle hatcheries.

The archipelago is made up of a number of large islands such as Libaran and Berhala (the latter only a 10-minute boat ride away), while Selingan, Bakungan Kecil and Gulisan islands comprise the Turtle Islands Park. The last three all have turtle hatcheries, but the only one you can visit is Selingan. Libaran has its own private turtle hatchery. Further out is Pulau Lankayan, home to a luxury diving resort.
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TOP TIP

Book ahead for the overnight tours to Pulau Selingan, especially in the busy season from April to October.
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TURTLE LIFE

Green and hawksbill are the most common species of marine turtle found in these waters.

Females usually return to the same beach they were born on to lay their eggs (called natal homing), laying between 50 and 120 eggs in a clutch. It’s thought that fewer than 1% of eggs or turtle hatchlings will survive to adulthood. Those that make it to sexual maturity can live up to 80 years in the wild.

Turtles can swim thousands of kilometres between feeding sites and breeding site (close to their birthplace). Turtles spend most of their lives underwater but need to surface frequently to breathe oxygen.



Meet the Turtles

TURTLE CONSERVATION IN ACTION

Turtle conservation has been underway for many years in Sabah, including at beaches and islands in Semporna Archipelago, Kudat and in Sandakan Archipelago where you’ll find the Turtle Islands Park.

Gazetted in 1977 and made up of three islands, Selingan, Bakungan Kecil and Gulisan, Turtle Islands Park is a safe haven for the endangered green and hawksbill turtles. The park gives a limited number of visitors the rare opportunity to watch turtle landings and see hatchlings being released.

Pulau Selingan offers memorable overnight tours (RM500) departing from the Crystal Quest Jetty in Sandakan. The trip starts with a one-hour boat ride to the uninhabited island. After a briefing at the visitor centre and settling into your accommodation, there’s free time to walk around the island, swim and snorkel. You might be lucky enough to see turtle hatchlings burrowing up through the sand and battling their way down the beach in daylight – these are from naturally hatching eggs not found or collected by rangers. After dark the rangers search for female turtles coming ashore where you can respectfully watch the laying and the process of measuring and checking tags – every detail is meticulously recorded. Eggs are then carefully transferred to the hatchery and any new hatchlings are released on the beach so they can start the cycle again. These turtles will most likely return to the same beach on Selingan to lay their eggs, regardless of how far they have roamed in the intervening years.

Crystal Quest (turtleisland.com.my; WA +60 12-278 7727) in Sandakan is the main operator of tours to Pulau Selingan.

In 2013 a turtle hatchery was set up on Pulau Libaran in cooperation between Sabah Wildlife Department and Alexander Yee, manager of Narsalis Larvatus tours. The inhabited island has a fishing village on one side and mangrove-fringed beaches, where sea turtles are often spotted, on the other. Narsalis Larvatus Tours works with the villagers, who alert it to the presence of any laying turtles so that the eggs can be collected and kept safe in the hatchery. Tours to the island’s Walai Penyu Conservation Park (RM560) are similar to those to Selingan but with accommodation in safari tents; boat departures are from Sandakan Yacht Club.
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WHERE TO STAY ON SANDAKAN ARCHIPELAGO

Lankayan Island Dive Resort

Luxurious island dive retreat with hardwood beach cottages and overwater bungalows. $$$

Walai Penyan Resort

Secluded spot on Pulau Libaran with safari tents, turtle conservation and sea kayaking. $$

Pulau Selingan Bungalows

Included with tours to turtle hatcheries, accommodation is in air-con bungalows. $$


LANKAYAN LUXURY

A sand-haloed speck far out at sea, spectacular Pulau Lankayan is part of a protected marine reserve and one of eastern Sabah’s more exclusive islands, with just one luxury dive resort (dive-malaysia.com). Honeymooners and divers come here for the seclusion and exploration of the island’s 14 dive sites, rich in leopard sharks, stingrays, giant groupers, harlequin ghost pipefish, parrotfish and other creatures of the deep.

Pulau Lankayan is also a turtle nesting ground, with hatcheries around the island and sightings pretty much guaranteed both above and beneath the waves.




Getting Around

Boat transfers to the islands of Sandakan Archipelago are included as part of your tour or accommodation booking. For Pulau Selingan boats depart from Crystal Quest Jetty and for Pulau Libaran they depart from the nearby Sandakan Yacht Club; both trips take around 45 minutes.






SUNGAI KINABATANGAN
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There’s something soulful about gliding down the river in search of wildlife and that frisson of excitement as a rustle of jungle foliage reveals a foraging orangutan or a playful group of proboscis monkeys. Kinabatangan, Sabah’s longest inland waterway at 560km, is where these experiences come to life.

Dozens of boats drift along the banks, into oxbow lakes and down narrow tributaries of riverine forest, with guides pointing out primates and birdlife and handing around the binoculars. This is the only place in Sabah where you can find a concentration of 10 primates and is protected in fragmented parts by the 260-sq-km Kinabatangan Wildlife Sanctuary.

Lodges and homestays are scattered around the upper and lower reaches of the river, with most concentrated around Bilit and Sukau. Most lodges operate on packages of two to three days with river trips, guides and meals included.
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1Gomantong Cave

SLEEPING

2Balai Kito Homestay

3Miso Walai Homestay

4Osman’s Homestay

5Sukau Village Viewstay

6Tanjung Bulat Jungle Camp

7Tungog Rainforest Eco Camp

8Uncle Tan’s Jungle Camp

TRANSPORT

9Kinabatangan




TOP TIP

Sungai Kinabatangan is a very long river but most lodges and homestays are concentrated in Bilit and Sukau, tiny villages about 5km apart and 40km east of the main highway. There are more homestays south of Sukau Junction.
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LODGE PACKAGES

The majority of river lodges and jungle camps along the Kinabatangan operate on all-inclusive packages of two or three days (or more). A two-day/one-night package will likely include lunch and dinner, a late-afternoon wildlife cruise, a night walk or cruise then an early-morning boat trip before breakfast and checkout.

More common is the three-day/two-night package, which adds in additional boat trips and an optional jungle trek. These packages usually also include transport to and from the lodge (in some cases only accessible by boat). If you prefer to do things independently, check out the local homestays.



Cruising the Kinabatangan

WILDLIFE FROM THE WATER

A wildlife cruise down the Kinabatangan is the primary experience here, and with a good guide and some good fortune it can be an unforgettable one.

Late-afternoon and early-morning boat trips cruise the river in search of nest-building orangutans, playful proboscis monkeys, shy silver-leaf and maroon langurs, basking monitor lizards and chattering long-tailed and pig-tailed macaques. Sadly, one reason so many animals are here is the expansion of palm-oil plantations (and before that, logging) driving local wildlife to the riverbank. The animals simply have less natural forest in which to live.

Almost all lodges include guided river tours in package rates of one to three nights. If you prefer to explore independently, contact local homestay programmes, which will be able to hook you up with a boat operator and guide.

Night cruises and night walks add another dimension and might reveal pygmy elephants, pythons coiled in trees, civet cats, buffy fish owls, flatheaded cats and the eyes of crocodiles glinting redly in torchlight.
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WHERE TO STAY IN BILIT

Borneo Natural Sakau Bilit Resort

Riverfront jungle lodge with cosy air-con cottages. $$

Nature Lodge Kinabatangan

Eco-conscious lodge run by River Junkie with dorm-style huts and twin-bed chalets. $$

Last Frontier

Back from the river and reached via steep steps; great views and a sense of seclusion. $$

The Homestay Experience

LIVE WITH THE LOCALS

Kinabatangan is one of the best places in Sabah to experience village life and local hospitality around Sukau, Bilit and other villages through numerous homestays. Travellers can stay with local Orang Sungai (People of the River) and inject money into local economies. While some homestays can be contacted directly, there are homestay programme coordinators who will place you with individual families.

When staying in a homestay, it is important to act as a guest in someone’s home. Privacy will be reduced, accommodation may be very basic and you might be expected to help with basic chores (depends on the family). Homestay owners will be able to arrange river guides and boat captains.

Sukau Village Viewstay and Balai Kito Homestay offer accommodation and can connect you with other homestays, cultural programmes, volunteer projects, treks and wildlife cruises. Also recommended in Sukau is Osman’s Homestay, a simple, friendly place on the opposite side of the river from the village.

Bilit Village Homestay is a community-based programme involving around 10 local families. Look for the official ’Homestay Malaysia’ signs.

Miso Walai Homestay, based at the KOPEL centre in Mengaris village, (where the Kinabatangan River crosses the A5 highway), is one of the oldest community ecotourism initiatives in the area. As well as the homestay programme and river cruises, travellers can volunteer here with tree-planting and rainforest conservation.

It is also possible to stay at the following remote camps:

• Tanjung Bulat Jungle Camp is situated on an oxbow lake, far from any village. Afiq runs this remote camp, reached by boat.

• Tungog Rainforest Eco Camp is not luxurious but not too remote. The budget riverside camp is run by KOPEL.

• Uncle Tan’s Jungle Camp is one of Kinabatangan’s original eco camps. It’s basic and very isolated but the real deal.

WHERE TO STAY IN SUKAU

Sukau Rainforest Lodge

The most upscale place on the river with beautifully appointed split-level rooms. $$$

Kinabatangan Riverside Lodge

Luxury chalets connected by shady raised walkways. $$

Sukau Backpackers B&B

Tidy en-suite rooms and the option to book and pay for tours as you go. $


WHY I LOVE SUNGAI KINABATANGAN
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Paul Harding, writer

Sungai Kinabatangan is everything that’s great about Borneo. Sabah’s longest river feels remote without being too remote. It promises wildlife and delivers with orangutans, proboscis monkeys and hornbills inhabiting the riverside forest. All this from the comfort of a riverboat. No muddy trekking, mountain climbing or feeding platforms here, just a sedate cruise with a pair of binoculars, long camera lens and nature at its best. Whether you’re in a riverside lodge or staying with a local family in a homestay, the Orang Sungai (People of the River) are friendly, in tune with their riverine environment and happy to show you around their backyard.



Gomantong Cave

CAVE OF SWIFTLETS

Gomantong Cave is a large bat-filled cave system about 28km west of Sukau and a few kilometres south of the road to Sukau Junction. It’s known in Sabah as the best natural source of swiftlet nests, used in the Chinese delicacy bird’s nest soup.

The white nests are more valuable then the black ones and Gomantong has a lot of them. A kilogram of white swiftlet spit can bring in over US$4000, making it a lucrative trade. Today the caves operate on a four-month cycle, with closures at the beginning of the term to discourage nest hunters.

The caves are currently closed to visitors (possibly until 2024) while authorities rebuild boardwalks, develop a proposed visitor centre and open more of the caves to tourism, while protecting the important nests. One aim is to make Simud Putih (White Cave) more accessible to visitors. Ask at your accommodation about the progress.


BUKIT BELANDA

Bukit Belanda – Dutch Hill – is a 420m hill located behind the village of Bilit. The land is owned by the citizens of Bilit, who, despite pressures from logging companies, have not opened the hill to the timber industry, preferring to maintain it as a haven for wildlife. Hike to the top early in the morning, where you’ll be rewarded by lovely views of Sungai Kinabatangan.

There’s no official infrastructure here; just ask someone at your lodge or Bilit itself to guide you to the beginning of the ascent path. Only attempt it if you’re physically fit.




Getting Around

River lodges, especially the more remote or upmarket ones, should arrange transfers from Sandakan, Sepilok or Tawau as part of your booked package. In some cases this might include boat transport to the final destination. Coming from KK or Semporna by bus, ask the driver to let you off at ’Sukau Junction’, also known as ’Meeting Point’, the turnoff road to reach Sukau, and prearrange a pick-up from there if staying at a homestay or guesthouse in Sukau or Bilit.

If you’re driving, the road from the highway to Sukau and Bilit, around 40km, is paved but potholed.






Beyond Sungai Kinabatangan
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Stop off between Kinabatangan and Semporna to experience some of the wildest wildlife parks in eastern Sabah.


About 100km south of Kinabatangan, Lahad Datu is the jumping-off point for two of eastern Sabah’s major wildlife parks, Tabin Wildlife Reserve and Danum Valley Conservation Area, making this prime territory for wilderness expeditions. The Dent Peninsula, Sabah’s easternmost point, is little visited compared with Kinabatangan to the north and Semporna to the south but it’s an accessible and authentic slice of Borneo.

Both parks are best visited by organised tour and numerous operators can get you there. Both have high-end forest lodge accommodation but Danum Valley also has budget hostel options.
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TOP TIP

If you’re hiking in Danum Valley or Tabin Wildlife Reserve pack some leech socks (especially if there’s been rain), full-length hiking pants, tropical-strength insect repellent, plasters for blisters and a powerful torch.




Lahad Datu: Crossroads of the East

HALFWAY TOWN

Lahad Datu is behind only Sandakan and Tawau as the main town in eastern Sabah but for travellers it’s essentially a crossroads, roughly halfway between Sandakan and Semporna, and the main base for Tabin Wildlife Reserve to the east and Danum Valley to the west.

For local information seek out Simon and Itisha at Bike & Tours B&B. Although they were no longer operating the bike tours at the time of writing, the guesthouse and evening meals are both recommended, and they can arrange a variety of ecotours with advance notice.

Most accommodation in Lahad Datu is near the waterfront, while the bus station and offices of Danum Valley Field Centre and Borneo Nature Tours are in the upper part of town known as Taman Fajar. The office of Tabin Wildlife Holidays is across the highway in the airport.
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WHERE TO STAY IN LAHAD DATU

Bike & Tours B&B

Run by a Swiss/Malay couple, the four rooms are homey and comfortable. $$

Tabin Lodge B&B

Budget central hotel with shared or private bath. $

Hotel De Leon

Lahad Datu’s plushest option with restaurant and well-kept rooms. $$


MT SILAM

A popular half-day trip from Lahad Datu is to Mt Silam (884m), about 25km southwest.

A taxi can take you up to the 30m-high Towers of Heaven (Menara Kayangan) observation tower with fabulous views over Darvel Bay. There are short walking trails around the tower and the summit trail to the peak starts here. Allow four hours to complete the challenging summit loop trail – start early and avoid walking this trail alone. Bike & Tours in Lahad Datu can give more information.

Keep a look out on the forest floor for small orange-red land crabs endemic to this region.




World-Class Conservation

DANUM VALLEY CONSERVATION, RESEARCH AND WILDLIFE

The 440-sq-km Danum Valley Conservation Area is home to a mind-blowing spectrum of jungle creatures and a world-class conservation field centre that attracts scientists and naturalists from around the globe. This almost impenetrable arboreal fortress is fed by Sungai Segama and shaded by 70m-high old-growth trees and 1093m-high Mt Danum. Recognised as one of the world’s most complex ecosystems, a new species of plant is found here every week and this is one of the most sought-after of Borneo’s reserves for researchers, along with wildlife and nature enthusiasts.

The main activities here are walks on more than 50km of marked trails. You must hike with a guide or ranger, usually in small groups. The Danum Valley Field Centre has dormitory accommodation, along with a guesthouse and chalets, so this is the best budget option. Luxurious Borneo Rain-forest Lodge offers all-inclusive packages with trained guides.


KAWAG FOREST

A lesser-known and more affordable alternative to Danum Valley, Kawag Forest, about 50km west of Lahad Datu, is part of the Ulu Segama Malua Forest Reserve that acts as a buffer to Danum Valley. With a river, waterfalls, nature trails and abundant wildlife, it’s a great place to get back to nature in mostly secondary rainforest.

Kawag Nature Lodge has all-inclusive, two-night packages with transport from Lahad Datu for around RM1500 per person twin-share, with guided jungle walks and river cruises available.



Safari Drives & Dawn Hikes

TOUR TABIN WILDLIFE RESERVE

About an hour’s drive from Lahad Datu, the 1120-sq-km Tabin Wildlife Reserve consists mainly of lowland dipterocarp forest with mangrove areas – most of it is technically secondary forest. The stars here are the elephants and primates – gibbons, red-leaf monkeys, macaques and orangutans. Rescued and rehabilitated orangutans and sun bears from Sepilok are released here, so it’s an important part of the conservation work. Tabin has a number of mud volcanoes and salt licks where animals and birds gather for their precious minerals, and you can watch them from viewing towers. Dawn forest walks and safaris are better for bird spotting, while afternoon hikes and night walks and drives improve your chances of seeing the animal life.

There are eight hiking trails around the Tabin Wildlife Resort, varying in difficulty and in length from 400m to 2.8km, one leading to Lipad mud volcano; all treks must be led by a guide. The resort is the only accommodation in the reserve and it’s typically packaged up with meals, transport to and from Lahad Datu, guided walks and a night safari.


Getting Around

Lahad Datu is a transport hub so getting here is easy. There’s a daily flight from KK and frequent long-distance buses between KK and Tawau stop in Lahad Datu. Minivans also operate to Sandakan and Semporna, both about two hours away. Grab taxis operate in Lahad Datu.

Transport from Lahad Datu to Danum Valley or Tabin Wildlife Reserve is included with an organised tour or accommodation booking. Danum Valley can only be reached by authorised vehicles; the field centre bus runs three times a week from Lahad Datu. If you’re self-driving with a 4WD vehicle, ask for a permit from the Danum Valley Field Centre office in Lahad Datu. While it’s possible to drive yourself to Tabin Wildlife Reserve, most of the road is unsealed and rough, and may require a 4WD after rain.






SEMPORNA & THE ARCHIPELAGO
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The stunning sapphire waters and emerald isles of the Semporna Archipelago, where stateless Bajau Laut sea nomads live alongside luxurious dive resorts, are plucked from your most vivid dreams of tropical paradise. This is first and foremost a diving destination – one of the best in the world – but even non-divers will enjoy island-hopping boat trips, snorkelling in shallow reefs, eating fresh seafood and staying in romantic overwater bungalows.

Pulau Sipadan, declared a marine park in 2004, is the undisputed star of the show but there’s also excellent diving around Pulau Mabul and Tun Sakaran Marine Park, all less than an hour by speedboat from the mainland. Travellers and divers flock here for the underwater world so it pays to plan ahead in high season (June to September) if you want to secure that Sipadan permit.
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SIGHTS

1Bohey Dulang

2Pulau Bum Bum

3Pulau Pom Pom

4Pulau Sibuan

5Semporna

6TRACC

7Tun Sakaran Marine Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Kapalai

9Pulau Mabul

10Pulau Mantabuan

11Pulau Mataking

12Pulau Sipadan
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TOP TIP

The Semporna Islands are loosely divided into two geographical sections: the northern islands, protected as Tun Sakaran Marine Park, including Bohey Dalang and Pom Pom; and the southern islands, which includes Sipadan, Mabul and Kapalai. Both areas are around 45 minutes to one hour by speedboat from Semporna town.




Hanging Around in Semporna Town

MAINLAND BASE FOR THE ISLANDS

Semporna town tends to get a bad rap from travellers – most itching to get out to the islands – but this is where you’ll start your island adventure and it’s not a bad place to hang out for a short while.

The area around the main jetty and market can be a bit trash-strewn and the Bajau street kids from the sprawling stilt villages follow tourists about begging for money, but the seafront location, buzzing boats, outlook to offshore islands and good seafood restaurants along the waterfront boardwalk give it a relaxing feel. All of the main dive companies have offices here so you can easily organise boat transfers and store luggage, but Semporna also has a decent range of accommodation in all budgets so overnighting here before or after heading to the islands is easy. This is also the departure point for island day trips.

Semporna has ATMs, supermarkets, shopping malls and even Western fast-food joints – all the things you won’t find out on the islands.

The large island directly across the water from Semporna is Pulau Bum Bum, with several Bajau water villages, and some appealing overwater resorts off the northeastern side. Local taxi boats leave from the main jetty to Balimbang village for just a few ringgit as soon as there are enough passengers. Local minivan drivers at Balimbang jetty will offer to give you a short tour of the island for around RM50 but there’s no public transport.

WHERE TO STAY IN SEMPORNA TOWN

Cube Bed Station

Central waterfront guesthouse with small but cosy and modern private rooms. $$.

Sipadan Inn

Simple but tidy rooms and very friendly staff. Sipadan Inn 2 has pricier sea-view rooms. $$

Kuree Hut

Back from the waterfront, this is a popular budget guesthouse with breakfast. $


REGATTA LEPA

Traditionally the Bajau Laut sea nomads only set foot on mainland Borneo once a year; for the rest of the time they lived on small islets or their boats. Today the old cycle of annual return is celebrated and marked by the Regatta Lepa.

For visitors the highlight of the festival is the lepa-decorating (boat-decorating) contest held among Bajau families and paraded in the waters around Semporna town in late April. Book accommodation well in advance.



Island Boat Trips

BOOK A BOAT FROM SEMPORNA

A must-do day trip, especially for non-divers, is an island tour to Tun Sakaran Marine Park, northeast of Semporna town. There are a variety of options but the most popular trip visits Bohey Dulang island, Pulau Sibuan and Pulau Mantabuan. Pom Pom and Mataking are also in this area.

The day starts around 9am from Semporna Jetty with a 45-minute ride out to Bohey Dulang, a forested island with a long pier, small museum and popular 700m hike to the viewpoint at Bohey Dulang Peak. The hike is steep and slippery in places and you must wear enclosed shoes (they can be hired from a kiosk at the pier) but anyone with a moderate level of fitness can do it. You’re rewarded at the top with a sensational view of nearby Bodgaya Island and the otherworldly turquoise shallows surrounding the islands.

Next stop is usually for lunch on the boat and snorkelling in the shallow reefs off Pulau Mantabuan. At the Instagram-favourite sandbar island of Pulau Sibuan, coconut sellers set up in the shade and you can paddle or swim in shallow lukewarm waters.

Any accommodation place and most dive outfits in Semporna can book a trip for you for around RM150 per person, or head down to the jetty and bargain with the boat captains.


OVERWATER RESORTS

Kapalai Resort

Sumptuous, secluded stilted water village on its own private sandbar across from Mabul. $$$

Mabul Water Bungalows

Exquisite Balinese-style stilted bungalows with palm-fronted porches. $$$

Dragon Inn

The ’floating hotel’ dominates the Semporna town waterfront. No boat ride required. $$

Lato Lato Resort

Overwater budget resort, not connected to any island, one of several stilt resorts north of Pulau Bum Bum. $$

Sipadan Water Village Resort

These 42 stilted chalets connected by wooden walkways are among the best on Mabul. $$$



Diving Sipadan

EPIC WORLD-CLASS DIVING

Pulau Sipadan, 36km off the southeast coast, is justifiably famous in diving circles. The island itself is beautiful with turquoise water lapping sugar-fine sand, and it’s protected by a limited number of daily dive permits and a ban on overnight stays. The island sits atop a pinnacle of rock that plunges dramatically into the ocean depths and prompted renowned diver and oceanographer Jacques Cousteau to describe it as ’an untouched piece of art’. A virtual motorway of marine life passes around you on any given day, including parrotfish, batfish, octopus and cuttlefish, reef sharks, lionfish and clownfish.

Roughly a dozen delineated dive sites orbit the island, the most famous being Barracuda Point, where chevron and blacktail barracuda merge to form impenetrable walls of undulating fish. South Point hosts large pelagics such as hammerhead and thresher sharks and manta rays, as well as bumphead parrotfish. Expect the current to be strong here. The west side of the island features walls that tumble down to an impossibly deep 2000m – everything about Sipadan is epic in scale!

Since 2022 you must have a minimum advanced open-water certification to dive at Sipadan (two dives only per day) and a limit of 176 permits are issued daily by Sabah Parks, shared out among the various dive operators and resorts. Permits must be booked by 11am the day before the intended dive. It’s possible to turn up in Semporna and secure a permit for Sipadan within a day or two, especially in the low season, but most resorts and operators require you to do at least a day of orientation diving elsewhere first. Resorts on Mabul recommend two days and six dives with accommodation before securing a Sipadan permit.

For just about everything you need to know about Sipadan, check out sipadan.com.
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WHERE TO STAY ON PULAU MABUL

Scuba Junkie Mabul Beach Resort

Eco-conscious and highly-rated dive resort attracting an international crowd. $$

Uncle Chang’s

Basic budget place on stilts in the Malay village. $

Borneo Divers Mabul Resort

Timber chalets orbit a pool and gardens; long private jetty extends out front to the dive centre. $$$


SEMPORNA SNORKELLING

If you’re not a diver and wondering whether to visit Semporna, the answer is yes.

On island boat trips you’ll be able to experience good snorkelling in shallow reefs but even on proper dive trips you should be able to snorkel at a reduced rate with a good chance of seeing stingrays, sea turtles and all sorts of other marine wildlife in the shallows of a tropical archipelago.

It’s a bit pricey when you factor in the high cost of island accommodation or transport out to the islands, but it might just inspire you to do a PADI course.




Mabul & Kapalai

BEST BASE FOR DIVERS

When accommodation was banned on Sipadan in 2004 most of the operators upped sticks and moved their resorts to Mabul. Today the tiny island has more accommodation than any other in the archipelago, along with two Bajau villages, so it can feel a bit crowded at times. Still, this is the island of choice for most divers.

Pulau Mabul is home to world-class muck (macro) diving and is an obvious base for speedboat trips to the legendary underwater world of Sipadan – most resorts request that you do at least one day of diving here before getting a permit for Sipadan. If you walk around the island (it takes about half an hour), you’ll notice a stark contrast between the manicured resort grounds on the northern side and the relative squalor of the Malay-Bajau villages to the south and west: the smaller village sharing the beach with the resorts is home to the stateless Bajau Laut sea nomads, while the larger, mixed Malay-Bajau one has stilt houses connected by rickety boardwalks overlooking a trash-swamped beach.

Still the two worlds coexist side by side and the village children are usually excited to have a chat or start up a game of football, volleyball or basketball.

With a luxurious resort set on stilts on the shallow sandbanks of the Ligitan reefs, Kapalai is one of the best macro dive sites in the world – on any given day you’ll see blue-ringed octopus, bobtail squid, cardinal fish and orangutan crabs. Not so much an island but a small, sloping reef, approximately 15m deep, Kapalai is ringed with two dozen dive sites, often visited by boats from Mabul. The five wrecks on the sandy plateau below the reef attract giant stingrays, massive potato groupers and schools of barracuda and jackfish.

WHERE TO STAY ON PULAU MABUL

Mabul Backpackers

Basic but clean dorms and budget rooms overwater at southern end of the island. $

Billabong Scuba Backpackers

Budget place built out to sea on the western side of the island. $

Seaventures Dive Resort

Former oil rig accommodation platform offshore from Mabul on its own house reef. $$


MABUL DIVE OUTFITS

See sipadan.com for a rundown of dive operators.

Borneo Divers

Longest-operating diving outfit in Sabah.

Scuba Junkie

Highly committed to marine conservation; ideal for divers of all abilities.

Seaventures

Purpose-built former oil rig with its own house reef.

Sipadan Scuba

Reliable Semporna-based outfit.

Uncle Chang’s (facebook.com/UCbackpackers)

Budget snorkelling and diving day trips.

Big John Scuba (facebook.com/BIGJOHNSCUBA)

Muck diving off Pulau Mabul and Kapalai.

Billabong Scuba (facebook.com/BSDSBillabong)

Large groups, basic accommodation on Mabul.



Pom Pom & Mataking

REBUILDING THE REEF

About an hour by boat from Semporna, just beyond the Tun Sakaran Marine Park, Pulau Pom Pom is a pretty island, ringed by azure waters and white sand. With a couple of luxury but low-key resorts, Pom Pom is much more peaceful than Mabul – relaxing and swimming are popular with the honeymooning and day-tripping crowd but scuba diving is still an active pursuit here.

The diving is rewarding here and the reef that had been damaged by past destructive fishing practices, such as dynamiting, is now being repaired through the work of TRACC (Tropical Research and Conservation Centre), an established marine conservation agency based on the island. At any given time dozens of TRACC volunteers can be found here working on reef restoration projects or helping out at the turtle hatchery. Visitors are welcome to stop by and chat with staff and volunteers.

East of Pom Pom, Pulau Mataking is essentially a forested sandbar with beautiful diving – the house reef provides some of the best underwater adventure outside Sipadan for divers and snorkellers.

At the southern end of the island, angelfish, moorish idols and ribbon eels weave their way in and out of the Garden of Eden, while D’Wall, at Pulau Mataking’s north end, is a spectacular drift dive. There’s a single luxury resort on the island.

[image: jpg]

Pulau Pom Pom | LUCAS LAU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN SEMPORNA TOWN

Fat Mom’s

Semporna’s go-to place for some of the tastiest, freshest seafood around. $$

Summer Breeze Cafe

Favourite cafe for many locals and divers, back from the waterfront; serves pan-Asian and pizzas. $$

Restoran Bismillah

Reliable 24-hour stalwart with noodle dishes, rice, biryani and variations on roti canai. $


ISLAND SECURITY

If staying on Pulau Mabul and visiting Sipadan you might notice the presence of armed police patrolling the beach and at the time of writing a huge new naval base was under construction on Mabul. Esscom (Eastern Sabah Security Command), set up in 2013 following a spate of kidnap-for-ransom incidents, covers 1400km of the east coast of Sabah from Kudat to Tawau, providing security for the islands.

There have been no reported incidents since 2020 but pirates continue to be active in the region. Always check the latest security warnings with your home country’s travel advisories.




Getting Around

Semporna is easily reached by bus from Sandakan (five hours) and Lahad Datu (two hours) or by minivan from Tawau (two hours). The bus station and Tawau minivan stop are only a couple of blocks from the Semporna waterfront – if you have a lot of luggage a Grab taxi costs between RM5 and RM10 to most central hotels or the main jetties.

All transport to the archipelago goes through Semporna. Most boats depart from one of three public jetties in the morning so if you arrive in Semporna in the late afternoon you’ll need to spend the night in town. Higher-end diving lodges include boat transfer in package prices; budget ones may charge extra. It takes between 45 minutes and one hour to reach the islands of Tun Sakaran Marine Park or to Pulau Mabul and Sipadan.






Beyond Semporna
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Where to after Semporna? Many travellers make a quick exit but there’s more to explore in Sabah’s Deep South.


The southern corner of Sabah is often overlooked by travellers or simply passed through by those heading to Semporna, the interior jungles of Maliau Basin or making the border crossing to Indonesia. It’s true that this region has few big-name sights but Tawau, Sabah’s third city, nudges up against the Celebes Sea and boasts some of the best seafood east of KK, while the nearby Tawau Hills Park offers excellent hiking and wildlife-watching with no crowds.

This region is thick with palm-oil plantations, a major part of the agricultural economy, but there is also a growing cocoa industry here, along with fishing and timber export.
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TOP TIP

Tawau is Sabah’s border crossing with Kalimantan and the only place where foreigners can get a visa to enter Indonesia. The Indonesian consulate (kemlu.go.id/tawau/en) is off Jln Sinn Onn, about 4km north of the waterfront.




Sabah’s Southern City

SAVOUR SEAFOOD DOWN SOUTH

Sabah’s third-largest city and seaport, Tawau, about two hours by car or minivan from Semporna, is one of Sabah’s crossroad towns and transport hubs. This is the only crossing point with Kalimantan where foreigners can get a visa for Indonesia; ferries make the trip to Nunukan or Tarakan.

Food features prominently on the Tawau cultural landscape, with superb, fresh-from-the-boat seafood at several open-air restaurants and hawker stalls down by the waterfront, as well as numerous Malay dishes with origins in Tawau. Thanks to Tawau’s proximity to Indonesia and large population of Indonesians, Filipinos, Bajau and Hakka Chinese, the city has also developed some non-Malay culinary specialities.

Tawau has some good-value midrange hotels if you’re overnighting, but attractions in the city are thin on the ground. Teck Guan Cocoa Museum, at a local cocoa factory, is dedicated to all things chocolate, which you can see and taste on a one-hour tour with Go Borneo Tours.

For local information check out etawau.com.
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WHERE TO EAT IN TAWAU

Good View Seafood

No view but an extensive menu of king lobster, steamed clams and kung pao squid. $$

Restoran Hajji Tamrin

A well-known place for the local speciality, nasi kuning (yellow rice). $

Yassin Curry House

A 24-hour curry joint serving roti canai and curries. $


TAWAU TREATS

Mee Jawa

The Javanese take on Asia’s ubiquitous noodle soup.

Gado Gado

A deliciously simple Indonesian speciality: vegetable salad with prawn crackers and peanut sauce.

Nasi Kuning

Yellow rice cooked with coconut milk and turmeric. In Tawau it is often served wrapped in a banana leaf with deep-fried fish (ikan) or chicken (ayam).

Coto Makassar

Buffalo/beef soup from southern Sulawesi, a delicious dark broth enriched with buffalo/cow blood and some 40 spices.

Mee Tauhu

Tawau’s version of noodle soup; fried noodles with tofu.




Trekking in Tawau Hills Park

NATURE ON THE CITY DOORSTEP

Tawau Hills Park, about 40 minutes from Tawau by car or taxi, is the reason serious trekkers visit this part of Sabah. Bordered by agriculture and human habitation, and only 28km north of Tawau city, this easily accessible 280-sq-km nature reserve comprises lowland rainforest, with jungle-clad hills rising dramatically from the surrounding plain.

Tawau Hills is a favourite destination for local families on weekends, but they rarely proceed beyond the picnic tables and for the most part you have the wildlife-rich jungle all to yourself. The park was gazetted in 1979 to protect the water catchment for settlements in the area, but not before most of the accessible rainforest had been logged.

Accommodation consists of a single air-conditioned chalet for up to six people and a 10-room hostel near the reception. There’s another hostel on Mt Lucia.

Although you don’t need a guide, Shavez and the team at 1StopBorneo Wildlife can organise recommended multiday wildlife-spotting trips to the park. Guides and permits can also be arranged through Sabah Parks at the park reception. To ascend Mt Maria (12.3km) and Mt Magdalena (17km), you need permission from the rangers, but Mt Lucia (10.5km) is readily accessible.

A taxi from Tawau should cost around RM50; a Grab ride will be around half that.


PYGMY ELEPHANTS

North of Tawau, the Softwoods eucalyptus plantation is actively involved in the conservation of three groups of pygmy elephants (around 80 in total) that roam its 660-sq-km territory.

Come here with 1StopBorneo Wildlife and go looking for elephants on an exhilarating drive in the back of a pick-up truck. As part of the tour you can assist with planting trees that will help re-create a wildlife corridor between Tawau Hills State Park and Danum Valley.




Getting Around

Tawau city is the transport hub for the region, though the airport is 35km east of the city and the main long-distance Sri Indah Regional Bus Terminal is 17km east. Both are easily reached by Grab taxi or any minivan heading east. Although there’s a paved rugged road between Tawau and Keningau, long-distance buses don’t use this isolated route.






SABAH’S INTERIOR RESERVES
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The last frontier of Sabah’s remaining pristine jungles and primary forest lies deep in the interior, pockets of which are protected as conservation areas and forest reserves, including Maliau Basin, Deramakot and Imbak Canyon.

This is the remote Borneo many adventure seekers, naturalists and wildlife enthusiasts are searching for. Tough trekking on guided trails through thick jungle is the norm, and rough 4WD logging tracks give access to previously impenetrable forest. The rewards are rich wildlife-spotting opportunities, epic scenery, remote hiking and spectacular waterfalls.

The catch is that travel in Sabah’s interior (not to be confused with the official Interior Division) requires preplanning and comes at a considerable cost. Reserves can usually only be entered with an authorised tour operator or with prior permission, accommodation bookings, a guide and 4WD transport, but if you’re prepared and willing, the trip of a lifetime awaits.
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TOP TIP

Sabah’s interior essentially covers the large swathes of jungle and old-growth forest east of the Crocker Ranges and west of Danum Valley, bounded to the north by Hwy 22 and to the south by the newer Keningau–Tawau road. In most cases you’ll need a 4WD vehicle and a guide/driver.





TOUR COSTS

Visiting Sabah’s interior reserves can be expensive – especially if you’re a solo traveller.

Groups of six or more can really bring the costs down, which is why joining an organised tour is sometimes the only way to go. All of the reserves have hostel accommodation for the budget-minded, and Maliau Basin and Imbak Canyon, managed by Yayasan Sabah, can be booked direct, though you’ll still need to organise transport into the reserves and hook up with others to reduce guide fees.

Shop around among tour operators but as a guide, a three-day/two-night trip to Deramakot costs from RM2450 per person and a four-day/three-night trip to Imbak is around RM5250. A three-day/two-night to Maliau Basin costs from RM3050 person. Prices are based on two people sharing – solo travellers usually pay a supplement.



Enter Sabah’s Lost World

THE PRIMEVAL WILDERNESS OF THE MALIAU BASIN

Encircled by insurmountable cliffs in southwestern Sabah, the Maliau Basin Conservation Area (MBCA) is known as ’Sabah’s Lost World’, a unique pocket of primeval wilderness virtually untouched for millennia and unknown to the outside world until a few decades ago.

The basin, a 25km-wide bowl-shaped depression of rainforest, went unnoticed until a pilot almost crashed into the walls that hem it off in 1947. Sabah Foundation designated it a conservation area in 1981 but it wasn’t until 1988 that a serious expedition into the basin found a self-contained ecosystem of 12 types of forest and tremendous waterfalls. This is now the best place in Borneo to trek through old-growth tropical rainforest and to dramatic waterfall-fed swimming holes in the Maliau River catchment.

The Maliau Loop trek will likely be the most memorable hike of your Borneo experience, but it’s not for the faint-hearted. The three- to five-day trek takes in wide swathes of diverse rainforest and four of the basin’s waterfalls: Takob Falls, Giluk Falls, the stupendous, seven-tiered Maliau Falls and Ginseng Falls. You’ll be trekking up to 10km per day and must have a good level of fitness and insurance.

Unlike some other reserves in Sabah’s interior, Maliau Basin can be visited independently with your own transport – the park entrance is just off the Tawau–Keningau highway and the Maliau Basin Studies Centre is a further 25km north on a mostly paved road.

There are some short trails and a ’sky walk’ canopy walkway near the centre, but to trek any further than the immediate surrounds you must have permission from the rangers, hire a guide, have 4WD transport, be self-sufficient with food and camping equipment, and have insurance that covers helicopter evacuations. See the website for more information or visit the Maliau Basin Conservation Area Authority in Tawau.

Accommodation in the park includes upmarket chalets, basic hostel dorm beds and camping facilities at the Maliau Basin Studies Centre. Trekkers can also stay at the Ginseng and Nepenthes camps deep in the jungle.

Maliau Basin, along with Imbak Canyon, is managed by Yayasan Sabah (Sabah Foundation; yayasansabahgroup.org.my/conservation_management.cfm).

Adventure tour operators in KK can arrange all-inclusive trips from around RM5000 per person for a four-day, three-night trip. Reliable operators include Sticky Rice Travel, Borneo Eco Tours and Borneo Adventure.
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WHERE TO STAY AT SABAH’S INTERIOR RESERVES

Maliau Basin Studies Centre

Upscale rooms, resthouse, dorm and camping at park headquarters. $$$

Deramakot Forest Reserve

Chalets and two hostel buildings with dorm beds. $$$

Imbak Canyon Studies Centre

Hostel, resthouse and camping in central compound. $$$


LOCAL FOOTWEAR

For jungle trekking footwear, many locals and guides eschew heavy hiking boots and instead swear by ‘Adidas kampung’, a Malaysian-made rubber shoe with cleats on the sole.

The shoes are cheap, hard-wearing, lightweight, waterproof and dry quickly. The soles have good grip so you can cross rivers and slippery rocks with confidence.

Of course, these shoes have no connection to the real Adidas shoe manufacturer. The local nickname means ‘village Adidas’ and is a reference to some models that come with three stripes (others have four) and are also popular as cheap football boots.

Buy a pair for around RM10 in village shops, convenience stores or markets.




Wildlife Drives in Deramakot Forest

HEAD INTO THE JUNGLE BY 4WD

A favourite among wildlife-watchers, the 555-sq-km Deramakot Forest Reserve, open to the public only since 2012, is a success story of sustainable logging, with the strategic felling of tropical hardwoods coexisting alongside conservation efforts that protect some of Borneo’s most vulnerable animal species.

The main activity in the reserve is a wildlife drive in an open-top safari vehicle along the 32km logging road that leads to Sungai Kinabatangan. There are three wildlife drives per day, with a high likelihood of spotting Borneo’s impressive mammals and varied birdlife.

The only way to enter the reserve is by organised tour, which includes meals, guides, chalet or hostel accommodation and 4WD transport from Telupid. Adventure Alternative Borneo was the pioneer, and it still does most of the tours in the reserve, though several other operators, including Borneo Adventure and Borneo Eco Tours, now also work with Sabah Parks.

INTERIOR TOUR OPERATORS

Adventure Alternative Borneo

Sustainable and ethical tours.

Borneo Adventure

Award-winning Sarawak-based company.

Sticky Rice Travel

Responsible community-based tourism ethos.


COMMUNITY ECOTOURISM

Orou Sapulot is an innovative community ecotourism project that takes you deep into Murut country, visiting caves, waterfalls, villages and Batu Punggul pinnacle.

The project employs local Murut and encourages families to keep their lands for ecotourism purposes rather than selling them to palm-oil and timber companies, thus providing a sustainable income for the communities of Sabah’s interior. In KK Adventure Alternative Borneo and Sticky Rice Travel are Orou Sapulot’s preferred booking agencies.



Go Remote at Imbak Canyon

SABAH’S GRAND JUNGLE CANYON

The impressive Imbak Canyon, a 25km-long valley of pristine rainforest, hemmed in on three sides by immense sandstone cliffs, is the centrepiece of the remote 300-sq-km Imbak Canyon Conservation Area, deep in the heart of Sabah.

Early exploration of this self-contained ecosystem suggests it’s one of the most biodiverse areas in Borneo, with its dipterocarp and heath forests sheltering a wealth of animal life, and it was gazetted as a protected forest reserve in 2009. Natural highlights include a number of waterfalls such as 39m-high Imbak Falls. The Imbak Canyon is a crucial wildlife corridor between Danum Valley and Maliau Basin. More than 250 species of birds are found here, including all eight species of hornbill.

The Imbak Canyon Studies Centre, opened in 2016, is park headquarters and a research facility with a large accommodation compound. Imbak Canyon is only accessible as part of a prebooked package tour but you can book this directly with ICSC or through one of the KK-based tour companies such as Borneo Adventure, Borneo Eco Tours and Adventure Alternative Borneo.


Getting Around

Tawau, with an airport and good bus connections, is the southern access point for Maliau Basin but the majority of organised tours start from KK with transport included in the price.

Both Deramakot Forest Reserve and Imbak Canyon are accessed via the tiny town of Telupid, about 100km southeast of Ranau (between Ranau and Sandakan); from there on it’s 4WD only with a guide or organised tour.

Maliau Basin can be reached by private car on a mostly sealed road from Tawau (two hours). Once you get to the Maliau Basin Studies Centre, the park headquarters, only a 4WD or trekking with a guide will get you any further.








SARAWAK
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CULTURAL RICHES, UNBEATABLE FOOD, PRIMEVAL JUNGLE

A dazzling array of cultures – indigenous (Dayak), Chinese and Malay – flourish alongside primordial rainforests, the habitat of orangutans, proboscis monkeys and hornbills.
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Sarawak makes access to Borneo’s natural wonders and cultural riches a breeze.

From Kuching (pictured, left), Borneo’s most sophisticated and dynamic city, national parks and nature reserves – where you can spot monkeys, rare frogs, killer crocodiles and the world’s largest flower, the rafflesia – can be visited on day trips, with time in the evening for a scrumptious meal (Dayak, Chinese, Malay or Western) and a stroll along the twinkling riverfront.

More adventurous travellers can take a ‘flying coffin’ riverboat up the roiling Batang Rajang, to seek out remote longhouses, and fly (or trek) to the spectacular bat caves and extraordinary rock formations of Gunung Mulu National Park, a Unesco World Heritage Site.

High in the cool valleys and mountains of the Kelabit Highlands, you can chill while snacking on world’s best pineapples or trek through the rainforest from longhouse to longhouse.

For the best chance of seeing an orangutan in the wild, take a guided trek to the Batang Ai region.

Everywhere you go, you’ll encounter the warmth, unforced friendliness and sense of humour that make the people of Malaysia’s most culturally diverse state such delightful hosts.
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THE MAIN AREAS

KUCHING

Sarawak’s capital.

BATANG AI REGION

Primary rainforest, Iban longhouses.

BATANG RAJANG

The Amazon of Sarawak.

MIRI

Gateway to the interior.

GUNUNG MULU NATIONAL PARK

Caves, jungle and soaring peaks.

KELABIT HIGHLANDS

Orang Ulu longhouses and trekking.




Find Your Way

Sarawak, about 1200km from west to east along the soon-to-be four-lane Pan-Borneo Hwy, covers almost as much territory as the entirety of Peninsular Malaysia (west Malaysia). For large areas of wilderness, head inland.
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Plan Your Time

Kuching makes an excellent base for day trips to national parks, nature reserves and Dayak villages, but there’s plenty to do in the state’s other cities. For adventure, head into the interior.
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Three Days to Travel Around

• The first two things you should do in Kuching are visit the Borneo Cultures Museum and take a walk from the Old Court House Complex via Old Chinatown to New Chinatown, circling back along the Riverfront Promenade.

• The next day, have Sarawak laksa for breakfast before heading to Semenggoh Nature Reserve to see orangutans; spend the rest of the day soaking up Kuching’s multicultural vibe and eating spectacularly in hawker centres.

• On your third day take a speedboat to Bako National Park, hopping from one hip Kuching bar to the next after nightfall.




A Week-Long Stay

• Add a day in Kuching to drop by Gunung Gading National Park to see a rafflesia, visit the Bidayuh longhouse of Annah Rais or hang out on the beach at the Permai Rainforest Resort on the Santubong Peninsula. Fly to Gunung Mulu National Park, spending your first afternoon exploring the Deer Cave.

• The next morning visit the Wind Cave and take the Fast Lane Tour in the afternoon, ending the day with an eye-opening Night Walk after dark.

• On your last morning take the 25m-high Mulu Canopy Skywalk – if you dare!




If You Have More Time

• If you’ve got more than a week, you can add days in Kuching or spend more time at Gunung Mulu National Park, perhaps even summiting Gunung Mulu. You can also add a trip up the mighty Batang Rajang, checking out Foochow dishes in Sibu before busing it to the river port of Kapit and then taking a supremely exciting express boat journey up to Belaga.

• Another option is to check out the thriving oil city of Miri, and then fly to the Kelabit Highlands to stay in a longhouse and trek in the jungle.



Seasonal Highlights

The monsoon season lasts from November to February or March, though rain is frequent year-round. High season is July and August.

JANUARY OR FEBRUARY

Chinese New Year brings colourful festivities to Chinese temples across Sarawak.
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MARCH OR APRIL

The Melanau festival of Kaul celebrates the end of the monsoon with boat races and other activities around Mukah.
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JUNE

Sarawak’s indigenous groups come together to celebrate Gawai Dayak; the renowned Rainforest World Music Festival features exquisite music.
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JULY

Miri hosts the Borneo Jazz Festival, Sibu puts on the Borneo Cultural Festival and the Bario Food and Cultural Festival celebrates Kelabit traditions.
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AUGUST

The Kuching Festival brings concerts, performances, exhibitions and a giant food fair to Sarawak’s capital.
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OCTOBER

Prime festival time in Kuching, with month-long What About Kuching (WAK) and the Siniawan Country Music Festival.
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NOVEMBER

Crowds line the Kuching riverfront for the Sarawak Dragon Boat Regatta; the Miri Country Music Fest grooves to harmonies from rural America.
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KUCHING
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Hugging the curves of the languid Sungai Sarawak, Kuching is becoming increasingly known for its expanding calendar of cultural festivals that draw revellers from around Malaysia. Sarawak’s capital for two centuries and an important trading port, Kuching is still a gateway to both jungle and sea, making it an excellent base for day trips to nearby national parks.

The city has some of Southeast Asia’s most delicious food, so it came as no surprise when Unesco named it a Creative City of Gastronomy in 2021. When you’re not slurping Sarawak laksa, attractions include an energetic collage of bustling streets, Chinese temples decorated with dragons, heritage shophouses, sophisticated nightlife and a riverfront esplanade that’s perfect for a romantic evening stroll.

For history buffs, museums and walking tours present the incredible story of the Brooke family, the ‘White Rajas’ who ruled Sarawak from 1841 to 1941.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Borneo Cultures Museum

SIGHTS

2Astana

3Chinese History Museum

4Darul Hana Bridge

5Fort Margherita

6Heroes’ Monument

7Islamic Heritage Museum

8Jalan Carpenter

9Jalan India

10Kampung Boyan

11Old Court House Complex

12Orchid Park

13Pengakalan Sapi

14Padang Merdeka

15Riverfront Promenade

16Sarawak State Assembly

17Square Tower

18Tua Pek Kong Temple

SHOPPING

19Main Bazaar
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TOP TIP

Leave plenty of time to explore Kuching on foot, particularly Old Chinatown (Jln Carpenter), the narrow lanes around Jln India, the charming street frontages of New Chinatown (Jln Padungan) and, in the evening, the Riverfront Promenade.




Borneo’s Cultures & Landscapes

MAGNIFICENT INTRODUCTION TO SARAWAK

Sarawak’s rich natural world and diverse cultures are elegantly presented at the Borneo Cultures Museum (BCM), opened in 2022. Level 3 presents Sarawak’s natural environments (coastal, rainforest and highland), the indigenous groups that inhabit them and the importance of the natural world in their lives and cosmologies. Traditional rituals were performed when real head-hunted skulls were installed in a replica of a Bidayuh headhouse.

Level 4 covers Borneo’s prehistory and history, including the island’s cultural contact with Hindu-Buddhist empires such as Sumatra-based Srivijaya; Borneo’s role in regional maritime trade; and the social, economic and religious changes that took place during the century of Brooke rule. The star exhibit here is the original Niah Lady skull (‘Deep Skull’), the oldest anatomically modern human remains ever found in Island Southeast Asia. It belonged to a Homo sapiens who lived in Niah Cave about 37,000 years ago.

Just west of the BCM and a few metres down the hill is the Islamic Heritage Museum, which offers an introduction to Malay Muslim culture and its long ties with the Muslim heartland far to the west. Displays range from Bornean-Malay architecture, musical instruments and woodcarvings to Arabic calligraphy and astrolabes of the sort that helped Arab mariners travel this far east.

A pedestrian bridge connects the BCM with the lovely hilltop building that once housed the Sarawak Museum, established in 1891 by Charles Brooke as a place to exhibit indigenous handicrafts and wildlife specimens, including many collected by naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace in the 1850s.

The structure is being renovated; no word on whether one of the most notorious displays, a wristwatch found inside the belly of a crocodile, will be returning. From there, the landscaped Sarawak Museum Garden stretches south down a grassy slope, leading past flowers and fountains to a white-and-gold column called the Heroes’ Monument (1993).
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WHERE TO SLURP SARAWAK LAKSA

Choon Hui Café

Old-school kopitiam (coffee shop); also famous for popiah (spring rolls). Open 7am to 11am, closed Mondays. $

126 Laksa

Prepares Kuching’s most delicious Sarawak laksa. Open from 6.30am to 1.30pm. $

Chong Choon Café

Under a large verandah and cooled by helicopter fans. Open 6.30am to about noon, closed Tuesdays. $


LAUNDRY SERVICE

To avoid the high per-piece rates hotels charge for laundry, use a full-service firm that, with an early-morning drop-off, can get your clothes dried the same day. One of the best in Kuching is Mr Clean Laundry Services (tel 010-204 2221) on Lorong Green Hill 1, charging RM8 per kilo.




BEST TOURS OF KUCHING

Brooke Heritage Walking Tour

The Brooke Trust runs 4½-hour guided tours of Kuching (RM150 per person) that present the fascinating history of the White Rajas at sites associated with their rule. Outings begin at 9am on Wednesday and Saturday. To sign up, stop by the Ranee Museum, write brookegallery@brooketrust.org or call 016-310 1880.

Indah House

This hip cafe can arrange tours in and around Kuching as well as longhouse and homestay visits. A half-/whole-day walking tour of Kuching costs RM220/330.

Flavours of Kuching

Telang Usan Travel and Tours (tours.telangusan.com) offers a culinary walking tour of Kuching and a cooking class, led by a professional chef, focusing on traditional dishes; book three or four days ahead.




Strolling along the Riverfront

WATERY VIEWS, FAIRY LIGHTS AND FOOD STALLS

The south bank of Sungai Sarawak has been turned into a lovely Riverfront Promenade, a fine place for a stroll any time a cool breeze blows off the river, especially at sunset. In the evening the waterfront is ablaze with colourful fairy lights and is crowded with couples and families eating snacks as tambang (small passenger ferries) glide past with glowing lanterns. The views across the river to the Astana, the State Assembly and a musical fountain are mesmerising. The water level is kept constant by a downstream barrage.

The Chinese History Museum, housed in the century-old Chinese Court building (directly across the river from Fort Margherita), provides an excellent introduction to the nine major Chinese communities – each with its own dialect, temples and cuisine – who began settling in Sarawak around 1830. It is set to reopen following roof repairs in 2023.

Diagonally across the intersection from the museum stands Tua Pek Kong Temple, the most popular temple in town for Chinese residents. Surrounded by a retaining wall decorated with haut-relief images of coloured dragons, the interior is richly decorated with Chinese lanterns sporting red tassels and affords fine views of the river.

To get to the north bank of Sungai Sarawak, you can either take a tambang (RM1 if you go straight across, RM2 if you cross at an angle) or walk across 335m-long Darul Hana Bridge (the name means ‘home of peace and tranquillity’ in Arabic). Opened in 2017, its S-shaped walkway and two support masts, inclining in opposite directions, symbolise the harmonious balance between the diverse peoples who live together in Sarawak. The two 50m-high towers, with stylised hornbills at the top, are also reminiscent of traditional Bidayuh bamboo bridges. Two spacious viewing decks, sheltered from the rain, are the best spots to take in the panoramic views. On the horizon you can see, to the north, the UFO-shaped Kuching North City Hall and Gunung Santubong (810m), and to the west, Gunung Serapi (910m).


SARAWAK LAKSA

Tangy, chewy, spicy, crunchy and thoroughly lip-smacking, Sarawak laksa is a supremely satisfying way to begin the day. It’s the dish Sarawakians most often crave when they’re away from Borneo.

Sarawak laksa marries a hot, tangy broth – made with a paste of chilli, garlic, shallots, peanuts, galangal (a relative of ginger), candlenuts and lemongrass – with bee hoon (vermicelli noodles) and an array of tasty toppings: bean sprouts, omelette strips, chicken slices, shrimp and chopped coriander. Diners squeeze calamansi lime on top and decide how much fiery sambal belacan (dried prawn paste) they can handle.



Exploring the North Bank

STATE ASSEMBLY, ASTANA AND BROOKE-ERA FORT

The iconic home of the Sarawak State Assembly, inaugurated in 2009, is instantly recognisable thanks to its soaring golden roof, said to resemble either a payung (umbrella) or a terendak (Melanau sunhat).

Built by Charles Brooke in 1869, the Astana (‘palace’) and its manicured gardens still serve as the official home of the governor of Sarawak – it’s conveniently labelled in giant white letters. Once known as Government House, it was used by the Brookes until 1941.

Between the two is Pengakalan Sapi, a landscaped park at the northern anchorage of Darul Hana Bridge. From here, a waterfront path passes by Darul Hana Musical Fountain, whose 15-minute performances – an entrancing fusion of water, light and music – begin daily at 8.30pm and 9.30pm, with a third show at 10.30pm on Friday, Saturday and Sunday.

About 200m north of the Astana’s back entrance, the peaceful gardens of the Orchid Park are home to 100 species, including the Normah orchid, Sarawak’s state flower, which grows inside the cooled greenhouse. It’s closed Mondays.

Inspired by an English Renaissance castle, snow-white Fort Margherita manages to feel both medieval European and tropical. Built by Charles Brooke in 1879 and named after his wife, Ranee Margaret, this hilltop fortress long protected Kuching against surprise attacks by pirates, serving as a remarkably successful deterrent.

Inside, a steep spiral staircase leads up three storeys to the crenellated roof, a great place to take in panoramic views of Sungai Sarawak and the city centre. But the (nine-pointed) star attraction here is the Brooke Gallery, whose excellent exhibits – prepared jointly by the Brooke Trust and the Sarawak Museum – illustrate the remarkable story of the White Rajas of Sarawak with fascinating artefacts and explanations.

The history they tell, with great nuance, is a fascinating counter-narrative to the more usual story of colonial exploitation and postcolonial resentment. In fact, many locals say that Sarawak was never colonised because the Brookes, as they see it, were just another kind (albeit pale) of Sarawakian.

Just east of the fort, Kampung Boyan is a sedate, old-time Malay kampung (village) filled with joyously colourful houses and a profusion of flowering plants. A world away from the glitz and bustle of downtown Kuching, its waterfront has two roofed hawker centres that were under renovation at the time of research.
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WHERE TO EAT DAYAK CUISINE

Lepau

Award-winning midin ferns, cangkok manis and pansuh chicken. Open lunch and dinner; closed Sundays. $$

Telang Usan Restaurant

This hotel’s in-house restaurant is highly respected by Kuchingites for its outstanding Dayak cuisine. $$

Pinggai Café

Unpretentious eatery whose dishes are served with purple Bario rice. Open 9.30am to 3.30pm, closed Mondays. $$


COOKING & CRAFTS CLASSES

Indah House, a cool cafe and hip art space, is a great choice for morning cooking classes (RM198 per person). First you shop in the market, then you learn how to prepare dishes such as Sarawak laksa, chicken and midin ferns. Book at least a day ahead by calling 011-206 6535.

Juliana, the owner of Juliana Native Handiwork, is a virtuoso bead artist – you can admire (and buy) her gorgeously intricate creations at her shop opposite 82 Jln Carpenter. If you’d like to participate in one of her private workshops in Bidayuh beading, call 016-809 5415 at least one day ahead.



Culture at the Court House

MUSEUMS, CAFES AND BROOKE-ERA GHOSTS

Built in 1871 to serve as the seat of Sarawak’s government, the handsome Old Court House Complex is a lovely spot to wander around through peaceful, colonnaded verandahs or enjoy a meal or a drink in an upscale restaurant, cafe or bar. The complex often hosts concerts, exhibitions and other cultural events. Sarawak Tourism has a visitor information centre here.

The fascinating Ranee Museum focuses on the glamorous, exciting and tragic life of Ranee Margaret of Sarawak. Born Margaret Alice Lili de Windt in Paris in 1849, at age 19 she married Sir Charles Brooke, the second White Raja, launching her on a wholly unexpected life trajectory that included social prominence in both Kuching and London, recognition for her support of Sarawakian arts and crafts, and the death of three of her children in a single week in 1873.

The exhibits, prepared by the Brooke Trust (now run by the family’s sixth generation), also take a fascinating look at mid-19th-century Sarawak, presenting historical tidbits such as the fact that the first country to recognise Sarawak was the United States, and that one of James Brooke’s first acts was to abolish slavery.

Out front stands the Charles Brooke Memorial, a 6m-high lopped-off obelisk erected in 1924 to honour the second White Raja. Around the base, bronze reliefs portray the four Sarawakian ‘races’ (as they were conceived of at the time): Malay, Dayak, Kayan and Chinese.

Across the street stands the white-painted Square Tower, built in 1879, which once guarded the city from attack. Over the past century the structure – still emblazoned with Sarawak’s Brooke-era coat of arms – has served as a prison, a mess and a dance hall; it now hosts a restaurant. About 50m west, almost blocking the sidewalk of Jln Main Bazaar, hugely popular Gula Apong Ice Cream (which sells the palm-sugar-flavoured local favourite) does a roaring business.

Just south of the Old Court House Complex (away from the river), walking through the air-conditioned Plaza Merdeka shopping mall will take you to Padang Merdeka (Independence Square), used as far back as the Brooke era for official ceremonies.

The monumental kapok tree in the middle is almost 200 years old. At the northwestern corner stands the old central police station, painted blue and white.

On its northeastern edge, St Thomas’s Cathedral (built 1956; open for services), Kuching’s Anglican cathedral, has a mid-20th-century look and, inside, a bright-red barrel-vaulted ceiling. Behind it, at the top of the hill, stands Kuching’s oldest building, the white Bishop’s House (Rumah Bishop; built 1849), constructed with admirable solidness by a German shipwright.
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WHERE TO FIND FOOD STALLS IN KUCHING

Open Air Market

Central Kuching’s biggest and best hawker centre, with Chinese, Malay (halal) and seafood sections. $

Yang Choon Tai Hawker Centre

Five food stalls serve Kuching’s finest Teochew dishes. Open 1am to 8pm. $

Riverfront Food Stalls

The food stalls lining the Riverfront Promenade spring to life around 5pm. $


KUCHING VISITOR INFORMATION CENTRE

Located in the Old Court House complex, the Kuching office of Sarawak Tourism (sarawaktourism.com) has friendly, helpful staff who can supply you with city maps, bus schedules and details on rafflesia sightings. It’s open from 9am to 6pm weekdays, and to 3pm on Saturday, Sunday and public holidays.

The adjacent counter is home to the National Park Office, run by Sarawak Forestry (sarawakforestry.com), which can provide information on Sarawak’s many parks and reserves and can help book in-park accommodation (also possible online via ebooking.sarawak.gov.my). Hours are 8am to 5pm; it’s closed Saturday and Sunday.



WHERE TO EAT VEGETARIAN FOOD IN KUCHING

Zhun San Yen Vegetarian

Has a meat-free buffet of Chinese-style curries. Open 10am to 3pm; closed Sundays. $

Top Spot Food Court

Best known for fish and seafood, but also serves stir-fried midin ferns and other dishes. $$

Happiness Vegetarian

In the Song Kheng Hai Hawker Centre, stall no 26 serves Chinese noodles and fried rice. Open 8.30am to 2pm. $


WHERE TO SHOP IN KUCHING

Royal Borneo

Sells edible delicacies from Borneo, including white and black pepper, organic honey (including tiger bee honey) and palm sugar. It’s located at the Main Bazaar.

Juliana Native Handiwork

Top-quality Bidayuh beadwork, Penan rattan, Iban textiles and other Sarawak crafts. It’s situated opposite 82 Jln Carpenter.

Fabriko

A fine little Main Bazaar boutique with a well-chosen selection of made-in-Sarawak fabrics and clothing inspired by Orang Ulu and Iban designs.



WHERE TO SURPRISE YOUR PALATE IN KUCHING

Top Spot Food Court

Half a dozen seafood stalls serve the freshest fish in town; it’s atop a car park. Open 2pm to 10pm. $$$

Lok Lok

Popular eatery specialising in boiled or fried skewers of fish, prawns, tofu and veggies. Open 4pm to 1am. $$

Munch Café

Serves Kuching’s best lox and bagels, as well as scones, soups and pitas. Open 6.30am to 3pm; closed Sunday. $$


Kuching’s Little India

FROM RETAIL TO RELIGION

Kuching’s main bazaar for imported textiles, brassware and household goods, pedestrianised (and rain-shaded) Jalan India remains an exuberant retail thoroughfare. This is the place to come for inexpensive fabrics and clothing, including T-shirts whose patriotic designs and slogans are worn by locals to express their pride in Sarawak’s unique identity. Jln India is essentially the western continuation of Jln Carpenter – the most direct way to walk from one to the other is through the arches of the Japanese Building, which Allied prisoners-of-war built during WWII for Japanese occupying forces.

Turn off Jln India (between No 37 and No 39A) or waterfront Jln Gambier (between the spice and foodstuffs shops at No 27 and No 28) on to tiny Indian Mosque Lane (Lg Sempit) and you enter another world.

About halfway along stands the entrance to Masjid India, Kuching’s oldest mosque, a modest structure built of belian (ironwood) in 1863 by Muslim traders from Tamil Nadu. Notable for its simplicity, it’s an island of peace and cooling shade in the middle of Kuching’s commercial hullabaloo. It’s been closed since 2019 when rituals and prayers were transferred to the new ‘floating’ Masjid India Bandar Kuching, on the waterfront just across Jln Gambir, but you can glimpse the old mosque’s courtyard through a grate between 24 and 25A Jln Gambier. There are plans to refurbish the complex.

From the western end of Jln India, walk southwest along Jln Market for a block and you’ll get to the Brooke Dockyard Industrial Heritage Museum, housed in Malaysia’s oldest shipyard and dry dock. Established by Sarawak’s Public Works Department in 1912, the Brooke Dockyard is being transformed into a museum showcasing Sarawak’s industrial heritage and is set to open in 2023. Displays will include interactive science exhibits for kids.


TUN JUGAH MUSEUM & GALLERY

Founded to preserve and promote traditional Iban culture, the charitable Tun Jugah Foundation sponsors the excellent exhibits here, which focus on Iban ikat (tie-dyed yarn fabric) and sungkit (gold brocade) weaving, as well as traditional beadwork (made with handmade glass beads), ceramics and artefacts made of brass.

You can often watch Iban women making incredibly intricate traditional textiles using hand looms and thread coloured using natural plant dyes. The museum is situated on the 4th floor of the Tun Jugah Tower and is open 9am to noon and 1pm to 4pm from Monday to Friday.



Wander Through Old Chinatown

SHOPHOUSES, TEMPLES, CAFES AND BARS

Lined with evocative colonial-era shophouses and home to several vibrantly decorated Chinese temples, Jalan Carpenter (as locals sometimes refer to the whole area) is the heart of Kuching’s Old Chinatown. Heritage plaques with QR codes, posted on the columns of the ‘five-foot way’ (covered sidewalk), provide historical information (kcholdbazaar.com). During the Mid-Autumn Festival (Mooncake Festival), celebrated sometime between mid-September and early October, musical performances and food stalls selling a vast array of Asian cuisine, drinks and, of course, mooncakes take over Jln Carpenter.

Hiang Thian Siang Ti Temple, rebuilt shortly after the fire of 1884, serves the Teochew congregation as a shrine to the Deity of the North. Inside you’ll find rich decoration in red and gold, including gilded altars, flickering oil lamps, a tiger and a dragon made of colourful tiles, and lots of hanging lanterns.

On the Hungry Ghosts Festival (mid-August or early September), offerings of food, prayer, incense and paper money are made here and in other Chinese temples to appease the spirits, and then burned in a dramatic bonfire.

Across the street, the temple’s opera house (occasionally used to stage performances) is home to Yang Choon Tai Hawker Centre, famous around town for its delicious Teochew specialities.

It’s easy to miss Hin Ho Bio Temple (known in Mandarin as Tian Hou Temple), tucked away on the roof of the Kuching Hainan Association. Go up the staircase to the top floor and you’ll come to a vivid shrine, consecrated in 1987, that’s dedicated to the Queen of Heaven. Panoramic, over-the-rooftops views take in Old Chinatown and the Sarawak State Assembly.

At the eastern end of Jln Carpenter, Hong San Si Temple is thought to date to around 1840. This fine Hokkien Chinese temple, its roofline punctuated with intricate ceramic dragons, is ornamented with elaborate wood and stone carvings, a profusion of hanging red lanterns and twinkling oil lamps whose spell is accentuated by the odour of incense. There’s a big celebration here in April, when a long procession of floats, lion and dragon dancers, and others wends its way through town following the altar of Kong Teck Choon Ong, the temple’s deity. It’s open from 6.30am to 5pm.
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WHERE TO DINE IN STYLE IN KUCHING

The Commons

Western and Asian dishes, plus delicious European cakes, are served in sleek, airy surrounds. $$$

Roots

Fine dining, with a focus on local herbs, roots and spices. Open 2.30pm to 10.30pm, closed Mondays. $$$

James Brooke Bistro & Café

Serves Western dishes, butter chicken and laksa in an open-air wood pavilion with delightful river views. $$


SARAWAKIAN CRAFTS

The indigenous peoples of Sarawak produce beautiful craft objects, including intricate jewellery and beadwork (some made by loom beading); batik and ikat textiles; rattan (rotan) bags woven by the Penan; ceramics; and hats such as the Melanau terendak, with its distinctive black and red triangles, and the Orang Ulu raong, in red and tan.

The not-for-profit Sarawak Craft Council was founded in 1957 and has a gallery on the Kuching waterfront in the historic Sarawak Steamship Building (1930), which displays and sells authentic Sarawakian handicrafts. The gallery is open until 5pm; adjacent privately owned crafts kiosks stay open until 9pm. The council’s website (sarawakhandicraft.com.my) features beautiful photos.



Shophouses, Spices & Souvenirs

HANDICRAFTS FOR SALE

The Main Bazaar’s row of old Chinese shophouses facing the Riverfront Promenade, its five-foot way sheltering shoppers from the rain, is chock-full of handicrafts shops. Some are outfitted like art galleries, others have more of a garage-sale appeal, and still others stock little more than T-shirts and kitschy-cute cat souvenirs. Several places sell colourful, striped kek lapis (layer cakes).

Handmade items worth seeing – many from the highlands of Kalimantan – include handwoven textiles and baskets, masks, drums, brass gongs, statues (up to 2m high), beaded headdresses, swords, spears, painted shields and bronze cannons cast in Brunei. An even wider selection of T-shirts and indigenous crafts is available at the Serikin Weekend Market on the Indonesian border.

WHERE TO DINE IN STYLE IN KUCHING

Bla Bla Bla

Serves Chinese and Asian dishes, including chicken, fish and seafood. Open 5.30pm to 11.30pm, closed Tuesdays. $$

The Junk Restaurant

Filled to the brim with antiques, this place cooks up generous Western dinners, including pasta, pizza and steak. $$

Zinc

Features upscale Western and Mediterranean-fusion dishes and wines from far and wide. $$$


KEK LAPIS SARAWAK

The colourful multi-layer cakes you see on sale along the Main Bazaar, known as kek lapis, are a holiday favourite among Sarawakians of all communities. Made with wheat flour, egg, prodigious quantities of butter or margarine, and flavourings such as melon, blueberry or pandan leaves, they are prepared one layer at a time.

Because each layer – there can be 30 or more – takes five or six minutes to gently broil to baked perfection, a single cake can take up to five hours from start to finish. One of the most beloved local purveyors is Maria Kek Lapis at 37 Main Bazaar, which sells 57 varieties.



Bustling New Chinatown

SHOPHOUSES, RESTAURANTS AND BARS

Kuching’s liveliest commercial thoroughfare, New Chinatown, dates back to the 1920s and was initially funded with money from the rubber boom.

It stretches 1.5km along Jln Padungan from Jln Tunku Abdul Rahman east to the Great Cat of Kuching, and is lined with colourful shophouses, ornately decorated with bas-reliefs, that shelter Chinese-owned businesses, noodle shops and guesthouses.

Cafes, bars and restaurants are more prevalent along the western half, while food shops, including fruit stalls and Chinese bakeries, are clustered towards the eastern end. Covered Singapore-style arcades make it a fine place for a rainy-day stroll.

WHERE TO DRINK IN KUCHING

Cha Bo

A chic bar-restaurant with Asian fusion dishes (mainly Thai), DJs at weekends and live music. Open 6pm to late.

The Junk Backstage

A cosy bar next to The Junk Restaurant, with antlers on the walls and a pool table.

Drunken Monkey

An Old Chinatown bar popular with a relaxed crowd of tourists and local professionals. Open 4pm to 2am.


BORNEO’S FOOD SCENE

Most purveyors of Sarawak laksa are Chinese but, in the finest Malaysian tradition, this pungent dish brings together a variety of culinary influences, including classic Nonya ingredients like sambal belacan and coconut milk.




Kitschy Kuching Kitties

IT’S RAINING CATS

It’s just a coincidence that in Bahasa Malaysia, Kuching means ‘cat’ (spelled kucing). Nevertheless, ‘Cat City’ has milked the homonym for all it’s worth, erecting a number of marvellously kitschy cat statues to beautify the urban landscape (or at least make it more colourful). In the city centre, on a triangular traffic island on Jln Tunku Abdul Rahman (opposite the Grand Margherita Hotel), the Cat Fountain is an assemblage of polychrome cats who pose and preen amid the passing cars.

A few hundred metres west, on the Riverfront Promenade, stands perhaps the most tasteful of the statues, Kucing Kucing, Gaye Porter’s life-size bronze sculpture of playful felines cavorting on the grass; look for it on the lawn outside James Brooke Bistro & Café.

The Cat Column, on a roundabout near the western end of Jln Padungan (at Jln Chan Chin Ann), features four cats around the bottom and four hibiscus flowers near the top – the latter are just below the cat-adorned shield of the Kuching South municipality.

At the far eastern end of Jln Padungan, the Great Cat of Kuching is a 2.5m-high white pussycat with blue eyes and wire whiskers. Perched on a traffic island just outside the Chinese ceremonial gate, it’s dressed up in a festive seasonal costume whenever a major holiday (eg Diwali) comes around.
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WHERE TO DRINK IN KUCHING

Bear Garden

A sociable corner garden bar with reasonably priced beer and a vine-shaded verandah. Open 4pm to 2am.

Sky Lounge

Superb river views from high atop the Riverside Majestic Hotel’s Astana Wing. Open to 11.30pm, closed Mondays.

The Den

An upscale bar and lounge in the Old Court House Complex. Open 5pm to 11pm.


CAT MUSEUM

Hundreds of entertaining, surprising and bizarre kucing (cat) figurines – some the size of a cow, others smaller than a calamansi lime – bring curious travellers to this gloriously kitschy homage to Kuching’s namesake.

Visitors to the museum, which occupies over 1000 sq m inside Kuching North City Hall, can enlighten themselves on subjects such as ‘Cats in Malay Society’ and ‘Cats in Chinese Art’. By the time you reach the exhibits on ’Cats in Stamps’ and ’Cats in Film’ (in which Bond villain Blofeld’s mug features), you may feel it’s getting a little silly. But it’s all in good fun and, at RM3, it’s hardly overpriced.

The museum is 8km north of the centre; to get there by Grab, expect to pay about RM10.



Artisans Creating Traditional Textiles

MASTER WEAVERS IN ACTION

The award-winning Tanoti Crafts, established by the Queen of Malaysia in 2008 to preserve traditional weaving techniques, offers visitors the rare opportunity to see all the stages in the creation of intricate hand-woven traditional Sarawakian textiles.

This includes luxurious songket, an intricate silk brocade made with metallic threads that Unesco recognised as an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2021.

Master weavers, all of them Malay women, also produce pua kumbu (‘cover cloth’ in Iban), which often plays a role in Iban ceremonies (eg to cover and protect a newborn baby). You can also see the process of hand-colouring silk and cotton thread using dyes made from leaves, nuts and roots.

Handmade objects for sale also include intricately woven rattan plates, baskets and backpacks purchased at fair-trade prices. To arrange a visit to Tanoti, which won a Gold Award from the Malaysia Tourism Council in 2022, call 082-239 277 a day ahead.


GETTING TO KUCHING

Kuching International Airport (KCH), 11km south of the centre, has international flights to Singapore and Brunei. Within Malaysia, remarkably cheap domestic flights are operated by Malaysia Airlines, Firefly, MASwings, Air Asia and MYAirline.

Long-haul buses depart from Kuching Sentral, a modern bus terminal-cum-shopping mall about 10km south of the centre, near the airport; expect to pay about RM13 for a Grab ride here. Half a dozen companies send buses along the Pan-Borneo Hwy to Sibu (eight hours), Kapit, Mukah (nine hours), Miri (15 hours) and Pontianak (West Kalimantan; 16 hours). Seats can be booked through easybook.com.



Kuching’s Biggest Market

FRUITS, VEGGIES, HERBS AND SPICES

At Medan Niaga Satok, Kuching’s biggest and liveliest market, the air is heady with the aromas of fresh coriander, ginger, herbs and jungle ferns, which are displayed among piles of bananas, mangoes, custard apples and obscure fruit.

If you smell something overpoweringly sickly-sweet and pungent, chances are it’s a durian. Vendors are friendly and many are happy to tell you about their wares, which are often divided into quantities worth just a few ringgits. It’s open every day, but the main event is the larger weekend market that begins around noon on Saturday, when folks, some from rural longhouses, arrive with fruit, vegetables, fish and spices.

The market is situated on the north bank of Sungai Sarawak, 4km west of the city centre.


Getting Around

Kuching doesn’t have much of a public transport system, but it does have a remarkably efficient and inexpensive rideshare: Grab. Just download the app, register (you’ll have to take a selfie for ID purposes) and type in the name of your destination. Unless demand is particularly high, within seconds you’ll be assigned a driver and sent their car’s information and location. This chapter quotes non-rush hour prices. Kuching still has taxis (tel 082-622 611), painted either yellow-and-red or blue, but they’re generally about twice as expensive as Grab.

Hertz and a variety of local car-rental companies, including Hornbill, Golden System and others, have desks at Kuching airport.






Beyond Kuching
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Jungle day treks, rare endemic fauna and delightful beaches are easily accessible from the comfort of the capital.


Western Sarawak offers a dazzling array of natural sights and affords some excellent opportunities to encounter Borneo’s indigenous cultures. Destinations within day-trip distance of the bright lights of Kuching include national parks where you can hike through primary rainforest and have a good chance of seeing proboscis monkeys, macaques and bearded pigs – and, if your timing is right, a ginormous rafflesia flower.

To watch orangutans swinging from tree to tree, head to Semenggoh Nature Reserve. The area is also endowed with sandy beaches – on the Santubong Peninsula and all along the South China Sea coast – and is home to several accessible Dayak longhouses, including Annah Rais.
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TOP TIP

Most national parks and nature reserves offer simple on-site accommodation in lodges, chalets and hostels. For details, go to ebooking.sarawak.gov.my or stop by Kuching’s National Park Office.





BEST KUCHING-BASED TOUR AGENCIES

Borneo Adventure

Its award-winning tours (eg to the Batang Ai region) set the industry standard and benefit Sarawak’s indigenous peoples.

Borneo Experiences

Runs outings to national parks and treks to a remote Bidayuh ‘village in the clouds’.

CPH Travel

This large agency, founded in 1968, offers well-regarded longhouse visits, kayaking, cycling and national park tours, including Pulau Satang.

Paradesa Borneo

Best known for its bike tours, including day trips, mountain biking and multi-day safaris.

Telang Usan Travel & Tours

A veteran Kenyah-owned agency offering tours around western Sarawak. For details, see tours.telangusan.com.



Orangutans at Semenggoh Nature Reserve

FREE-ROAMING GREAT APES

The Semenggoh Wildlife Centre is one of the best places in the world to see semi-wild orangutans in their natural rainforest habitat, dangling from trees and scurrying up vines. The centre is home to 27 orangutans (including two babies born in 2022), 18 of whom often swing by park HQ to dine on bananas and coconuts. There’s no guarantee that the ginger simians will show up, but even during the fruiting season (late October or November to February or March), when there’s plenty to eat in the forest, the chances are excellent. Details are available online at semenggoh.my. To get here from Kuching, expect to pay about RM29 for a Grab ride.

Hour-long feedings, which complement the food that the apes forage for themselves (wild fruits as well as honey, small insects, bamboo shoots and birds’ eggs), are held in the Orangutan Main Feeding Area, a few hundred metres from park HQ in the forest. They are held every day of the year at 9am and 3pm, though the apes are sometimes less than punctual. The park itself is open to the public from 8am to 10am and 2pm to 4pm.

For safety reasons, visitors are asked to keep a distance of at least 6m from the free-roaming orangutans who, like humans (with whom they share almost 97% of their DNA), have their moods and can be unpredictable and even aggressive. Visitors are also advised to keep a tight grip on their backpacks, water bottles and cameras because orangutans have been known to snatch things from people in search of something yummy. To avoid annoying – or even angering – the orangutans, do not point at them with anything that looks like a gun (such as a walking stick or camera tripod); do not scream or make sudden moves; and when you take pictures, do not use a flash. And never stand directly underneath an orangutan or you risk getting an odoriferous shower.

The reserve’s entrance gate, 30 minutes south of Kuching, is linked to park HQ by electric buggies that cost RM15 per person; part of the fee goes to fund the park (unlike the entrance fee, which goes entirely to state government coffers). The 1.3km distance can also be covered on foot. Tours to Semenggoh are offered by a variety of tour agencies in Kuching.
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WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE & TEA IN KUCHING

Black Bean Coffee & Tea

Serves coffee from Java, Sumatra and Sarawak, and oolong and green teas from Taiwan. Closed Sundays.

Jing-Si Books & Café

Drop by this spiritual oasis, run by a Taiwanese Buddhist organisation, to read and sip in silence. Open until 7pm.

Indah House

A hip cafe with coffee, tea, juices and coconut shakes as well as roti canai wraps and quesadillas. Open 8am to 5pm.


BEST PLACES TO STAY AT ANNAH RAIS

Half a dozen Annah Rais families run registered homestays with shared bathrooms, four of them in Kupo Saba: Jenny Dadu (tel 016-871 5644), Joseph Reis Anak Enang (tel 016-866 3277; josephreisenang@gmail.com), Karum Jugan (tel 016-898 1675) and Kellon Homestay, now run by Emlyn (tel 016-892 2060). Standard rates, agreed upon by the community, are RM360 per person per night for accommodation, full board (delicious Bidayuh cuisine), a tour of the longhouse, and activities such as hiking, (mock) blowpipe hunting, soaking in a natural hot spring and a dance performance.

For an additional fee you can also go bamboo rafting and fishing. Bring walking shoes, torch, bathing suit and mosquito repellent.




Longhouse Life at Annah Rais

A TRADITIONAL BIDAYUH LONGHOUSE

The Annah Rais Longhouse village, 55km (one hour) south of Kuching, has been hosting tourists for decades, and is an excellent place to get a sense of what a longhouse is and how it’s laid out. It’s possible to visit as a day guest and eat a meal here, or to stay overnight in one of the homestays. By Grab, transport from Kuching costs about RM105.

The 200 or so full-time residents of Annah Rais, members of 152 households, are as keen as the rest of us to enjoy the comforts of modern life, but they’ve made a conscious decision to preserve their traditional architecture and the social interaction it engenders. Welcoming tourists is also a good way for some to earn a living without moving to the city.

Once you’ve paid your entrance fee (RM10) at the pavilion in the parking lot, you’re free to explore the village’s three sections: Kupo Saba, Kupo Terekan and, across the river, Kupo Sijuo. The village also has single-family homes.

The most important feature of a Bidayuh longhouse is the awah (a long covered verandah with a springy bamboo floor that’s used for socialising and celebrations). On one side, a long row of doors leads to each family’s private bilik (apartment); on the other is an open-air verandah called the tanju, also with bamboo flooring.

Whereas the Iban traditionally hung heads hunted right outside each family’s bilik, the Bidayuh grouped theirs together in the community’s headhouse (communal meeting hall), known as a panggah in this area, a baruk around Bau, and a balu in the Serian area (Bidayuh has lots of different dialects). The heads are no longer believed to protect the village – these days the people of Annah Rais are almost all Anglican (the Bidayuh of Kalimantan are mainly Catholic) – but about a dozen smoke-blackened human skulls still have pride of place in the Kupo Saba headhouse, suspended near an 18th-century Dutch cannon.
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WHERE TO FIND GOOD-VALUE ROOMS IN KUCHING

Telang Usan Hotel

A simple but spotless hotel offering outstanding value; has friendly staff and an excellent Dayak restaurant. $

LimeTree Hotel

A midrange boutique hotel with sleek, minimalist rooms and a rooftop bar. $$

Harbour View Hotel

Unpretentious, reasonably priced and very central, this high-rise attracts mainly domestic tourists. $$


GETTING FROM KUCHING TO BAKO TERMINAL

It’s a cinch to get from Kuching to Bako Terminal (in the Malay fishing village of Bako Village, aka Bako Bazaar) by bus, a one-hour trip.

Bright red Bus 1 (RM1), operated by Bus Asia (busasia.my), leaves from a bus shelter between the two halves of Kuching’s Open Air Market about hourly from 7am to 4.30pm; tickets are sold by the driver. In the other direction, the last departure from near Bako Terminal is at 4.30pm. By Grab, the 30-minute trip costs about RM36.



Bako National Park by Land & Sea

THRILLING BOAT RIDE TO A PRISTINE PENINSULA

Occupying a jagged peninsula jutting into the South China Sea, Sarawak’s oldest national park is just 37km northeast of downtown Kuching but feels worlds away, in part because the only way to get there is by motorboat. Bako National Park is notable for its incredible biodiversity, which encompasses everything from orchids and pitcher plants to proboscis monkeys and bearded pigs, and you’re almost guaranteed to see at least some of these endemics up close. If you have time to visit just one national park in Sarawak, this should probably be it. For details and photos, see bakonationalpark.my. Tour agencies in Kuching offer tours, but it’s easy to get here on your own.

The coastline of the 27-sq-km peninsula consists of secluded beaches and bays interspersed with wind-sculpted cliffs, forests and stretches of tangled mangroves. The interior of the park features distinct ecosystems, including classic lowland rainforest and kerangas (heath forest). Bako is an easy day trip from Kuching, but it’s best to stay a night or two to fully experience the wild beauty and have the best chance of seeing wildlife.

When you arrive at park HQ, head to the Registration Counter and present the entry ticket you purchased at Bako Terminal. Staff will provide you with a B&W map that has details on each of the park’s hiking options (a billboard near the Interpretation Centre lists conservative time estimates for each trail) and are happy to help you plan your visit, provide updates on trail conditions and tides, and assist with coordinating boat travel.

Once you know where you’ll be going, make a note in the Jungle Trekking Registration Book so rangers can send out a search party if need be; don’t forget to sign back in when you return. Of course, you can do as much or as little walking as you like.

Many animals seem to enjoy hanging out right around park HQ, whose crashing waves, sea views and chirping insects make it a great place to take a romantic beach stroll. While hiking, you can leave your luggage at reception for no charge.

If you have only one day in Bako, try to get an early start and take the Lintang Trail (5.8km, 3½ to four hours return). It traverses a range of vegetation and climbs the sandstone escarpment up to the kerangas, where you’ll find some grand views and many pitcher plants (especially along the trail’s northeastern segment).

This and other trails can be combined to create an all-day hike. Because of recent saltwater croc sightings, swimming is not allowed on beaches in the national park (except on Pulau Lakei, an island at the park’s eastern tip) or anywhere in the Bako Village area.

The best way to see creatures that are out and about at night – huntsman spiders, fireflies, cicadas, frogs, anemones, owls and the like – is to take a night walk (RM15) led by a park ranger trained in spotting creatures that city slickers would walk right by. These extraordinary 1½- to two-hour walks are one of the perks of staying overnight; book accommodation via ebooking.sarawak.gov.my. Wear sturdy shoes (not flip-flops) and bring a torch. Do not apply insect repellent as this will cause some creatures to make themselves scarce. Book as soon as you get to park HQ; departures are at about 8pm.

For an introduction to the park’s seven distinct ecosystems, stop by the Interpretation Centre. Bornean bearded pigs, striking-looking creatures that hang around near park HQ cabins with their piglets, are easy to spot, especially in the early morning and in the evening (they’re not dangerous).

The muddy floors of mangrove forests are home to an assortment of creatures, including hermit crabs, fiddler crabs and mudskippers – fish that spend much of their time skipping around atop the tidal mud.

If you’d like to visit Bako with a guide, you can either book with a tour agency in Kuching or link up with a licensed freelance guide at Bako Terminal when you book a boat. Guides are easiest to find early in the morning.
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STYLISH STAYS IN KUCHING

Ranee

An atmospheric boutique hotel, decorated with local antiques, in two rebuilt shophouses. $$$

Marian

Built in 1885, this one-time colonial bungalow turned Anglican convent is now a charming boutique hotel. $$

Riverside Majestic Hotel Astana Wing

The river-view rooms offer some of Kuching’s most gorgeous panoramas. $$


GETTING FROM BAKO TERMINAL TO THE NATIONAL PARK

Every trip to Bako begins with a thrilling open-water motorboat ride (20 minutes). From 8am to 3pm, two companies take turns sending out boats from Bako Terminal: Boat Service (tel 010-809 8389) and Bako Boat (tel 016-810 3079). To find out about sea conditions (eg during the monsoon season), call at about 8am.

A boat with space for one to five people costs RM200 (RM100 each way; cash only). You have to pay for both ways, and depart and return with the same group of people; be prepared to wade ashore. You can set the return time (3pm at the latest, earlier if the sea is choppy or the tide very low) when you depart, or coordinate with the boat guy on their mobile.



LUXURY HOTELS IN KUCHING

Pullman Kuching

An international-standard business hotel on a hilltop near the centre, with 23 storeys and a grand lobby. $$$

Hilton Kuching

Offers spacious, world-class rooms and all the amenities you’d expect, including a gorgeous swimming pool. $$$

Grand Margherita Hotel

A bright, modern lobby, 288 comfortable rooms and plenty of amenities. It’s located right on the riverfront. $$$


BAKO WILDLIFE WATCHING

Bako is home to 37 species of mammals, including silver-leaf monkeys, palm squirrels and nocturnal creatures such as the mouse deer, civet and colugo (flying lemur); 24 reptile species, among them the common water monitor, up to 1m long; and about 190 kinds of bird.

Creatures are easiest to spot shortly after sunrise and right before sunset, so for the best wildlife-watching you’ll have to stay over.

Surprisingly, the area around park HQ is a particularly good place to see animals, including reddish-brown proboscis monkeys, whose pot-bellied stomachs are filled with bacteria that help them derive nutrients from almost-indigestible vegetation. You often hear them as they crash through the branches long before you see a flash of fur or a male’s pendulous nose flopping as he munches on tender young leaves.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE PADAWAN AREA

Saloma Village Stay

Delightful off-the-grid guesthouse in the remote highland Bidayuh village of Kampung Annah Sadir. $$$

KuraKura Homestay

Run by Norwegian-born Lars and his Bidayuh wife Liza, who cooks with homegrown veggies. Access is by boat. $$


Culture & Sand on the Santubong Peninsula

BEACHES, DAYAK CULTURE AND SEAFOOD

Like Bako National Park 8km to the east, the Santubong Peninsula (also known as Damai) is a 10km-long finger of land jutting into the South China Sea. With some decent sandy strips and several resorts, Santubong is one of the best places in Sarawak for a beach-resort holiday. Other drawcards here include rainforest hikes, a golf course and the extraordinary Sarawak Cultural Village, which showcases traditional Dayak lifestyles and plays host to the annual Rainforest World Music Festival. The area is a popular getaway for Kuching residents. The peninsula is about 40 minutes (35km) north of Kuching; getting here by Grab costs about RM60.

The Sarawak Cultural Village (SCV) is a living museum centred on seven traditional dwellings: three Dayak longhouses, a Penan hut, a Malay town house, a Melanau tall house and a Chinese farmhouse.

At 11.30am and 4pm, a 45-minute cultural show presents traditional music and dance from all seven groups. The lively Melanau entry, for instance, involves whirling women and clacking bamboo poles, while the Orang Ulu dance features a blowpipe hunter. Entry costs RM95 (RM60 for a child). The SCV may sound contrived, but it is highly esteemed by indigenous Sarawakians for its role in keeping their cultures and traditions alive. Except from 12.30pm to 2pm (lunchtime), the dwellings are supposed to be staffed by members of the ethnic group they represent.

Signage, however, isn’t great, so if you don’t ask questions, the subtle differences in architecture, cuisine, dress and music between the various groups may not be apparent. At the Penan hut you can try a blowpipe, while the Malay house offers top spinning. The SCV’s smartphone app has details on each structure and offers VR tours.

Across the parking lot from the SCV, Damai Central has a few places to eat and the area’s only free public beach, sandy Damai Beach (resort beaches can be accessed for a small fee). There are basic outdoor showers next to the two sets of bathrooms.

For the best beach deal on the peninsula, head to the Permai Rainforest Resort, whose day-use fee is just RM10. A wonderful place to spend a relaxing day, it has a safe, fine-sand beach with changing facilities and offers sea kayaking and body boarding. Other attractions include mountain biking, a guided jungle night walk (RM150 for up to six people), a lovely jungle pool where you can take a cooling dip in fresh rainwater, and boat trips to spot dolphins or tour the Kuching Wetlands National Park. Rainforest hiking options include the Blue Pool loop (4.8km); register at the ticket counter and make sure you get back by 4pm. As an added bonus, Permai Rainforest Resort is one of the best places in Sarawak to see wild silver-leaf and proboscis monkeys jumping from tree to tree – no one is quite sure why they choose to hang out here, but they don’t seem to mind the human primates down on the ground. It’s possible to overnight in a romantic jungle chalet.

The peninsula’s highest point, towering Gunung Santubong (810m) is often shrouded in clouds. The centrepiece of 15.5-sq-km Santubong National Park, it can be climbed – without a guide – on a challenging trail that begins at the Santubong Ranger Post. Look for the yellow blazes. The last bit is pretty steep, with steps and aluminium ladders, so it takes about four hours up and almost as long to come down.

Because you must be back to the ranger post by 4pm, hikers are permitted to begin the ascent only between 8am (7am on Saturday and Sunday) and 9am, and must start their descent from the summit (or turn around) by 1pm at the latest. Another hike, the 2.5km Loop Trail (1½ hours), can be started until noon. Free trail maps are available at the registration counter.
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WHERE TO EAT NEAR BAKO NATIONAL PARK

Kerangas Café

Park HQ’s cafeteria serves reasonably priced rice and noodle dishes. Open 7.30am to 8pm (10pm for drinks). $

Bako Seafood Restaurant

Serves locally caught seafood and fresh midin ferns just two blocks from Bako Terminal. Open 10am to 3.30pm. $$

Bako Village

You can pick up all the fixings for a picnic at the local grocery store. $


HIKING AT BAKO NATIONAL PARK

Bako’s six open trails (two more are supposed to reopen in 2023) are suitable for all levels of fitness and motivation, with routes ranging from short strolls to strenuous all-day treks. Trails are clearly marked with colour-coded trail markings (blazes).

You must return to park HQ by 5pm at the latest. It’s possible to hire a boat to one of the far beaches and then hike back, or to hike to one of the beaches and arrange for a boat to meet you there; prices are posted at Bako Terminal. Rangers can help find a boat captain.

Wear sturdy shoes and take lots of water, a sunhat and sunscreen (kerangas areas have precious little shade). Insect repellent is also a good idea.




WALLACE CENTRE

Part of the new Santubong Archaeological Park, set to open in 2023, the Wallace Centre museum occupies a refurbished Brooke villa near the site of an earlier structure used in the 1850s by Alfred Russel Wallace, the British naturalist, biologist, explorer and durian lover.

In fact, this is where Wallace wrote his famous ‘Sarawak Law paper’ (1855), which first presented his revolutionary theory that new species evolve from existing ones – and which spurred Darwin, afraid of being scooped, to hurry up and publish On the Origin of Species (1859).



WHERE TO STAY ON THE SANTUBONG PENINSULA

Village House

A delightful island of tranquillity; rooms overlook a gorgeous pool framed by frangipani trees. $$$

Nanga Damai Luxury Homestay

Run by a hospitable Anglo-Sarawakian couple, with a lovely garden and 8m pool. $$

Permai Rainforest Resort

Forest accommodation ranges from rustic cabins to romantic air-conditioned tree houses 6m off the ground. $$


Cruise Through Kuching Wetlands National Park

MANGROVES, MONKEYS AND FIREFLIES

The only way to see the majestic mangroves of 66-sq-km Kuching Wetlands National Park is by boat. About 45 minutes (30km) northwest of Kuching, the park has no office, just low-lying islands and saline waterways lined with salt-resistant mangroves that provide food and shelter for proboscis monkeys, silver-leaf monkeys, long-tailed macaques, fireflies, saltwater crocodiles, amphibious mudskippers and countless varieties of fish and prawns. Nearby open water is one of the best places in Sarawak to spot snub-nosed Irrawaddy dolphins.

The morning (about 9am) is the best time to join a four-hour excursion (from Kuching) to see the dolphins, while late-afternoon cruises are optimal for sighting a flash of reddish-brown fur as proboscis monkeys leap from tree to tree. Sunset on the water is magical – and unbelievably romantic, especially if your guide points out an api-api tree (a ‘firefly tree’) surrounded by swirling green points of light. After dark, if you hold a torch up at eye level, you can often spot the reddish reflections of animalian eyes, including – if you’re lucky – the menacing eyeballs of a crocodile bobbing just above the water’s surface.

To join a cruise (RM150 to RM170), contact a Kuching-based tour agency.

WHERE TO EAT ON THE SANTUBONG PENINSULA

Lim Hock Ann Seafood

A Chinese-style seafood restaurant in Kampung Buntal, renowned for its locally caught fish. Closed Monday. $$

Feeding Tree

The Permai Rainforest Resort’s open-air restaurant has glorious sea views and Asian and Western dishes. $$

Damai Central Food Court

Food stalls across the parking lot from the Sarawak Cultural Village. $


BRING AN UMBRELLA AND A RAIN PONCHO

Kuching is the rainiest city in Malaysia, receiving an astounding total of roughly 4.2m of rain a year. On average, at least a bit of rain falls on all but 86 days a year – but even at the height of the monsoon season (November to February), precipitation rarely lasts more than a few hours.

However, during the monsoon the South China Sea can get choppy, occasionally limiting or suspending boat travel to places such as Bako National Park and Tanjung Datu National Park. Wet clothing dries very slowly in Borneo’s tropical humidity, so bring clothes made of quick-drying synthetic fabrics as well as a rain poncho (cheap plastic ones can be purchased locally).



Hiking in Kubah National Park

FROGS, PALMS AND DIPTEROCARP

Kubah National Park is one of the best places in western Sarawak to hike through primary rainforest. Visitors can enter the park only between 8am (7.30am on Saturday, Sunday and holidays) and 10am, and you must leave the park – and sign out – by 4pm. Bring proper walking shoes, as hiking in flip-flops is not allowed. During the monsoon season (November to March), only the Summit Trail is open. A 35-minute Grab ride to Kubah, 25km west of Kuching, costs about RM32.

An audio track recorded here, ‘Dusk by the Frog Pond’, was voted the winner of a 2014 competition to find the most beautiful sound in the world.

Mixed dipterocarp forest, among the lushest and most threatened habitats in Borneo, is front and centre at this 22-sq-km park, in which scientists have identified an amazing 98 species of palm (out of 213 species known to live in Sarawak) and 61 species of frogs and toads (out of more than 190 species in Borneo). The forest is also home to a wide variety of orchids.

When you pay your entry fee, you’ll receive a hand-coloured schematic map of the park’s six interconnected trails (not necessarily to scale). They’re well marked, so a guide isn’t necessary, and because the trails here offer a good degree of shade, they’re ideal for the sun-averse. The park has over a dozen rain shelters – keep an eye out so you’ll know where to run in case of a downpour.

The concrete-paved Summit Road (closed to non-official vehicles), also known as the Gunung Serapi Summit Trail, runs from park HQ right up to the top of Kubah’s highest peak, Gunung Serapi (911m), on which is perched a TV and telecom tower. It’s 3½ hours up and a bit less on the way down. The Waterfall Trail (3.2km; 1½ hours each way; marked from the Summit Rd in blue) – closed at time of research due to a landslide – passes by wild durian trees and belian trees. As you would expect, this trail ends at a waterfall and a natural pool. In the Palm Garden, near park HQ on the Palmetum Trail, you’ll find examples of all 98 species of palm that grow in the park. The Rayu Trail (3.8km; three to 3½ hours) links Kubah with the Matang Wildlife Centre. If you start in Kubah, the route is mainly downhill.

Kubah is particularly famous for its frog pond, an artificial pool that provides a habitat and breeding ground for numerous frog species. Because the delicate amphibians are active mainly at night, the only way to see them is to join a three- to four-hour frogging night walk with a guide who has a special national park–issued frogging licence. Kubah staff can help you find a guide (RM250 for one to five participants), or you can book through a tour agency in Kuching (about RM220 per person, minimum two). Don’t wear insect repellent – the frogs can smell it and may decide it’s safer to stay hidden.

[image: jpg]

Kubah National Park | NORMAN ONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO STAY IN FAR-WESTERN SARAWAK

Retreat

A family-friendly resort on Pantai Siar, owned by the Sarawak Bank Employees Union. See sbeu.org.my. $$

Permata Pugu Campsite

Eight family-run cabins on Pantai Pugu, a wide beach with picnic platforms. Call 019-809 0733 to reserve. $$

Sematan Palm Beach Resort

A modest resort with a lovely beach, pool, and bike, boat and body-board rental. Rates include half-board. $$


CHEEKY MACAQUES

Long-tailed macaques can be fun to watch, but they’re also mischievous and cunning. If they suspect you’re carrying something edible, they may make a running leap for whatever they think they can carry to the treetops. Zip your bags, and don’t leave anything unattended – especially if it’s in a plastic bag (known to be the preferred human repository for edibles), or on beaches or cabin verandahs.

What’s more, the males can be aggressive, and once you’ve seen one tear open an aluminium drink can with his teeth you’ll be happy you didn’t mess with them. Rangers advise against looking a macaque in the eye or screaming in fright (if he knows you’re scared, he’ll be more aggressive).




SERIKIN WEEKEND MARKET

On Saturday and Sunday, hundreds of small-time traders from West Kalimantan (Indonesia) cross the mountains to this sprawling and colourful market 20km southeast of Bau to sell handicrafts (beadwork, wood-work, metalwork and rattan baskets), clothes (including Indonesian batiks), Sarawak’s best selection of souvenir T-shirts, snacks and, unfortunately, dried crocodile penises.

Special border passes mean there’s a free flow of cheap Indonesian products, so Kuchingites, and even visitors from west Malaysia, often make the trip out here in search of bargains. Serikin’s scores of market stalls are about 1¼ hours (60km) southwest of Kuching and 25 minutes (22km) southwest of the town of Bau.



Rehabilitation at the Matang Wildlife Centre

A CARE FACILITY FOR ENDANGERED ANIMALS

Situated at the western edge of Kubah National Park, 1.8-sq-km Matang Wildlife Centre has had remarkable success rehabilitating rainforest animals rescued from captivity, especially orangutans. The highly professional staff do their best to provide their abused charges with natural living conditions, but this is not a zoo and doesn’t have the amenities of one.

Visiting hours are 9am to noon and 2pm to 4pm; you can hang out in the picnic area from noon to 2pm. Many of the centre’s caged animals are given food at about 9am. At the time of research, the centre was closed to visitors to prevent Covid transmission (from people to animals and vice versa) but it may reopen in the future. A 45-minute (35km) Grab ride from Kuching costs about RM56.

Some of the creatures at the Matang Wildlife Centre were orphaned, some were confiscated and others were surrendered by the public. Unless they’re needed as evidence in court or lack the necessary survival skills, all are released as soon as possible. Because of the centre’s unique role, it’s home to endangered animals that you’re unlikely to see anywhere else in Sarawak, including sun bears, Malayan porcupines, bear cats, binturongs, gharials, a wreathed hornbill and, of course, orangutans.

The Animal Enclosure Trail takes visitors through the jungle past animals’ cages and pitcher plants. The Rayu Trail, a 3.8km (three to 3½ hour) uphill hike to Kubah National Park, is best done in the opposite direction unless you’re in the mood for an uphill workout. If leaving from Matang, you must set out between 9am and 10am and register with park staff beforehand.

Matang’s on-site accommodation must be reserved in advance through ebooking.sarawak.gov.my. There’s nowhere to buy food or drink at the reserve, so bring your own.
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WHERE TO STAY IN TELOK MELANO

Hornbill Homestay

Has seven cabins, all with private bath, just 60m from the beach. To reserve, call 012-827 2497. $$

Sri Keli Homestay

Four rooms in a gorgeous spot right on the beach. To reserve, call 017-858 1514. $$

Fanorama Homestay

A wooden house with a verandah in a lovely spot near the beach. Check their Facebook page. $$


ROCK CLIMBING

Kuching-area rock climbers often gather at the limestone formation near the Fairy Cave, about 300m before you get to park HQ, which offers some very overhanging routes, rated 5.8 to 5.13 (Yosemite) or 5a to 8a (French). There are five main walls, all bolted, Batman, Fairy Cave, Nepenthes, Stage and Zoo.

On most Saturdays and Sundays from about 10am to 3pm, members of a local rock-climbing group meet up here. Overseas visitors are welcome to drop by. Call Eunice on 012-886 6832 for details and to let her know your level of experience; you can also chat about borrowing equipment.



The ‘Old West’ Town of Siniawan

CHINESE MINING TOWN WITH FRONTIER VIBE

The heritage main street of Siniawan (sin-ee-AY-wahn) – a once-thriving Sungai Sarawak river port settled by Hakka Chinese traders in the 1840s – turns into a giant food court, the Siniawan Night Market, on Friday, Saturday and Sunday evenings from 5pm to 10pm. Round plastic tables fill the pedestrianised main drag, lined with unpainted wooden shophouses from the 1910s that make the place feel like it’s somewhere in the Wild West.

Dishes to look for include ngoh hiang (deep-fried rolls shaped like cigars), lokan bakar (large grilled clams served with chilli sauce) and cha kueh (white radish cakes stir-fried in lard). Pitcher plants are protected by law so if you see their pitchers stuffed with steamed sticky rice (it’s an old Bidayuh tradition), please resist the temptation. To try legal Bidayuh dishes such as manok pansoh (bamboo chicken), head to the Bikalan, which looks like a British-style sports pub (the owners are a British-Bidayuh couple).

There’s usually live music at the night market – country and western, of course, performed by local bands dressed up as cowboys, with karaoke often an option.

Siniawan is about 40 minutes (26km) southwest of Kuching.

Caving in Bau

CAVES, BATS AND A MARKET

The one-time gold-mining town of Bau, about 45 minutes (35km) southwest of Kuching, is a good access point for two interesting cave systems and some Bidayuh villages. By Grab, getting out here from Kuching costs about RM65 to RM80.

Almost the size of a football pitch and as high as it is wide, the Fairy Cave Nature Reserve, about 9km southwest of Bau, is an extraordinary limestone chamber whose entrance is 30m above the ground in the side of a cliff (access is by staircase).

Outside, trees grow out of the sheer rock face at impossible angles; inside, fanciful rock formations, covered with moss, give the cavern an otherworldly aspect, as do the ferns straining to absorb every photon they can find.

Visitors can explore the Fairy Cave on three connected trails. The Twilight Trail (343m) takes about 30 minutes one way, while the Dark Trail (250m) is a circuit; allow about 1½ hours to walk both. The steep Gunung Kapor Summit Trail (480m), rated moderate to difficult, takes five hours return (including the two short trails) and requires visitors to be accompanied by a licensed guide.

Park staff (tel 011-6572 9290) can supply you with a list of 65 guides that you can contact a day or two ahead of time. The reserve is closed on Monday for cleaning and maintenance, and during heavy rain and thunderstorms.

Bring water and insect repellent and wear closed walking shoes (you can rent rubber shoes for RM3). To see the bats hanging from the roof of the cave, you’ll need a strong torch – rent one for RM3.

At the Wind Cave Nature Reserve, about 5km southwest of Bau, visitors stroll along what is essentially a network of subterranean streams. Boardwalks (being upgraded at the time of research) in the form of a figure eight run through the caves, allowing you to wander along the three main passages (total length: 560m), with chittering bats, both fruit and insect-eating, swooping overhead.

In January and February the cave may close if the water level is too high. No food is sold at the reserve itself, though there is a drink stand. Near the parking lot (and park HQ), 300m from the cave entrance, you can cool off with a refreshing swim in Sungai Sarawak Kanan.


THE AMAZING RAFFLESIA

One of the wonders of the botanical world, the rafflesia flower is astonishing not only because of its world-record size – up to 1m in diameter – but also because of its extraordinary and mysterious life. Rafflesias are parasites that lack roots, stems or leaves. In fact they consist of just two parts: tiny filaments that burrow into the host vine – a member of the grape family called Tetrastigma – and the flower itself, which often erupts directly from the forest floor, bursting forth from a cabbage-sized bud that takes nine to 12 months to mature, if it isn’t devoured by small mammals first.

There are approximately 17 species of rafflesia (estimates vary); all are threatened to some degree, mainly by loss of habitat.



The Giant Flowers of Gunung Gading National Park

HABITAT OF THE WORLD’S LARGEST BLOOMS

The star attraction at 42-sq-km Gunung Gading National Park (last entry at 4pm) is the Rafflesia tuan-mudae, a plant that’s endemic to Sarawak and whose flowers are up to 75cm in diameter.

The plant can flower year-round, but it’s unpredictable and each colossal bloom lasts no more than five days before turning into a ring of black slime, so to see one you’ll need some luck.

To find out if a rafflesia is in bloom – which happens about 20 times a year – contact the park or the Kuching Visitor Information Centre. Expect to pay about RM184 to get here from Kuching by Grab; the 85km trip takes about 1¾ hours.

The park’s old-growth rainforest covers the slopes of four mostly granite mountains (gunung) – Gading, Lundu, Perigi and Sebuloh – and features the incredible biodiversity of a variety of rainforest that has otherwise been extensively clear-cut across Sarawak: the lowland mixed dipterocarp.

The Rafflesia Loop Trail, a 620m-long plank walk, begins 50m down the slope from park HQ near a refreshing swimming hole fed by a crystal-clear mountain stream. It wends through a stretch of forest that rafflesias find especially convivial. If a blooming rafflesia happens to be close to the trail, it’s possible to go alone, but since most of the flowers are off the path, finding them requires a ranger or licensed freelance guide; park staff can help find one.

Except when instructed otherwise by a ranger, keep to the trails to avoid crushing unseen rafflesia buds underfoot.

Three lovely cascades are easily accessible along the Main Trail (red and white). You can take a dip at Waterfall 1 and Waterfall 7 (1.5km from park HQ); for safety reasons, swimming is not allowed at Waterfall 3.

For views of the South China Sea, you can hike the Circular Route, which incorporates the Viewpoint Trail (red-and-yellow stripes), the Lintang Trail (red stripes) and the Reservoir Trail (a cement stairway). Hiking up Gunung Gading (906m), following red and white stripes, takes about seven to eight hours return, but don’t expect panoramic views as the whole area is thickly forested. At park HQ, the small Interpretation Centre has information on the rafflesia and highlights the dangers posed to this critically endangered species and the efforts aimed at protecting it.
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THE SEX LIFE OF THE RAFFLESIA

Scientists have yet to figure out how rafflesias reproduce. The red flowers are either male or female, but it is not clear how they manage to affect pollination since two flowers rarely bloom anywhere near each other at the same time. What is known is that pollination is carried out by carrion flies, which are attracted by the flowers’ revolting rotten-meat odour, and that the resulting seeds are distributed by small rodents such as tree shrews and squirrels.

How the plants manage to attach themselves to their host vines, and why they grow only on Tetrastigmas, remains a mystery.



Sematan’s Coconut-Lined Beaches

SARAWAK’S WESTERNMOST TOWN

Most travellers who make it all the way to the low-key fishing town of Sematan, two hours (110km) northwest of Kuching, are on their way to Telok Melano and Tanjung Datu National Park, but the town is worth at least a brief stop.

At the Sematan Waterfront, a new promenade and a concrete pier afford wonderful views of the mouth of the river and the very blue, very clear South China Sea. The deserted beaches of the Pugu Peninsula, a narrow spit of land across the mouth of the Sematan River, can be reached by boat; to find one to hire, ask around.

You can also get there by taking the recently paved road from Lundu via the lovely beach of Pantai Pandan. By Grab, getting from Kuching to Sematan costs about RM235.

Facing the Sematan Waterfront, you’ll find a hawker centre with stalls that serve food from 7am to 10pm and a two-block-long row of old Chinese shophouses. At the northern end, check out Sematan Kopitiam (aka Teck Hunt), which hasn’t changed in over a century. Built of belian, it still has wooden shutters instead of windows. Nibbles and drinks are served from 6.30am to 3pm except on Fridays.

The sands of shallow Pantai Sematan, clean and lined with coconut palms, stretch along the coast northwest of town. Several resorts here fill up with Kuchingites at the weekends.
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LUNDU & BEACHES

The trading town of Lundu, an overgrown fishing village about 55km west of Kuching, is the gateway to Gunung Gading National Park. For laksa, canai, kolok mee and the usual rice and noodle dishes, drop by Medan Selera Lundu, whose food stalls are open from 7.30am to 11.30pm. Getting here from Kuching by Grab costs about RM177.

Romantic, coconut-palm-fringed Pantai Pandan, 11km north of Lundu, may be Sarawak’s nicest beach (despite the occasional evening sandflies) and is the only place in the Kuching area where the waves are big enough to surf. Hugely popular with Kuchingites, especially on weekends and holidays, it has bathrooms, showers, picnic tables and a gentle gradient that’s perfect for kids; a few food stalls sell food and drinks.




Jungle Trails of Tanjung Datu National Park

COASTAL RAINFOREST AT SARAWAK’S NORTHWESTERN TIP

Occupying a remote, rugged peninsula in Sarawak’s far west, 14-sq-km Tanjung Datu National Park features endangered mixed dipterocarp rainforest, jungle trails that hear few footfalls, crystal-clear seas, unspoilt coral reefs and near-pristine white-sand beaches on which endangered green and olive ridley turtles occasionally lay their eggs (offshore islands that are part of Talang-Satang National Park are a more popular choice). Few visitors make the effort to travel out here, but those who do often come away enchanted.

The park has four trails, including the Telok Melano Trail from the Malay fishing village of Telok Melano (a demanding 3.7km); and the Belian Trail (2km), which goes to the summit of 542m-high Gunung Melano (2km; one hour) and affords breathtaking views of the coastlines of Indonesia and Malaysia.

Just across the frontier from the park’s far northern tip, an Indonesian lighthouse is staffed by members of the Indonesian Coast Guard. To spot nocturnal animals, you can take a night walk on your own or with a ranger.

Snorkelling (but not scuba diving) is allowed in certain areas; details are available at park HQ. Bring your own equipment. Please don’t touch the easily damaged coral, but bring water shoes for protection.

Accommodation options include very simple guest rooms and open-sided shelters that are as basic as they come, but the location – almost on the beach, looking out at the sea – makes a night here pretty special. The park can provide bedding and mosquito nets.

To reserve, contact Kuching’s National Park Booking Office (tel 082-248 8088). Food is not available, so buy all you need before arrival. It may be possible to rent cooking equipment.

To get to the park from the seaside village of Telok Melano, you can either hire a boat (sea conditions permitting) or hike (1½ to two hours).


TELOK MELANO

Famed across Sarawak as the western terminus of the 2250km Pan-Borneo Hwy, the friendly fishing hamlet of Telok Melano, 32km northwest of Sematan, has a truly enchanting beach. Until 2018, the only way to get here was by boat from Sematan; today it’s a 2¼-hour (140km) drive from Kuching – alas, too far for most Grab drivers.

The clean, sandy beach, very popular with Sarawakian families, can be accessed from the Pan Borneo Hwy’s Kilometre Zero marker. There are several food stalls here, and half a dozen sand-adjacent homestays can be found nearby. The trail to Tanjung Datu National Park begins at the northern edge of town. To hire a boat to park HQ, call Bujang Ajis (tel 010-950 3390) or ask around the beach.




Getting Around

Bus services are thin on the ground (except to Bako National Park), but using the Grab ride-hailing service is cheap and easy for most destinations, especially those less than 60km from Kuching. You can also rent a car at Kuching airport or join a guided tour offered by a Kuching-based tour agency.






BATANG AI REGION
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Ask anyone in Kuching where to find old-style wood-built longhouses – that is, only moderately impacted by modern ways – and the answer is almost always the same: head to the Batang Ai region, to areas where the Iban settlements are accessible only by boat. A lot of young people in Batang Ai are headed in the opposite direction – to the cities in search of jobs – but many aspects of traditional Iban life live on. Batang Ai is also the best place in Sarawak to catch a glimpse of truly wild orangutans. Sightings are not guaranteed, but they’re not rare either.

Batang Ai National Park is part of a vast contiguous area of protected rainforest that includes the 1870-sq-km Lanjak Entimau Wildlife Sanctuary, the Ulu Sungai Menyang area (in the process of being granted protected status) and the 8000-sq-km Betung Kerihun National Park across the border in West Kalimantan.
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TOP TIP

The only way to visit this remote region is on a guided tour run by Kuching-based agencies such as Borneo Adventure and CPH Travel. To truly experience Iban culture amid stunning river and jungle landscapes, stay two nights minimum.




Trekking in Batang Ai National Park

REMOTE JUNGLE, ORANGUTANS AND HORNBILLS

The dipterocarp rainforests in and around 240-sq-km Batang Ai National Park have the highest density of wild orangutans in central Borneo and are home to other primates as well as hornbills. Few visitors go into the national park itself because some trails have not been properly maintained and also swathes of the park are closed for conservation reasons. Food and accommodation are not available in the park.

Hiking options in the forested hills between the park and Batang Ai reservoir (24 sq km) range from easygoing strolls along rivers such as Ulu Sungai Delok and its tributaries, to the difficult five-day Red Ape Trail trip pioneered by Borneo Adventure.

Easier routes take just one to three hours of walking and, to maximise the chance of seeing orangutans, are best done early in the morning or in the afternoon. Some routes end with a swim at one of the area’s waterfalls, such as Enseluai. These shorter treks are accessible to travellers of average fitness (routes can be modified to suit visitors’ needs) and, according to local guides, offer a good chance of seeing orangutans in the wild.
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ORANGUTANS

Borneo’s biggest celebrity is an awesome sight to behold, especially if you’re lucky enough to cross paths with a wild orangutan swinging from tree to tree. Endemic to Borneo and Sumatra, the orangutan is Asia’s only great ape; all populations are severely threatened by habitat loss and hunting. Around 78% of orangutans live outside of protected parks and reserves.

Scientists estimate that before human encroachment, the world’s orangutan population was roughly 100 times what it is today. According to the IUCN Red List, the total world population of orangutans was estimated to be 288,500 in 1973 and 104,700 in 2004, and is likely to drop to 47,000 by 2025.




Getting Around

From Kuching it’s a four- to five-hour drive to the jetty at Batang Ai lake. From there, longboats cross the lake and continue along the river system for up to two hours. Trips to and around the Batang Ai region can be booked via Kuching-based tour companies.






BATANG RAJANG
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A trip up the churning tan waters of the 560km-long Batang Rajang (Rajang River) is one of Southeast Asia’s great river journeys.

Although the region is no longer the impenetrable wilderness it was in the days before Malaysian independence, it retains a frontier ulu-ulu (upriver) vibe, especially in the settlements and longhouses that are still accessible only by boat. Upriver from Kapit, the last of Sarawak’s express boats barrel through the currents, their pilots expertly dodging angular black boulders half-hidden by the roiling waters.

The gateway to the Batang Rajang is Sibu, Sarawak’s most Chinese city, which offers fine strolling, Foochow cuisine and lots of pocket parks. The Rajang basin drains a vast swathe of highland Sarawak that used to be covered in pristine rainforest. Sadly, much of that area has been logged, though in some areas secondary jungle is slowly growing back.
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TOP TIP

To visit Sibu, Kapit and Belaga and then return to the coast without backtracking, take a bus or minibus from Sibu to Kapit, an express boat from Kapit to Belaga and a 4WD from Belaga to Bintulu.




Eat Your Way Through Sibu

SARAWAK’S MOST CHINESE CITY

Gateway to the Batang Rajang, Sibu has been growing rich from trade with Sarawak’s interior since the time of James Brooke. Offering some of Sarawak’s best food – local seafood is especially well priced – the ‘swan city’ is a good place to spend two or three days before or after a trip into Borneo’s wild interior. Two-thirds of the city’s residents trace their roots to southeastern China, and many of them are descendants of migrants who came from Foochow (Fuzhou) in the early years of the 20th century. Visit in July for one of the state’s best festivities, the Borneo Cultural Festival.

For panoramic views over the river and the city, head to Tua Pek Kong Temple, a colourful Taoist temple right on the riverbank, and climb seven-storey Kuan Yin Pagoda. The best time is just before sunset, when a swirl of swiftlets buzz around the tower at eye level. Ask for the key at the ground-floor desk; it closes around 6pm.

Vast, bustling Sibu Central Market, with more than 1000 stalls, is where everyone in Sibu shopped before the advent of air-con shopping malls, and where people of modest means still do. It’s great for a stroll, and for dining on local delicacies at the upstairs food stalls, which serve up a wide variety of southeastern Chinese and Malay dishes. Keep an eye out for bubur (rice porridge; available early in the morning and at night) and kampua mee (noodles soaked in pork fat and served with roast pork), sold at stalls such as Hock Soon Hin Food (stall 70). For halal kampua mee, try Suraya Café (stall DF68). Another famous Foochow speciality, kompia (mini sesame bagels filled with pork), can be found downstairs at stall B17.

The Sibu Heritage Centre, housed in an airy, circular municipal complex built in 1960, offers a low-key but excellent introduction to the captivating history of Sarawak and Sibu. Panels, rich in evocative photographs, take a look at the city’s Chinese dialect groups and Sibu’s Christian traditions. Don’t miss the wince-inducing photo of a 1940s street dentist! Another section focuses on traditional Dayak crafts, including ceramics and ritual carvings. It’s open from 10am to 4pm, and may be closed on Monday and public holidays. While you’re here, you might want to talk to the friendly staff of the Sibu Visitor Information Centre on the ground floor.

Dozens of mothballed ‘fast ferries’ are gloomily moored along the Sibu riverfront, obsolete since the road to Kapit opened. But one coffin boat has found a new life offering romantic sunset cruises, run by Sibu River Cruise.

For a delicious hour or two of wandering from stall to stall, sampling hot, scrumptious local specialities, head to Sibu’s lively night market on Jln Market. Along the northern edge, you’ll find Chinese stalls; a few paces away, at the eastern end of the market, are Malay stalls offering halal dishes – don’t miss the superb satay and barbecue chicken. Look for the hawkers selling banana fritters and delicious apam balik, light pancakes filled with butter and crushed peanuts, cooked and folded like an omelette before your eyes. It’s open from 5pm to sometime between 10pm and midnight.
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WHERE TO EAT IN SIBU

Victorious Cafe

Famous kopitiam serves Foochow specialities such as cha kueh and mee sapi. Open 6am to noon. $

Sing Hin Corner

One of the best places in town for kampua mee (Foochow-style fried noodles). Open 7am to 1pm. $

Sieu Hua Café

Drop by for kampua mee, mee tong hoon (vermicelli noodles) or Sibu-style laksa. Open 7am to 11pm. $


THE DELICACIES OF MUKAH: UMAI & LINUT

If you visit Mukah, don’t miss trying umai, Melanau fishers’ delicious answer to sushi. Super-fresh fish – such as parika (shad) or beliak mata (bigeye ilisha) – is finely diced and mixed with calamansi lime, chillies and onion. After ‘cooking’ in the lime’s acidic juice for 30 minutes or so, it’s eaten raw.

The Melanau are also famous for linut, a gooey starch made from sago flour. It can be seasoned with sambal belacan or any condiment or protein you’d eat with rice. When you mix sago with water, it becomes what’s known as a ‘non-Newtonian fluid’ – at rest a thick liquid but, like oobleck, it becomes hard if you apply pressure (eg punch it).




ORGANISING A LONGHOUSE VISIT FROM KAPIT

At research time, Kapit did not have any licensed guides who were arranging visits to nearby longhouses or natural sites such as Serenau Waterfall, so Johnny Kasau (tel 019-459 1915), a retired Land and Survey Department official, has offered to help coordinate visits and arrange transport. Give him a ring a few days ahead and he may be able to put you in touch with locals interested in hosting or guiding you.



WHERE TO EAT IN SIBU

New Capitol Restaurant

Classy Chinese restaurant with Foochow specialities such as sea-cucumber soup and white pomfret. $$

Payung Café

Award-winning restaurant with delicious, healthy dishes, including blue rice and baked fish. Open 10am to 10pm. $$

Mak Borneo

Sibu’s standout for Dayak cuisine, including Iban dishes and sago worms, 2.5km northeast of the centre. $$

The Melanau City of Mukah

FRESH FISH AND SAGO WORMS

The coastal city of Mukah, 150km northeast of Sibu, is the heartland of the Melanau, an indigenous group who have traditionally worked as fishers and sago farmers and are famous for their terendak (conical red-and-black sunhats). At the city’s old-time wet market, you can eat the squirming sago worms (actually the larvae of the sago palm weevil) raw or take them to one of the BBQ guys and, for a small fee, have them grilled.

Lamin Dana Cultural Lodge, founded to preserve Melanau culture (they don’t really think of themselves as Dayaks), runs fascinating walking tours of Kampung Sri Tellian, arranges Melanau meals, and has one-, two- and three-day packages. In 2022 it received the Malaysia Tourism Council’s prestigious Gold Award.
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BALEH–KAPIT RAFT SAFARI

This challenging river race, a tradition since 1996, re-creates the experience of Iban and Orang Ulu people rafting downstream to bring their jungle produce to Kapit.

Men’s and women’s teams rowing bamboo rafts, paddle boats and kayaks compete for prizes of up to RM6000; an award is also given for the best-decorated raft.

Also popular with spectators are the food fair and bazaar. In 2022 the event was held in May – check online for details on dates and starting points.



A Wander Around Kapit

FRONTIER TRADING TOWN

Kapit, the main upriver settlement on the Batang Rajang, has been a trading and transport centre since the days of the White Rajas and still has something of a frontier vibe. A commercial hub for surrounding longhouse communities, its bustling markets have grown significantly since Kapit’s first overland access – a road from Sibu – opened at the end of 2020, drawing significant private and government investment to the area. Those who have read Redmond O’Hanlon’s Into the Heart of Borneo may remember Kapit as the starting point of the author’s adventures.

The focal point of Kapit’s bustling downtown is Pasar Teresang, a colourful covered market open from 6am to 6pm, whose stalls have become so numerous in recent years that they now spill out onto the sidewalks of nearby streets. It’s a chatty, noisy hive of grassroots commerce, with a galaxy of fruits, vegetables and unfamiliar edibles that grow in the jungle, all artfully arranged in little baskets or on plates. A bit west, right on the riverfront, is the night market (Kapit Night Street Market), where the after-dark highlights include delicious satay and barbecued chicken.

Kapit’s main historical attraction is Fort Sylvia, made of nearly indestructible belian. Charles Brooke built it in 1880 to take control of the Upper Rajang; it was renamed in 1925 to honour Ranee Sylvia, wife of Charles Vyner Brooke. The exhibits inside offer a good introduction to the traditional lifestyles of the indigenous groups of the Batang Rajang and include evocative colonial-era photographs.

Kapit’s hotels, generally not listed online, are almost always fully booked, so be sure to reserve ahead.

Six buses a day link Sibu’s long-distance bus station with Kapit; the trip takes about three hours. Buses drop passengers off on the outskirts of town; from there, a minibus ferries passengers to Kapit Town Square. In Kapit, tickets (tel 019-818 3639) are sold inside the Poh Kiong Optical Centre, in the back section of the Pokiong Pharmacy.

Ten-passenger minivans heading from Kapit to Sibu (RM30) wait for passengers in front of PMG Farmasi (pharmacy); across the street, next to Pasar Teresang; and in front of the ferry terminal. They start running at 5.30am or 6am, with the last departure around 2pm, and leave when full. In Sibu, the minivans stop in front of the Express Ferry Terminal.

WHERE TO STAY IN SIBU

Li Hua Hotel

Sibu’s best-value hotel has 68 spotless rooms on eight floors; staff are professional and friendly. $

Tanahmas Hotel

As comfortable as it is central, with 114 large rooms, a gleaming marble lobby and an open-air pool. $$

RH Hotel

Sibu’s swankiest hotel has more than 200 rooms, excellent views and skybridge access to a mall. $$


BAKUN DAM

About 40km upstream from Belaga, the Batang Rajang divides into several rivers, including the Batang Balui, which wends and winds almost all the way up to the Kalimantan border. Just below this junction, the controversial 160m-high Bakun Dam – 43km by road from Belaga – generates electricity thanks to the 4m of rain that falls each year in its catchment area.

On Saturday mornings locals sell fish caught in Bakun Lake – its surface area is larger than Singapore – at the dam’s jetty, where it may be possible to catch a boat to homestays in the Ulu Batang Linau area. Contact Saging Balan (tel 017-855 5313) for details.



Longhouse Visits

EXPERIENCE IBAN AND ORANG ULU HOSPITALITY

In this part of Sarawak, many Iban and members of Orang Ulu groups such as the Kenyah, Kayan and Punan still live in longhouses. While most aren’t as traditional as travellers may envision, visiting a longhouse can be a great way to interact with some of Sarawak’s indigenous people. Visit during a festival and you may be asked to join in the merriment – making a fool of yourself by trying to dance is a sure crowd-pleaser.

In the old days, traditional norms dictated that visitors who turned up at longhouses were always welcome. But these days, longhouse residents – like people everywhere – are busy earning a living and can’t drop what they’re doing to host surprise guests. To arrange a visit, contact Johnny Kasau in Kapit or Daniel Levoh in Belaga for the low-down or make arrangements through a tour agency in Sibu. Or, if you’re flexible and have some time to spend in the area, you may be lucky enough to be invited by locals to visit their longhouse. Longhouses accessible from Kapit by logging roads include Long Busan (served by 4WDs that drive to Kapit in the morning and return in the evening) and, from there, Long Unai. Destinations up the Batang Baleh (a major tributary of the Batang Rajang) include Entawau and Mujong.

WHERE TO EAT IN KAPIT

Spring Café

Kapit’s best eatery, with stalls selling delicious BBQ chicken wings, satay and soups. Open 6am to 10pm. $

Gelanggang Kenyalang

Malay and Chinese breakfasts, including local laksa and Kapit’s best roti canai. Open 6am to noon. $

Soon Kit Café

Old-time kopitiam, popular in the morning, with laksa, nasi goreng and cheap beer. Open 5am to 6pm. $


BELAGA EXPERT: DANIEL LEVOH

A Kayan former school headmaster and currently a local government counsellor, Daniel has been a Belaga institution for decades, promoting his ‘backwater’ town and its hinterlands with a combination of entrepreneurship, persistence and good humour.

Friendly and knowledgeable, he runs a basic guesthouse and – because Belaga and Kapit no longer have any licensed guides – is also happy to help travellers arrange visits to nearby longhouses and waterfalls, including boat and car transport. You can contact him by phone/WhatsApp on +60 13-848 6351; his land line number is 086-461 186. He also has an active Facebook page.



By ‘Flying Coffin’ from Kapit to Belaga

SARAWAK’S LAST GREAT RIVER JOURNEY

A century ago, the only way to get around Borneo was by boat. Today, there’s only one ferry that still transports passengers up and down a Sarawakian river: the hair-raising ‘coffin boat’ (so named because of the vessels’ shape, not their safety record), which runs between Kapit and Belaga. Sometime in the 2020s, river transport here will also be superseded by a road, so if you’d like to travel up the broad, muddy Batang Rajang in the thrilling style of yesteryear, do it now.

Boarding an express boat involves inching your way along a narrow, rail-less exterior gangway. It is neither safe nor recommended, but riding on the roof is a popular pastime among locals, and longhouse kids can be seen clutching the roof rails as they chat with friends or do homework on the way to boarding school. Even most locals come inside as the boat shoots the treacherous Pelagus Rapids (32km upriver from Kapit), swerving to avoid rocks and small islands like a giant jet ski. The views and the breeze can also be enjoyed, with less risk, from the boat’s doorways.

Inside, there are two sections: VIP, which is air-conditioned to near-arctic frigidity and offers entertainment in the form violent videos (eg ‘extreme rules’ professional wrestling); and regular class, which is closer to the engine at the back of the boat and thus noisier. Between the two is a toilet – no need to flush because river water continuously cycles through.

The daily upriver ferry from Kapit departs from the Kapit Passenger Terminal at 10.15am; get there 15 minutes ahead of time. From Belaga, departures are at either 7.30am or 8am. The cost is RM55 (RM65 for VIP) and the upstream trip takes 5¾ hours.

Along the banks of the Upper Batang Rajang, you’ll see remote Iban longhouses, most of modern, cement construction, and lots of logged rainforest that is slowly growing back. If you hear the chirping of what sounds like swarms of swiftlets emanating from the riverbank, don’t get too excited: those are recordings of swiftlets, played on loop by local entrepreneurs to convince real swiftlets to settle down to build their nests – nests that can then be harvested and sold for big bucks.
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WHERE TO STAY IN KAPIT

New Rajang Hotel

Best-value beds in town, with 15 spotless, good-sized rooms. Call 084-796 700 to reserve. $$

Greenland Inn

Modest but well-run hotel in the town centre. Reserve; write greenlandinn6388@gmail.com or call 084-796 388. $$

Hiap Chiong Hotel

Basic but passably clean. Rules are posted on the front door: ‘No Durian. No Chicken.’ Call 084-796 314 to reserve. $


SUNGAI ASAP

The construction of the Bakun Dam by a Malaysian and Chinese consortium, completed in 2014, was hugely controversial. The plan to send its electricity to Peninsular Malaysia by undersea cable was scrapped, resulting in an oversupply of electricity in Sarawak, and the job of ’biomass removal’ (ie chopping down valuable jungle timber) was given to well-connected contractors.

But by far the most contentious aspect of the project was the displacement of some 10,000 indigenous people, mostly subsistence farmers, from their ancestral lands. They were resettled in the Sungai Asap area, in 15 traditional-style longhouses purpose-built to house the newcomers.



The Isolated Outpost of Belaga

VISIT ORANG ULU LONGHOUSES

By the time your express boat pulls into Belaga after a thrilling dash up the Batang Rajang, you may feel as though you’ve arrived in the heart of Borneo. It certainly feels remote and, although you’re only about 100km (as the crow flies) from the coastal city of Bintulu, the town really is an isolated outpost of Sarawak’s state government – since the time of the White Rajas, many a civil servant has prayed not to be posted here. Belaga only has one ATM in the BSN bank; it usually works, but bring plenty of cash in case it’s on the fritz.

There’s not much to do in town except soak up the frontier vibe. To get a feel for the pace of local life, wander among the two-storey shophouses of the two-block-long, mostly Chinese Main Bazaar (Pasar Belaga). At 7am, just before the express boat and 4WDs to Kapit and Bintulu depart, the Main Bazaar is a hive of activity as travellers grab coffee and breakfast before their journey. In the evening, Chinese-owned eateries and stalls serve soups, noodle dishes, kampua mee, BBQ chicken and hamburgers.

Between the shops and the river, towards the ferry jetty, you can stroll through a manicured park outfitted with basketball and volleyball courts. You often see locals playing badminton; if you’d like to join them, cheap racquets can be purchased at the Main Bazaar. Along the riverfront, a paved promenade offers an excellent perch for watching the Rajang flow lazily by. Nearby stands a new Chinese temple, inaugurated in late 2022. Along the riverfront, a wooden bridge leads downstream to Kampung Melayu Belaga, Belaga’s Malay quarter, whose wooden homes are built on stilts.

The main reason many travellers visit Belaga is to venture up a jungle stream to visit Orang Ulu (primarily Kayan and Kenyah) longhouses and take a dip in hidden waterfalls. Nearby destinations include Long Daah, a Kayan longhouse 10 minutes upriver by boat from Belaga; Lirong Amo, a Kayan longhouse a 30-minute walk from Belaga; Long Liten, a huge old Kejaman longhouse a long way upriver; Long Segaham, a Kejaman longhouse situated some way upriver; Sekapan Panjang, a traditional, all-wood Sekapan longhouse 30 minutes downstream by boat from Belaga; and Sihan, a Penan settlement on the other bank of the Batang Rajang, which is now accessible by road.
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WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN BELAGA

Daniel Levoh’s Guesthouse

Rustic and basic, but the best accommodation option in town. Contact Daniel Levoh. $

Belaga Hotel

Has old, very basic rooms, a few with window ACs, situated just off the Main Bazaar. $

Night Market

Two blocks behind the Main Bazaar, selling Malay, Chinese and Kenyah dishes. Open 3pm to 10pm. $


OVERLAND FROM BELAGA TO THE COAST

The 174km road from Belaga to Bintulu, via the Sungai Asap area, is finally fully paved. Three or four 4WDs ply the 3½-hour route (RM70 per person) each day, departing from Belaga’s Main Bazaar at 7.30am or 8am – your accommodation can help reserve seats.

One option may be to ride with Ah Kiat (tel 013-807 5598) on his daily post run. If you’re heading to Miri, you can get off at Simpang Bakun (Bakun Junction), on the Pan-Borneo Hwy 53km northeast of Bintulu and 159km southwest of Miri, and flag down a bus.




Getting Around

Sibu airport (SBW), 24km east of the city centre, has direct flights to/from Kuching, Miri, Bintulu, Kuala Lumpur and Singapore. Sibu’s long-distance bus station is about 3.5km northeast of the centre. A variety of companies offer services to Kapit, Mukah, Kuching and Miri. Bookings can be made through easybook.com.






MIRI


[image: jpg]

Miri, Sarawak’s second city, is a thriving oil town and a major transport hub. Thanks to significant offshore reserves and the economic activity they generate, there’s plenty of money sloshing around, so the eating is good, the broad avenues are brightly lit, the shopping malls are crisply air-conditioned and there’s plenty to do when it’s raining. The population is about 40% Dayak (mainly Iban), 30% Chinese and 18% Malay. Miri isn’t big on historical sites – it was pretty much destroyed during WWII – but it’s not an unattractive city. A walk around the centre is a good way to get a feel for the local vibe; streets worth a wander include (from north to south) Jln North Yu Seng, Jln South Yu Seng, Jln Maju and Jln High Street.

Nicer hotels are at their fullest on Friday and Saturday nights, when Bruneians, including expats, come to Miri for a break.
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TOP TIP

When it’s pouring outside (or as hot and humid as a wet sauna), you can drop by a shopping mall to enjoy the air-con and, some might say, take a quick trip back to 1980s American suburbia, when indoor malls were all the rage.





WHEN IT RAINS, IT POURS

Miri offers a variety of rainy-day activities for the whole family. On the 3rd floor of the Permaisuri Imperial City Mall, you can watch an English-language film at TGV Cinemas, where screenings begin around 10am. Practise archery at the King’s Archery Sportcentre (25 arrows cost RM15), or have your kids (under 135cm) play in tunnels or on slides at the Kid’s World Playland (RM10).

Bintang MegaMall also has an eight-screen cinema, GSC (Golden Screen Cinemas), where movies begin at 10.30am, and a 22-lane bowling alley, Megalanes East Miri, a wholesome place with a 1950s family vibe that’s open from 9am to midnight.



Staying Busy in Miri

TEMPLES, RESTAURANTS AND SHOPPING MALLS

Miri owes its existence to oil and gas, so it makes sense the city’s cultural highlight is the Petroleum Museum. This landmark sits atop Canada Hill, a low ridge 2km southeast of the town centre that was the site of Malaysia’s first oil well, the Grand Old Lady, drilled in 1910. The old derrick stands right outside the museum. The interactive exhibits, some designed for kids, are a good introduction to this hugely lucrative industry. From the centre, a Grab here costs about RM6.

Miri is an excellent place to shop for Dayak handicrafts, including beadwork, textiles, bags, baskets, sarongs and woven mats made by Iban, Kelabit, Kenyah, Kayan, Lun Bawang, Chinese and Malay artisans. A wide selection of wares, all at reasonable prices, can be found at the Borneo Heritage Handicrafts Centre, a long pavilion filled with small shops on Jln High Street, and in the Miri Handicraft Centre, which has about a dozen small shops.

Tua Pek Kong Temple, Miri’s oldest Chinese temple, was established on the riverbank in 1913. A few years back, Sungei Miri was diverted and filled in to create the new Marina Bay area, but the temple, marooned far from the life-giving waters, carries on celebrating Chinese rituals and festivals.

One of the largest Taoist temples in Southeast Asia, San Ching Tian Temple, was built in 2000. Set in a peaceful courtyard with soothing wind chimes, it features intricate dragon reliefs brought from China and majestic figures of the Three Pure Ones. The 3km ride out here from the centre costs about RM7.

Miri City Fan is an attractive landscaped park with Chinese- and Malay-style gardens and ponds that’s a popular spot for walking and jogging. The complex also comprises a library, an indoor stadium and an Olympic-size public swimming pool.

Dozens of food stalls sell satay, BBQ chicken, grilled fish and pastries such as apam balik (crepes) at the Saberkas Weekend Market, 3km northeast of the centre. It’s open 2pm to 9pm Friday and Saturday, with smaller markets on Wednesday and Thursday. Getting there by Grab costs about RM8.

The Pujut Bus Terminal, 4km northeast of the centre, offers services (including more spacious and comfortable ‘VIP buses) to Lambir Hills National Park, Batu Niah Junction (15km north of Niah National Park; 1½ hours), Sibu (seven to eight hours) and Kuching (15 hours). At the time of research, bus services from Miri to Brunei, suspended during the pandemic, had yet to be restored. A Grab from the city centre to Pujut costs about RM8.
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WHERE TO EAT IN MIRI

Summit Café

Miri’s only Kelabit restaurant serves an array of delicious ‘jungle food’. Open 10.30am to 3pm, closed Sundays. $$

Miri Central Market

About 35 stalls sell rice and noodle dishes, including chicken. Stall 20 has vegetarian fare. Open 24 hours. $

Khan’s Islamic Restaurant

Serves some of Miri’s tastiest North Indian and Pakistani dishes. Their slogan: ‘eat right, live bright’. $$


BEST HOTELS IN MIRI

Kingwood Boutique Hotel

Outstanding value in a superb city-centre location; everything here is done conscientiously and with good taste. Comfortable rooms blend modern and heritage decor, and the in-house restaurant is excellent. $$

Mega Hotel

Right in the city centre, with 293 comfortable, spacious rooms spread over 16 storeys, a 7th-floor fitness centre and a 30m pool offering sea views. Book directly for the best deals. $$

Imperial Hotel

The city centre’s poshest high-rise hotel, towering above Miri’s most fashionable mall, has business and fitness centres, restaurants, a sauna and a swimming pool. $$




Getting Around

Miri’s airport, about 10km south of the city centre, is Sarawak’s most important air transport hub. It has direct flights to Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Kuching, Kota Kinabalu as well as several small inland airports (eg Mulu and Bario). Grab is the cheapest way to get to the city centre (about RM14).

Car-rental companies with desks at the airport include Hertz (Thrifty), Golden System and Casbumi. Luth Car Rental (tel 012-787 5661) does not have an airport office but offers excellent service. Per-day rates for a small manual car range from RM120 to RM220 (not including CDW insurance, which costs RM18 to RM25 a day). If you’re taking your vehicle to Brunei, expect to pay a fee of RM150 to RM250.






Beyond Miri
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PREHISTORY, CAVES AND JUNGLE HIKES


Miri makes a convenient and enjoyable base for exploring central and eastern Sarawak. Day trips to two extraordinary national parks, Niah and Lambir Hills, are easily arranged. Nominated for Unesco World Heritage status in 2022, Niah National Park is best known for having a cave of mind-blowing proportions and for archaeological excavations that have shed light on the human beings who lived and died here roughly 2000 generations ago. Lambir Hills National Park is an ideal venue for day treks through primary rainforest, whose biodiversity has astounded researchers. And after a hot, sweaty hike, you can take a cool dip in a crystal-clear pool.
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TOP TIP

Both Lambir Hills and Niah national parks have basic but decent and reasonably priced in-park accommodation. To reserve, go to ebooking.sarawak.gov.my.




Entering the Underworld at Niah National Park

COLOSSAL CAVE AND HUMAN PREHISTORY

Niah is world-famous for two things: its limestone Great Cave, one of the largest caverns in the world, and archaeological discoveries that shed light on the humans who lived here way back when Borneo was still connected to mainland Southeast Asia.

Visitors must enter the 31-sq-km park before 3pm and exit by 5pm. When you arrive, register (ID required) at the Customer Service Centre and inform the staff of your itinerary. The adjacent Interpretation Centre, with exhibits on the park’s cave paintings and Penan mythology, is well worth a stop. Bring a torch.

The 37,000-year-old skull of an anatomically modern human, known as the Deep Skull, was discovered here in 1958. The oldest remains of a Homo sapiens ever discovered in Southeast Asia, it can be seen in Kuching’s Borneo Cultures Museum. Still at Niah are rock paintings and several small canoe-like coffins (‘death ships’) from far more recent burials.

A 3.1km raised boardwalk (3½ to four hours return) leads through swampy old-growth rainforest to the mouth of the Great Cave. It’s an immense cavern, approximately 2km long, up to 250m across and up to 60m high, whose rock formations are spectacular and ominous by turns. When you’re halfway through the dark passage known as Gan Kira, try turning off your torch to experience pure, utter darkness. The best time to see the cave’s winged wildlife is at dusk (5.30pm to 6.45pm) during the ‘changeover’, when the swiftlets stream back to their nests and the bats come swirling out for the night’s feeding. Ask park staff about planned night walks.
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WHERE TO EAT IN MIRI

Rainforest Café

Often packed with families tucking into Chinese delicacies, like braised pork. Open lunch and dinner. $$

Ming Café

A hugely popular restaurant-bar with Asian dishes, Western comfort food and plenty to drink. Open 2pm to 1.30am. $$

Madli’s Restaurant

Serves lip-smackingly good beef and chicken satay and old favourites such as nasi lemak and kampung fried rice. $$


NIAH’S BATS & SWIFTLETS

The chorus of high-pitched squeaking you hear as you enter the Great Cave is the sound of swiftlets. The most common species is the glossy swiftlet, whose nest is made of vegetation and is therefore of no use in making that famous Chinese delicacy, bird’s nest soup. But the species whose nests are made of salivary excretions, and are thus ideal for soup, still nest in the cavern’s remotest corners.

Traditionally, the Penan are the custodians and collectors of the nests, while the Iban have the rights to the cave’s other commodity, bat and bird guano, which is highly valued as fertiliser. During the harvesting season (early September to March), nest collectors can be seen on towering bamboo structures wedged against the cave roof.



Waterfall Walks in Lambir Hills National Park

COOL POOLS AND HIKES

The star attractions at Lambir Hills are dozens of jungle waterfalls, a cool pool where you can take a dip and a network of walking trails through mixed dipterocarp and kerangas forests. A perennial favourite among locals and an important centre of scientific research, 69-sq-km Lambir Hills makes a great day or overnight trip out of Miri. Visitors are allowed to enter the park until 3pm. Bring decent walking shoes and sufficient water.

The park encompasses a range of low sandstone hills with an extraordinary variety of plants and animals. Studies of a 52-hectare research plot found an amazing 1200 species of trees. Fauna include clouded leopards, barking deer, pangolins, tarsiers, five varieties of civet, 10 bat species and 50 other kinds of mammals, though you are unlikely to see many of them. Lambir Hills is also home to an unbelievable 237 species of birds, including eight kinds of hornbill, and 24 species of frog – and more are being identified all the time. For more information on the research being conducted here, stop by the Discovery Centre at park HQ, open from 9am to 3pm.

Lambir Hills’ interconnected, colour-coded trails branch off four primary routes and lead to 14 destinations. Rangers, based in the wooden pavilion at the trailhead, can supply you with a map and are happy to make suggestions. Make sure you get back to HQ before 4pm, unless you’re heading out for a night walk with a licensed guide (RM30 per hour for up to five people).

From HQ, the Main Trail follows a small river, Sungai Liam, past two attractive waterfalls to the 25m-high Latak Waterfall (1km; 15 to 20 minutes one way), which has a picnic area, changing rooms, a rain shelter and a refreshing pool suitable for swimming. It can get pretty crowded at weekends and on holidays. You’re likely to find more tranquillity along the path to Tengkorong Waterfall, a somewhat strenuous 6km walk (one way) from park HQ.


SCUBA DIVING OFF MIRI

Although the waters off Miri are better known for drilling than diving, the area – much of which is part of the Miri-Sibuti Coral Reefs Marine Park – has some excellent 7m- to 30m-deep scuba sites, including old oil platforms teeming with fish and assorted trawler and freighter wrecks. Water visibility is at its best from March to September.

The corals here are in good condition and the water unpolluted, despite the proximity of heavy industry. When visibility is good you might see giant cuttlefish, whale sharks and stingrays. For details, contact Sarawak Tourism’s Information Office or Co.Co.Dive, which has a Facebook page.




Getting Around

A Grab from Miri to Niah National Park (115km; 1½ hours) costs about RM142. A cheaper option is to take any bus heading from Miri’s Pujut Bus Terminal to Bintulu, Sibu or Kuching and get off at Batu Niah Junction, a chaotic and grungy assemblage of shops and food stalls. From there, a Grab to park HQ (20 minutes) costs about RM19. The same buses that link Miri with Batu Niah Junction also pass by Lambir Hills National Park, 32km (45 minutes) south of Miri – just ask the driver to stop. A Grab from Miri to Lambir Hills costs about RM49.






GUNUNG MULU NATIONAL PARK
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Gunung Mulu National Park is one of the most majestic and thrilling nature destinations in Southeast Asia. Few national parks anywhere in the world pack so many natural marvels into such a small area. Home to caves of mind-boggling proportions, otherworldly geological phenomena such as the Pinnacles and old-growth tropical rainforest spread over 17 vegetation zones, this is truly one of the world’s wonders. Among the remarkable features in this 554-sq-km park are its two highest peaks, Gunung Mulu (2376m) and Gunung Api (1710m). In between are rugged karst mountains, deep gorges with crystal-clear rivers and a mosaic of habitats supporting incredibly diverse wildlife.
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SIGHTS

1Clearwater Cave

2Deer Cave

3Lang Cave

4Langang Cave

5Mulu National Park Entrance

6Pinnacles

7Wind Cave

SLEEPING

8Camp 5 (Melinau Camp)




TOP TIP

Cave tours and treks are often booked out well in advance, especially from June to September, so reserve ahead via the park’s website (mulupark.com) or from a tour agency. Don’t buy plane tickets until your trekking or caving dates are confirmed.




Exploring Mulu on Your Own

JUNGLE WALKS WITHOUT A GUIDE

The only way to see the inside of Mulu’s spectacular caves – the biggest draw here – is with a guide, but you can take a number of unaccompanied rainforest walks so long as you inform the park office or, when it’s closed, someone across the path in the park security building. If no one is around, just write your name on the whiteboard; don’t forget to erase it when you get back. The trails, on which you’ll encounter sublime natural beauty at every turn, are well marked and interconnected, so by using the park’s trail map it’s easy to link them together to create your own route.

Routes you can choose from – some of which were originally Penan hunting trails – include the Botanical Heritage Trail, an easy 1.5km boardwalk loop with information panels on rainforest flora; and the Paku Valley Loop, an 8km circuit that runs alongside the Melinau River to the Paku Waterfall (3km), where it’s possible to swim. You can also head to the Tree Top Tower, a 30m-high bird hide; drop by park security to reserve a time slot and pick up the key (deposit RM50). Birds are most numerous from 5am to 9am and from 4pm to 8pm. You can store your luggage for no charge at the park’s 24-hour security office, across the path from the registration counters.

It’s easy to spend five or more days here even if you don’t take a multi-day trek, but three days is the absolute minimum if you’re going to get any real sense of Mulu’s majesty.
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WHERE TO EAT AT MULU

Café Mulu

Serves excellent Western breakfasts, Mulu laksa, Indian curries and vegetarian options at park HQ. $$

Good Luck Cave’fe Mulu

This cave-cafe, just outside the park, serves noodle and rice dishes from 11am to 2pm and 6pm to 9pm. $

Bamboo Café

A down-to-earth restaurant a bit outside the park; its cheap eats are a favourite of park staff. Closed Sundays. $


THE BASIC NECESSITIES

There is no ATM at Mulu (the airport is supposed to eventually get one) so bring plenty of cash. In a pinch, park staff can provide a cash advance of RM100 to RM300 for a 2% fee. Payments to the park (for accommodation or hikes) – but not the restaurant – can be made by credit card. Wi-fi coverage at park HQ was knocked out in a 2021 flood but should be restored sometime in 2023.

In the meantime, you can access data on your smartphone. DiGi works best at park HQ (staff sell DiGi SIM cards), and Celcom also has some coverage. Maxis has a decent signal at the Marriott. Café Mulu staff are happy to refill your water bottle for RM1.



Mulu Night Walk

FROGS, SNAKES AND PHASMIDS

Having an eagle-eyed ranger point out superbly camouflaged jungle dwellers is as astonishing as it is eye-opening. Creatures you’re likely to come across on this 1½- to two-hour walk include tree frogs just 1cm long, enormous spiders, vine snakes that are a dead ringer for a vine, and stick insects (phasmids), extraordinary creatures up to 30cm long that look like they’ve been assembled from pencils and toothpicks. All the sounds you hear come from insects and frogs.

If you put your torch up to eye level and shine it into the foliage, the eyes of spiders and other creatures will reflect brightly back.

Don’t wear insect repellent or you risk repelling some of the insects you’re trying to see. Mosquitoes are not a problem. Departures are at 7pm or 7.30pm. If you order dinner at Café Mulu before heading out, you can pick it up when you return (though make sure you’re back before 9.30pm). Some eateries outside the park stay open later.

You can take the night-walk trail on your own, without a guide, after 8pm – make sure you inform someone in the park security office or write your name on the whiteboard. Between 5pm and 8pm you can design your own night walk by taking trails the guided group won’t be using.

WHERE TO EAT AT MULU

Sungai Pala Minimarket

Mulu’s largest grocery store is about 1.5km towards the Mariott from park HQ. $

Mulu Marriott Resort

Has an upmarket restaurant serving Asian, Western and vegetarian fare. $$$

Batu Bungan

You can support the people of this impoverished Penan village by purchasing snacks. $


ACCOMMODATION OPTIONS

The national park offers comfortable accommodation right at park HQ; go to mulupark.com to reserve.

Cheaper rooms, some of them very basic, can be found at a number of friendly, family-run guesthouses across the suspension bridge from park HQ or out towards the airport; a few are listed with online booking services. If you find that accommodation within the park is fully booked, don’t panic – there’s always a bed of some kind available nearby.

The park makes great efforts to ensure that local people, including residents of the impoverished Penan village of Batu Bungan, benefit from tourist dollars, so wherever you stay (or eat) in or near the park – and whenever you take a boat – you’re putting money straight into the local economy.



Wobbling along the Canopy Skywalk

WALKWAYS IN THE TREETOPS

Climbing up into the canopy is the only way to see what a tropical rainforest is all about, because most of the flora and fauna do their thing high in the trees, not down on the ground, where less than 2% of the forest’s total sunlight is available (that’s why many ground-dwelling plants have such huge leaves). Mulu’s 450m-long skywalk is anchored to a series of forest giants, each with a viewing platform where you can steady your nerves – and, if you can focus, read the stimulating signage – before crossing the next undulating, swaying, creaking ’bridge’ suspended 25m above the forest floor. This 1½- to two-hour walk has five daily departures; the earlier in the morning you leave, the better your chance of seeing monkeys, hornbills and other creatures.


MULU DISCOVERY CENTRE

Mulu’s excellent visitor centre, situated between park HQ’s registration counter and the cafe, presents an outstanding introduction to the park as a ‘biodiversity hotspot’ (a place with a particularly high number of plant, bird and animal species per hectare) and to its extraordinary geology, ecology and fauna. A colour-coded map shows where you can find nine different types of equatorial forest habitats, from lowland mixed dipterocarp to upper montane.

There are also explanations of how, over the aeons, percolating rainwater and underground rivers dissolve limestone to create vast cave networks. A leisurely perusal of its exhibits is highly recommended, especially if you’ll be doing any trekking.



Cave Exploration with a Guide

VAST CAVERNS AND UNDERGROUND RIVERS

The astounding Deer Cave – over 2km long and 174m high – is the world’s largest cave passage open to the public. It’s home to two to three million bats, belonging to 12 species (more than in any other single cave in the world), who cling to the roof in a seething black mass as they gear up for their evening flight. Every day between 4pm and 6pm (unless it’s raining), the bats exit the cave in spiralling, twirling clouds; their corkscrew trajectory is designed to foil the dinner plans of bat hawks perched on the surrounding cliffs. The bats usually stay home when there’s rain – Mulu gets 4m to 6m a year – because echolocation (the way they find prey) is not very good at homing in on flying insects amid an onslaught of raindrops. Bring a torch for use both inside the cave and on the walk back. For information and informative videos, check out muluparkbatcams.com. The same guided walk also takes in Lang Cave, renowned for its breathtaking stalactites and stalagmites.

Zipping along Sungei Melinau in a flat-bottomed alut (longboat), low in the water as the pilot navigates past boulders and rapids, is a bracing way to start the day. But that’s the only way to get to the Wind Cave, named for its cooling breezes, whose several chambers include the cathedral-like King’s Chamber, filled with dreamlike forests of stalagmites and columns. The chirping you hear is swiftlets using echolocation to find their way around in the darkness (bats’ echolocation signals are generally too high-pitched for humans to hear). Next stop is the incredible Clearwater Cave, named after its mysterious subterranean river, whose extended network of caverns and passageways, located deep under Gunung Api, covers a total distance of an unbelievable 256km – and that’s just what’s been discovered so far.

After visiting the caves you can take a refreshing dip in the cool waters of a sandy swimming spot so bring a swimsuit. This whole circuit takes about four hours, leaving time for another outing in the afternoon.

The park’s three-hour Fast Lane Tour (named after a shortcut between two cave entrances) takes visitors to Langang Cave, known for its extraordinary stalactites and stalagmites. There are two really cool things about this walk. The first is that the cave does not have any installed lighting, so the only illumination you’ll have is what you carry in. This is far from ideal for photography, but means that when the guide suggests that everyone turn off their torches, you’ll have the rare opportunity to experience absolute, complete and total darkness. The second is that because there is only one Fast Lane Tour a day, when you arrive no humans will have been inside for almost 24 hours, making it much more likely that you’ll spot fauna such as blue racer snakes and blind cave crabs. No light means no photosynthesis, of course, so all the organic matter that feeds the crabs has to be flown in by swiftlets (in the form of moss to build nests) and bats (guano).

The trail out to Langang passes by a fallen strangler fig that has been cross-sectioned to reveal the remains of its original host tree trapped deep inside.
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WHERE TO STAY AT MULU

National Park Headquarters

Comfortable bungalows, lodges, suites and hostel in a convenient location. Reserve at mulupark.com. $$

Mulu Marriott Resort & Spa

Full-on luxury 2.5km from park headquarters; free shuttle available. $$$

Buduk Ubong Homestay

Three rooms with shared bathrooms in a house facing the suspension bridge. To reserve, call 010-528 3634. $


GUIDES & RESERVATIONS AT MULU

For almost all of Mulu’s caves tours and treks, visitors must be accompanied by a Sarawak Forestry licensed guide.

Activities booked directly through the park and led by the park’s staff of 17 rangers are reasonably priced but are often booked up well in advance.

Tour agencies charge considerably more but also supply extras, such as meals, and can often offer more flexibility when it comes to advance booking. That said, a last-minute trip to Mulu is possible as trekking and caving slots do sometimes open up at the eleventh hour.

A caving or trekking group must consist of at least four participants (including the guide) so that if someone is injured, one person can stay back while the other two seek help.



Adventure Caves

SUBTERRANEAN ASCENTS AND HIDDEN RIVERS

Cave routes that require special equipment and some degree of caving experience are known as ‘adventure caves’ (in Mulu parlance, the easier routes are called ’show caves’). Rosters for the seven half- or full-day outings fill up early, especially in peak season, so reserve well ahead. Options include the Sarawak Chamber, a demanding 10- to 15-hour adventure; the Clearwater Connection, whose six-hour route includes underground rivers and scrambling; and Racer Cave, which involves climbing and roped-up sections.

Caving routes are graded ’beginner’, ’intermediate’ and ’advanced’; guides determine each visitor’s suitability based on their previous caving experience. If you have no background in spelunking, you will be required to do an intermediate route before moving on to an advanced one. Minimum ages are 12 for intermediate and 16 for advanced. Fees include a helmet and a head torch; bring closed shoes, a first-aid kit and clothes you won’t mind getting dirty. Heavy rains may cause caves to flood.

Keep in mind that adventure caving is not for everyone, and halfway into a cave passage is not the best time to discover that you suffer from claustrophobia, are afraid of the dark or simply don’t like slithering in the mud with all sorts of unknown creepy-crawlies.
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WHERE TO STAY AT MULU

AA Homestay Mulu

A neat, immaculate all-wood house 300m from the suspension bridge. To reserve, call 017-858 5241. $

Benarat Lodge

This pool-equipped establishment is the closest thing in the area to a midrange hotel. $$

Mulu Diana Homestay

Comfortable rooms with a private bath 2km from park HQ. $$


WHAT TO BRING ON A MULU TREK

On any rainforest hike, you should bring hiking shoes, plenty of water, a rain poncho, a first-aid kit and a torch. For overnight treks, you may also need bedding. Many people find that at Camp 5, a sleeping-bag liner or a sarong is sufficient (mattresses are provided) but Camp 4 can get quite chilly (15ºC) so a sleeping bag is a good idea; some park rangers rent them out privately. Unless you don’t mind sleeping on wooden boards, park HQ can loan you a sleeping pad.

On treks booked through the park, you may have to bring enough food for all your meals. If you’re wary of drinking the rainwater collected at shelters, bring water-purification tablets (boiling may also be an option).



Multi-Day Trekking

STEEP, STRENUOUS AND SOMETIMES SCARY

Mulu offers some of the best and most accessible jungle trekking in Borneo. The forest here is in excellent condition and there are routes for every level of fitness and skill. Expect rain, leeches, slippery and treacherous conditions, and a very hot workout – carry lots of water.

A veritable forest of 45m-high, razor-sharp limestone spires, the Pinnacles protrudes from the forested flanks of Gunung Api. Getting there involves a boat ride and, between two overnight stays at Camp 5, an unrelentingly steep 2.4km ascent. Coming down is just as taxing, so by the time you stagger back to Camp 5, a swim in the cool, clear river may look pretty enticing. All up, it’s an intense three-day expedition; the cost is RM443 per person if booked through the park.

Right from the get-go, the trail up to the Pinnacles is steep and rocky. There’s plenty of clambering on all fours, and the rocks are sharp. The final 400m section involves some serious climbing and use of ladders, most of them little more than spaced-out metal brackets drilled into the rock, requiring a steady nerve and good balance to avoid falling onto the spikes below.

The ascent to the summit of Gunung Mulu (2376m) – described by one satisfied climber as ‘gruelling’ and, near the top, ‘treacherous’ – is a classic Borneo adventure. If you’re very fit and looking for a challenge, this 24km, three-night, four-day trek may be for you. Book at least a week ahead (a month in peak season). Near the summit you may spend much of your time inside clouds; a fleece jacket is the best way to ward off the damp and cold. The steep trail – which is slippery when wet – passes through both limestone and sandstone formations. Fauna you might see on the way include gibbons and possibly sun bears. Some trekkers time their arrival at the summit to coincide with the spectacular sunrise. The climb costs RM650 per person if booked through the park.

The physically undemanding Headhunters’ Trail links the park’s Camp 5 with the road to Limbang and is an overland alternative to flying in or out of Mulu, though the latter is actually cheaper. The route, taken by very few trekkers these days, is named after the Kayan war parties that used to make their way up Sungai Melinau from the Baram area to the Melinau Gorge, then dragged their canoes overland to Sungai Terikan to raid the peoples of the Limbang region. The park does not offer guided trips, so for details contact a tour agency in Kuching, Miri or Limbang.
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LOWLAND FORESTS

The trees of the dipterocarp family, prized for their hardwood, include more than 150 species and are able to grow at altitudes up to 900m. Some of them can reach a height of 60m.

These trees define Borneo’s most important and most threatened eco-system: the lowland dipterocarp forest, which has more species of flora than any other rainforest habitat in the world.

A single hectare may be home to more tree species than all of the US and Canada combined.

Most trees here synchronise their flowering and fruiting in a phenomenon known as masting.

Seemingly triggered by El Niño weather patterns, a mast event produces so much fruit that animals are unable to devour everything, thus leaving plenty left to germinate.




Getting Around

Unless you hike in on the Headhunters’ Trail, the only way to get to Mulu is by air. MASwings flies 68-seat ATR 72-500 turboprops direct from Miri, Kuching and Kota Kinabalu. From July to September, book a few weeks ahead if possible. Flights are sometimes delayed due to inclement weather and limited visibility.

Park HQ is an unshaded 1.5km walk from the airport. Minibuses and SUVs run by Melinau Canteen Transportation meet incoming flights; a ride to park HQ costs RM5 per person. To get out to the airport, you can book transport at park HQ or just outside the park, at Buduk Ubong Homestay or the Good Luck Cave’fe Mulu.






KELABIT HIGHLANDS
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Nestled in Sarawak’s remote northeastern corner, the mountains and rainforests of the Kelabit (keh-lah-bit) Highlands are sandwiched between Gunung Mulu National Park and the Indonesian state of North Kalimantan. The area is home to the Kelabits – an Orang Ulu group who, despite their small numbers (about 7000), have achieved remarkable educational, technological, professional and economic success – and the Penan, a semi-nomadic group whose members have not fared well in modern Malaysia as their lands have been logged and their peripatetic lifestyle has made integration into modern life challenging. The main activity here, other than enjoying the cool mountain air, is hiking from longhouse to longhouse on old forest trails to experience traditional lifestyles and meet the locals. Forests that were selectively logged a decade ago are slowly growing back.
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TOP TIP

There are no banks or ATMs in the Kelabit Highlands, so bring plenty of ringgits in small-denomination notes. You can pay for some things (including guesthouses and guides) with an e-wallet, such as the one offered by wise.com.




Enjoy Bario’s Mountain Air

FRIENDLY GUESTHOUSES, MELLOW VIBE, COOL WEATHER

The capital of the highlands, Bario consists of 13 ‘villages’ – each with its own Borneo Evangelical (SIB) church – spread over a beautiful valley, much of it given over to growing the renowned local rice.

Some of the appeal lies in the mountain climate (the valley is 1000m above sea level) and the splendid isolation (the only access is by air and torturous 4WD track), but above all it’s the hospitality of the Kelabit people that will win you over. Travellers can find themselves extending their stays here by days, weeks or more. Bario has 24-hour electricity courtesy of a solar-energy farm out near the airport and a backup diesel generator. The average daily high temperature is a refreshing 25°C all year long.

Before the Konfrontasi (1963–66), Bario consisted of only one small longhouse, Bario Asal Lemba’a, but in 1963 residents of longhouses near the frontier fled Indonesian raids and settled here for safety, and the community has slowly expanded ever since.

Adjacent to the commercial centre, the Teripun is a handsome wooden building decorated with an arit vine motif and topped by a colourful carved hornbill. Its upper floor houses a community museum (RM5) with displays on the highland rainforest, megaliths, the inimitable Tom Harrisson and jungle-inspired art, and also features portraits of Kelabit leaders and wonderful images of Bario back in the 1970s (many of the younger people shown are still around). It is open from 9am to 4pm except on Sundays; for a tour, call Joel at 013-817 1733.

Bario Asal Lemba’a (RM10) is an all-wood, 23-door longhouse with a traditional Kelabit layout. On the tetel (enclosed front verandah), each family has a hearth, dining table and, in some cases, a living-room couch and a flat-screen TV. On the other side of the individual family units is the tawa’, a wide back verandah – an enclosed hall over 100m long – used for weddings, funerals, baby-naming ceremonies and hanging portraits that tell each family’s history. A few years ago the longhouse won a long court battle for recognition of its native land title to 270 sq km of the Kelabit Highlands.

From the longhouse it’s a steep, slippery, two-hour ascent up to the summit of Prayer Mountain (Buduk Arur Talun), which has a wooden cross erected in 1973, a metal cross from 2015 (illuminated at night), thickets of pitcher plants and amazing views of the Bario valley and of the Kelabit hamlet of Arur Dalan. Two-thirds of the way up is an extremely rustic wooden church.

Bario’s focal point is the Marketplace, a small commercial centre with a few small eateries. Locals drop by to grab a bite and socialise, especially during the small Saturday market (about 7.30am to 11am), at which a few ladies sell local products such as nu’ba ubi (mashed tapioca leaf).
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WHERE TO STAY IN BARIO

Nancyharriss Guesthouse

A cosy place with a lovely verandah and a wrecked RAF plane in the yard. Nancy’s number is 013-850 5850. $$

Bario Asal Lemba’a Longhouse

Staying here is an amazing way to experience traditional Kelabit longhouse living. $$

Ngimat Ayu’s House

Has eight comfortable rooms, a longhouse-style verandah and paddy views. Scott can be reached at 013-840 6187. $$


THE IRREPRESSIBLE TOM HARRISSON

In Bario Memorial Park, 300m west of the Marketplace, two WWII monuments – a wooden stele saluting ’the first whites to be reenter Sarawak’, and a giant sapé (traditional stringed instrument) made of shiny stainless steel – commemorate the March 1945 parachute drop into Bario by British and Australian troops under the command of Major Tom Harrisson. Their goal, achieved with great success, was to enlist the help of locals to fight the Japanese.

After the war, Harrisson stayed on in Borneo and was curator of Kuching’s Sarawak Museum from 1947 to 1966. During this time, he and his wife Barbara began exploring the Niah caves. For the life story of this controversial character, see Judith M Heimann’s The Most Offending Soul Alive.




WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN BARIO

Most guesthouses offer full board – almost always tasty local cuisine – and are happy to pack picnic lunches, but the town’s tan-painted commercial centre, the Marketplace, is home to a few basic cafes selling mainly generic fried noodle and rice dishes. Look for the Malindo Café, Litah and Junior Little Kitchen. They stop serving when the food runs out, so come on the early side.

Although the Kelabits used to be famous for their tuak (rice wine), finding a beer in abstemious Bario can be a bit of a challenge. Many young people are less fervent than their parents, but this is still a very evangelical town – the most popular music genre is Christian country – so most establishments do not serve alcohol, and those that do keep it hidden. Please be respectful and discreet.



Trekking in the Kelabit Highlands

RAINFOREST PATHS TO LONGHOUSES AND SUMMITS

The temperate highlands along Sarawak’s far-eastern border with Indonesia offer some of the best jungle trekking in Borneo, taking in farming villages, rugged peaks and supremely remote Kelabit, Penan and Lun Bawang settlements. Most trails traverse a variety of primary and secondary rainforest, as well as areas that were clear-cut or selectively logged a decade or two ago.

Treks from Bario range from easy overnight excursions to nearby longhouses to week-long slogs. Popular destinations from Bario include Ba’kelalan, a group of Lun Bawang villages near the Indonesian frontier (three to four days one way); Batu Lawi, two massive limestone spires visible from the left side of the plane on the flight up from Miri (five-day return); and 2424m-high Gunung Murud, Sarawak’s highest mountain (six or seven days return), which is in Pulong Tau National Park (the name means ‘our forests’ in Kelabit). A shorter option is the recently refurbished Bario Nature Jungle Trail, which has 15km (two-day) and 25km (three-day) variants and two en-route shelters.

While the highlands are certainly cooler than Borneo’s coastal regions, it’s still hard work trekking up here and you should be in fairly good shape.

Be prepared to encounter leeches – many trails are literally crawling with them. Bring extra smartphone and camera batteries as charging may not be possible. Detailed topographical maps of Sarawak exist, but it’s nearly impossible to get a hold of them.

The only way to really explore the Kelabit Highlands is to hire a local guide. Because the number of trekking guides is dwindling, and those who still lead visitors on multi-day walks need a lead time of three or four days at the least, it’s highly recommended that you make arrangements a week or two ahead of time, especially in July and August.

To find the right guide for the itinerary you’re interested in, contact Julian at the Bario Highland Nature Guide Association (barioguide@gmail.com; tel/WhatsApp + 60 19-888 5928) or ask your guesthouse, which can connect you with guides they know and rely on.

Some of the best guides for longer treks live in Pa’ Lungan, a three-hour walk from Bario.

The going rate for guides is RM150 per day for a Bario-based day trip and RM180 per day for a longer trek. Some itineraries involve either river trips (highly recommended if the water is high enough) or travel by 4WD – naturally, these significantly increase the cost.

The going rate for a multi-day porter – required for safety reasons in case the lead guide gets injured or sick – is RM150 a day. If you’re trekking in only one direction (eg Bario to Ba’kelalan), you will need to continue paying the guide and porter’s wages during the time it takes them to walk home.

If you’re connecting the dots between remote longhouses, expect to pay around RM90 to RM120 per person for a night’s sleep plus three meals. If your route requires that you camp in the forest, you may be asked to bring along food for everyone in the group.

Equipment for jungle camping (eg sleeping bag, hammock, mozzie net and bed roll) cannot be purchased in Bario, so it’s a good idea to bring your own, though Julian at Bario Asal Lemba’a Longhouse may be able to rent you some items.

The Bario Highland Nature Guide Association also rents out mountain bikes (without helmets).
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WHERE TO STAY IN BARIO

Labang Longhouse Lodge

Bario’s first guesthouse has 16 rooms, a verandah with valley views and a long wall of evocative family photos. $$

Tarawe Lodge

Has double rooms, a shared dorm room and a kitchen. Contact Lian by WhatsApp: +60 13-845 1213. $$

De Plateau Homestay

In a quiet spot 2.5km from town. Contact Douglas at bmunneybala@gmail.com or WhatsApp: +60 19-855 9458. $


RICE, PINEAPPLES & SALT

Bario is famous throughout Malaysia for two things: Bario rice, whose grains are smaller and more aromatic than lowland varieties, and sweeter-than-sweet pineapples that are free of the pucker-inducing acidity of their coastal cousins. Outside the Kelabit Highlands, 1kg of Bario rice can cost over RM20, and Bario pineapples are unavailable at any price. Another celebrated local product is salt (tudtu’ in Kelabit). Mineral-rich water from saline springs, such as Main Keramut (an hour’s walk from Pa’ Umor), is boiled in giant vats over a roaring wood fire until all that’s left is high-iodine salt that goes perfectly with traditional dishes such as deer and wild boar. This production technique is beginning to die out, but in Bario you can still buy salt made the old way – look for sausage-shaped, leaf-wrapped 20cm-long loaves (RM35).



WHERE TO STAY IN PA’ LUNGAN & BA’KELALAN

Batu Ritung Homestay

A two-storey wooden lodge in Pa’ Lungan, on stilts over a pond. Contact Dayang on 013-818 4830. $$

Pu’un’s Homestay

Lovely modern house with eight rooms, owned by the headman of Pa’ Lungan. Contact Doris Teo on 013-845 2167.

Apple Lodge

A long-established guesthouse in Ba’kelalan, founded by a retired evangelical pastor. Has a Facebook page. $$


STAYING CONNECTED IN BARIO

Bario has good cellphone coverage (including data) on the Celcom, DiGi, Maxis and U Mobile networks; Pa’ Lungan now has DiGi and Maxis as well. Y2K, a general store in Bario, sells prepaid SIM cards and credit top-ups.

The Kelabits are famously internet-savvy, so it comes as no surprise that most guesthouses offer wi-fi. Internet computers and wi-fi are available at the Pusat Internet Komuniti, next to the Bario Memorial Garden, which is open from 8am (1pm on Sunday) to 5pm.




Getting Around

MASwings flights link Miri with Bario three or four times a day. Because of Bario’s short runway, this route has especially strict weight limits: only eight (of 18) seats are allowed to be filled, checked luggage is limited to 10kg and at check-in passengers themselves are weighed on a giant scale. Get to the Bario airport 1¼ hours ahead as flights sometimes depart early.

Fares are cheap thanks to government subsidies, but demand often exceeds supply (especially around Christmas and in July) so book well ahead. Only five seats on each flight are sold online; the other three are sold day-of to travellers who arrive at the airport early (ie 6am). It’s usually harder to find a seat on a flight to Bario than for the flight back to Miri, so if you can get to the Kelabit Highlands you can usually find a flight out; your guesthouse can help book a seat. Weather, especially high winds, often causes delays and cancellations. As you’ll notice, the gregarious people of Bario treat the air link to Miri almost like their own private airline and love driving out to the terminal (1.5km from the Marketplace) to meet flights and hang out with arriving or departing friends.

It is possible to drive here from Miri overland but the 400km drive takes 12 to 16 hours by 4WD. Chartering a four-passenger 4WD costs RM1500 to RM1800 one way. It’s also possible to walk to Bario from Ba’kelalan.








BRUNEI DARUSSALAM
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TRANQUIL, OIL-RICH ISLAMIC SULTANATE

Pristine rainforests, spectacular mosques, traditional water villages, excellent cuisine and a low-key capital city.
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The tiny sultanate of Brunei, last remnant of a naval empire that once ruled all of Borneo and much of the Philippines, is famous for its unimaginable riches – it has some of the largest oil and gas fields in Southeast Asia – but should have achieved equal renown for having had the wisdom to preserve its jungle habitats.

An incredible 53% of the country is covered by primary rainforests – you can get a sense of their verdant vastness at Ulu Temburong National Park.

Brunei is ruled by Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, the 29th sultan in a dynasty stretching back to 1363, who ascended to the throne in 1967 and is the world’s longest reigning monarch. You’ll see his stern but beneficent visage in every business and office.

Petroleum revenues account for over half of Brunei’s GDP but the sultan’s government is preparing for the time when the wells run dry, in about 25 years.

Daily life in Brunei focuses on family, friends and the Sunni Muslim faith practised by 78% of the population. Most Bruneians lead comfortable, modest lives, enjoying free healthcare and free education including university. One of the quietest capitals in the world, Bandar Seri Begawan (BSB) offers lovely spots for strolling and excellent dining (but no pubs – alcohol is banned under Islamic law). If you take time to slow down and talk with the locals, you may find that the mellow vibe and slow pace of life grow on you in this aptly named darussalam (Arabic for ‘abode of peace’).
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THE MAIN AREAS

BANDAR SERI BEGAWAN

The world’s biggest stilt village

BEYOND BANDAR SERI BEGAWAN

Quiet beaches, jungle waterfalls and an amusement park.

TEMBURONG DISTRICT

Pristine rainforest and a spectacular bridge.




Find Your Way

A narrow spit of Sarawak splits tiny Brunei into two non-contiguous territories: the mainland (western part), home to 97% of the population; and the Temburong District, linked to the rest of the country by a 30km-long bridge.
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Plan Your Time

With even the remotest bits of the sultanate just an hour or two by car from BSB, you can visit the jungle one day and be on a beach the next.
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Three Days

In Bandar Seri Begawan visit Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque, the Royal Wharf, Kampong Ayer and the Royal Regalia Museum. The next day, head across the new bridge to Ulu Temburong National Park, staying overnight in a riverside lodge. Back in BSB, have dinner at Tamu Selera or in the dining districts of Gadong or Kiulap.




A Week-Long Stay

Grab a bite at BSB’s Tamu Kianggeh and visit the Maritime and Malay Technology Museums before an evening stroll along the riverfront promenade. The next day picnic on the beach in Tutong before sipping tea at The Empire Brunei and having fun at Jerudong Park Playground. Spend a day at the longhouses and waterfalls of Jalan Labi and a final day in BSB.



Seasonal Highlights

FEBRUARY

Relatively low chance of rain (30% to 40% on a given day). National Day is celebrated on 23 February.

MARCH & APRIL

March is still relatively dry. The sultan opens his palace to visitors for three days after the holy month of Ramadan.

JULY

The birthday of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah is celebrated on 15 July with a grand ceremonial parade in the centre of BSB.

OCTOBER TO DECEMBER

The rainiest months of the year. The Brunei December Festival brings sports, cultural events and food to BSB.




BANDAR SERI BEGAWAN
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Cities built on oil wealth are often ostentatious and flashy, but with the exception of a palace you can’t enter most of the time, a couple of gold-domed mosques and a ridiculously opulent hotel, Bandar (or just BSB) is an understated and laid-back locale. Urban life revolves around family, friends and two pastimes: shopping and eating. With alcohol banned and only a handful of cinemas, there is virtually no nightlife (though a love of karaoke endures). BSB does have a few excellent museums – the focus is on Brunei’s imperial history and its multilayered Malay-Muslim culture – as well as a lovely waterfront park and the biggest stilt village in the world, offering a glimpse of old-time Brunei life.

Known until 1970 as Brunei Town, BSB is on the north bank of Sungai Brunei at a spot – 12km upriver from Brunei Bay – that’s sheltered from both storms and tsunamis. During WWII it was severely damaged by Allied bombing.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque

2Royal Regalia Museum

SIGHTS

3Arts & Handicrafts Training Centre

4Brunei History Centre

5Kampong Ayer

6Kampong Ayer Cultural & Tourism Gallery

7Royal Wharf

8Taman Mahkota Julbi Emas

9Tamu Kianggeh

10Teng Yun Chinese Temple

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11Water-Taxi Cruise
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TOP TIP

BSB’s water taxis are more than simple transport. They’re also an efficient mode of transport along Sungai Kedayan to/from the dining districts of Kiulap and Gadong. On the way, keep an eye out for a croc the locals have nicknamed Delilah.




The Water Villages of Kampong Ayer

TRADITIONAL CITY ON STILTS

When Venetian scholar Antonio Pigafetta, travelling with Ferdinand Magellan, visited Kampong Ayer in 1521, he dubbed it the ‘Venice of the East’, which even then, as descriptions go, was a bit ambitious. These days, the kampong (village), its houses elevated above the river on stilts, is home to around 10,000 people who live in a mix of traditional wooden and modern concrete structures. Wandering around the rickety, banisterless wooden boardwalks is a fascinating introduction to what life in Brunei was like before oil, but watch for rotting slats and be prepared for the rubbish strewn across the intertidal mud.

The best place to start a visit – and get acquainted with Brunei’s traditional culture – is the Kampung Ayer Cultural & Tourism Gallery, directly across the river from the Royal Wharf. This nicely laid out museum focuses on the history, customs and crafts of the Kampong Ayer people, and on a millennium of trade with China. A viewing tower offers panoramic views over the stilt houses and walkways. Closed from noon to 2pm on Friday.

Founded at least 1000 years ago, Kampung Ayer’s 42 villages are considered the largest stilt settlement in the world. A century ago, half of Brunei’s Malay population lived here, but life on the river is changing. While the relaxed village lifestyle still appeals to some Bruneians, many old wooden homes, painted sun-bleached shades of green, blue, pink and yellow, are falling into decay, and even the smart, new, government-built houses – some funded by the sultan to replace structures lost in a 1993 fire – have not stopped the population from declining by two-thirds over the past four decades. Kampung Ayer has its own over-the-water schools, mosques, police stations and fire brigade.

In generations past, the water villages were the epicentre of traditional industries such as silversmithing, goldsmithing, the weaving of fine cloth and boat-making. Signs point to places where various crafts may still be practised – ask at the museum for details, or hire a licensed guide for a walking tour.

To get from the city centre to Kampung Ayer, flag down a motorised water taxi – heading straight across the river costs B$1 per person.

WHERE TO STAY IN CENTRAL BSB

Kunyit 7 Lodge

On stilts over the water, this atmospheric Kampung Ayer homestay is directly across from the Yayasan Complex. $

Qing Yun Resthouse

Nondescript but great value – and you can’t get any more central than their 15-room Bandar branch. $

Brunei Hotel

A boutique hotel with comfortable rooms, clean lines and low-key colours. Superb downtown location. $$


RULES FOR RAMADAN

Brunei takes the holy month of Ramadan very seriously. During daylight hours it is against the law for both Muslims and non-Muslims to eat, drink or smoke in public. Cafes and restaurants are open, but only for takeaways so Muslims can bring home delicacies for after-sundown consumption.

Non-Muslims are allowed to eat and drink whenever they want but not in public.

During Ramadan it’s a good idea to dress even more conservatively than usual: men and women should cover their shoulders and wear clothes reaching below the knees.

Museums close early (at 3pm Saturday to Thursday and noon on Friday), and government offices, private businesses and shops may also operate for shorter hours. Mosques are closed to non-Muslim visitors.



WHERE TO STAY IN CENTRAL BSB

Radisson Hotel

A favourite with diplomats, this classy, old-time luxury hotel exudes comfort and wealth. $$$

Jubilee Hotel

A conventional, good-value hotel offering simple rooms, just a short walk from the city centre. $

Capital Residence Suites

Bland rooms but the suites are like small apartments. Good value in a fairly central location. $

Bandar Seri Begawan’s Sedate City Centre

BANKS, BUSINESSES AND RESTAURANTS

Strolling along Jln Sultan from the Royal Regalia Museum to the Royal Wharf is a good way to get a sense of the city’s remarkably laid-back vibe, undisturbed by congestion, traffic jams or any sense of urgency.

Over a century ago, Brunei’s British resident encouraged the sultan to establish a commercial precinct on dry land rather than stilts. Today, BSB’s ‘downtown’ – the area along and around Jln Sultan, Jln Roberts and Jln McArthur – is a modest collection of midrise office blocks housing banks, company offices, embassies, shops and reasonably priced restaurants.

At the southern end of Jln Sultan, inside the old customs house, the Brunei Energy Hub takes a distinctly Bruneian look at the petroleum industry, directly responsible for most of the country’s GDP. Opened in late 2022, the interactive exhibits present oil and gas as a blessing for Brunei and its people. Closed until 2pm on Friday.

Behind the old customs house, constructed in the early 1950s, is the Royal Wharf, where you can catch a water taxi over to Kampung Ayer. A lovely riverfront promenade leads westward to the Yayasan Complex and then curves around to a beautifully landscaped park and Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque.

Every Sunday morning (except during Ramadan) until 11am, strollers, cyclists, joggers, in-line skaters and kids on scooters have the run of the roads as a street festival called BandarKu Ceria (BKC) turns the city centre into a festive car-free zone. Hawkers set up stalls on the pavements and in front of the Royal Regalia Museum, and there are sometimes cultural or sporting events, all part of an initiative to improve health and reduce the city’s carbon footprint.
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WHERE TO STAY IN GADONG & KIULAP

Rizqun International Hotel

A luxurious hotel with an opulent marble lobby, attached to a Gadong shopping mall. $$$

Grand City Hotel

A comfortable and very affordable option in Gadong, near lots of dining options. $$

Al-Afiah Hotel

A relaxed, reasonably priced hotel in the heart of Kiulap. $$


RAMADAN FESTIVITIES

Despite the religious restrictions, the holy month of Ramadan can be a great time to visit Brunei. Locals in a generous, celebratory mood may invite visitors to join them for the festive iftar (break-the-fast) meal, which begins right after sundown, and restaurants and hotels lay on sumptuous buffets. Starting in the late afternoon, eateries of all sorts sell food for Muslims to take home for their evening feasts, and food stalls open up all over town for the same purpose.

Restaurants and cafes open their doors right after sundown and stay open until very late, creating a lively nightlife scene.

Although Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset, the festivities and feasts that stretch late into the night are so exuberant that many people actually gain weight!




The Opulent Mosque of Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque

ETHEREAL GOLD-DOMED MOSQUE

BSB may be low-key and anything but flashy, but this mosque, named after the 28th Sultan of Brunei (the late father of the current sultan), is one of the most beautiful Islamic structures in Southeast Asia. A 3.5-million-piece glass mosaic overlaying real gold leaf covers the main dome and the 52m-high minaret is the tallest building in central BSB, while inside the floor and walls are made from the finest Italian marble and the chandeliers were crafted in England. Outside, the artificial lagoon serves as a reflecting pool, mirroring the gleaming domes. The ceremonial boat sitting in the lagoon is a replica of a 16th-century mahligai (royal barge). The interior is open to visitors from 8.30am to noon, 1.30pm to 3pm and 4.30pm to 5.30pm daily except on Friday, when the only time you can visit is 4.30pm to 5.30pm.

Come evening, Taman Mahkota Julbi Emas (Golden Jubilee Crown Park), between the mosque and the river, turns into the focal point of city-centre social life. When the weather is dry, families come to walk, jog, fly kites, stroll and enjoy the neatly tended formal garden, illuminated fountain and baobab trees. Many walk along the riverfront promenade to the Royal Wharf or admire the view from the pedestrian bridge over Sungai Kedayan.


ISLAM IN BRUNEI

Over the past two decades, Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has led Brunei towards an Islamic way of life that is increasingly conservative. Religious life is tightly regulated, with a complete ban on the sale or public consumption of alcohol and, on Friday, the closure of almost all shops, restaurants and private-sector offices for Muslim prayers from noon to 2pm; government offices and museums are completely closed on Friday.

Muslim men who fail to attend Friday prayers can be fined, and draconian laws ban gay sex, though prosecutions are rare. On a personal level, relations between members of different religious groups remain relaxed and cordial, and the sultan himself often attends Chinese New Year celebrations.



Gilded Bling at the Royal Regalia Museum

GOLDEN CHARIOTS AND LAVISH GIFTS

You’re a head of state and are about to pay an official visit to Brunei. Protocol demands that you bring a gift – so what do you give a man who has everything? The ways various monarchs, presidents and prime ministers solved this vexing problem are on display at this captivating and strangely intimate museum.

As you walk in stocking feet on plush carpets, look out for a solid-silver model of Angkor Wat, a sculpture of a horse’s head from the Pakistan Polo Association, scale models of luxury motor vehicles and even a didgeridoo. Elaborate presents like these – some tacky or flashy, others touchingly evocative of faraway cultures – are given by world leaders all the time, but rarely does the public get to see them, or to consider the ways that international diplomacy is often conducted on a very personal level.

Family photos offer a glimpse into the life of the sultan, whom you can see from childhood through military service at Sandhurst to his lavish wedding and sporty adult life. Also featured are the gilded chariot used during the sultan’s 1992 silver-jubilee procession, the regalia and weapons carried by the royal entourage, and a second chariot used for his 1968 coronation. Closed on Friday.
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WHERE TO EAT IN CENTRAL BSB

Nasi Katok Mama

Just B$1.50 gets you rice, sambal and fried, BBQ or teriyaki chicken. Open 10am to midnight. $

Tamu Kianggeh Stall B49

Sells to-die-for kuih lidah (literally ‘tongue cake’: crispy, butter-rich pastries) sprinkled with powdered sugar. $

Kaizen Sushi

A sleek, upmarket, waterfront Japanese restaurant with sushi and delicious yakitori and teppanyaki dishes. $$$


BEST LOCAL TOUR AGENCIES

Borneo Guide

Outstanding service, great nature tours and an amazing lodge (Sumbiling Eco Village) near Ulu Temburong National Park.

Freme Travel Services

One of Brunei’s largest travel agencies. Offers BSB city tours and runs Freme Rainforest Lodge near Ulu Temburong National Park.

AZ Back to Nature Tour Services

Specialises in small group nature tours. Runs a riverside camp near Ulu Temburong National Park



Delve into the Brunei History Centre

GLIMPSES OF THE BRUNEI EMPIRE

If you’re curious about the sultanate’s long and fascinating history, drop by this low-key institution. The six galleries illustrate Brunei’s two millennia as a regional trading hub, starting with the advent of maritime commerce with China’s Han Dynasty in the 3rd to 6th centuries CE. One room looks at the 14 involuntary treaties by which a weakened Brunei ceded ever more territory to the White Rajas of Sarawak, while upstairs elaborate charts trace the sultan’s impressive genealogy. Closed Sunday morning and Friday.

WHERE TO EAT IN KIULAP

Aminah Arif

Synonymous with ambuyat, served with a hot dipping sauce and meat, fish and vegetable sides. $$

Kimchi

A first-rate Korean place, with BBQ meats and squid. $$

Alter Ego

Serves up some of BSB’s most creative offerings, some made with Australian sirloin, king prawns or blue shrimp. $$$


Market Stalls at Tamu Kianggeh

VEGGIES, FRUITS AND FOOD STALLS

To experience the subdued hubbub of an open-air food market, Brunei style, head to this enormous, open-sided hangar on the edge of the city centre. Founded in the 1960s and famously visited by Queen Elizabeth II in 1998 (the current building dates from 2016), scores of stalls – rented out by the government for a pittance – sell colourful tropical fruits and vegetables, arranged neatly on plates, as well as edible ferns, medicinal herbs and fresh-caught fish.

Food stalls are few except on Friday and Sunday mornings (until 10am or 11am), when the market is packed with families dining at stainless-steel picnic tables. Edibles are incredibly cheap – local favourites such as nasi ayam (chicken rice) start at just B$1! Open daily from about 6am to 4pm or 5pm, except on Friday (noon to 2pm).


DART RIDE-HAILING FARES & TAXIS

The ride-hailing app Dart makes it easy and relatively inexpensive to travel around BSB. From downtown BSB, count on paying B$5 or B$6 to get you (in the daytime) to Kiulap, Gadong (including The Mall and the night market), Jame’Asr Hassanil Bolkiah Mosque, the Maritime and Malay Technology Museums and the Islamic Exhibition Gallery. Other useful destinations include the airport (B$11), Jerudong Park Playground (B$14), The Empire Brunei (B$15), the Serasa Ferry Terminal (B$21) and, if you can find a driver, the Temburong District (B$100).

Brunei has just 50 or so taxis; there are no taxi stands (except at the airport and in central BSB on Jln Cator). Cabs cost much more than Dart. Driver’s mobile numbers are available from hotels or on the TransportBN app. A trip from the airport to the city centre costs about B$25.



Red & Gold at Teng Yun Chinese Temple

RICHLY DECORATED CHINESE TEMPLE

Built in the 1960s, Teng Yun is the oldest and most important Chinese temple in Brunei. Painted bright red and topped with a yellow tile roof, its interior is filled with gilded statues, joss smoke and hand-painted tiles telling stories from Chinese legends. The compound serves as the focal point of Brunei’s Chinese New Year celebrations.

Nocturnal Food Stalls at Tamu Selera

DELICIOUS CHEAP EATS

For an evening feast of excellent (and incredibly inexpensive) Malay and Indonesian dishes, you can’t beat this unassuming open-air dining in a tree-shaded park 1km north of the Royal Wharf. About a dozen eateries (pre-Covid there were a lot more) serve fresh seafood, satay and ayam penyet (Indonesian-style fried chicken with sambal) under awnings, cooled by whirring fans. You can also select a fresh fish, sold by the kilo, and have it cooked to your specifications. Popular with local families. Open from about 4pm until midnight or later.
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In Search of Proboscis Monkeys

SEE THE PALACE, SPOT MONKEYS

The best way to see BSB’s water villages and the sultan’s fabled palace, Istana Nurul Iman, is from a water taxi, which can be chartered along the waterfront for about B$30 to B$40 (a bit of negotiating will occur, but at least you know the captain can’t claim that petrol is expensive!).

Finding a boat won’t be a problem as the boat operator will have spotted you before you spot them. After you admire the palace’s roofline, jetty and backyard, your skipper will take you further up Sungai Brunei to observe families of proboscis monkeys in trees along the river, jumping from branch to branch as they munch on fresh young leaves. Keep an eye out for crocodiles, their beady eyes barely poking above the water. The best time to head out is late afternoon as the monkeys are easiest to find around sunset.

WHERE TO EAT IN GADONG

Pasar Malam Gadong

Brunei’s most popular night market, mostly takeaway with some picnic tables. Open until at least 10pm. $

Pondok Sari Wangi

This beloved institution serves tasty, Indonesian-style noodle and rice dishes, stir-fries and curries. $$

Thiam Hock Restaurant

A favourite for Chinese pork dishes and butter prawns since 1989. $$


SULTAN HAJI OMAR ALI SAIFUDDIEN BRIDGE

Inaugurated in 2020, this four-lane vehicle bridge across Brunei Bay – named after the sultan’s late father – created a long-awaited land link between mainland Brunei and the exclave of Temburong, cutting driving times from BSB by 75%, from two or more hours (via Sarawak, with four international passport checks) to about a half-hour.

At 30km long, it is Southeast Asia’s longest bridge and consists of a 14.5km over-the-water viaduct and two cable-stayed bridges (with towers 110m high), both built by South Korea’s Daelim, and an 11.8km viaduct through the mangrove forests of Temburong, constructed by China State Construction Engineering.

Begun in 2014, it took six years to complete at an estimated cost of US$1.6 billion.



Gems of Islamic Civilisation

MANUSCRIPTS, ASTROLABES AND TREASURES

Housed in a stunning domed building with four minarets, the Islamic Exhibition Gallery, aka the Balai Khazanah Islam Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah, showcases the riches of Islamic civilisation from across the Muslim world.

Opened in 2019, the nine galleries feature ancient, hand-written copies of the Quran, astronomical instruments (including medieval astrolabes) and artefacts of great beauty such as bejewelled swords, all sumptuously displayed. The dress code is ‘smart casual’, and both women and men must cover their legs and wear long sleeves. Situated 5km west of downtown BSB (by road). Entry costs B$10. Closed Friday.
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WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE

Another Cafe

An industrial-chic coffee shop in downtown BSB with excellent brews and sandwiches. Open 9am to 4pm.

Piccolo Cafe

Serves tea and coffee plus smoothies, sandwiches, paninis and waffles. Open until 11pm (1am Thursday to Saturday).

New Tea Kopitiam

The best place in Bangar (Temburong District) for espresso, three-layer tea or a bite to eat.


EAT, SHOP, WATCH

Without pubs or bars (Brunei is as dry as the Prohibition US was supposed to be), a night out in BSB usually consists of some combination of dining on out-of-this-world food, (window) shopping in a sprawling air-con shopping mall, and perhaps seeing a movie (censored so that even the kissing scenes are cut).

Based on the enthusiasm locals have for Gadong, you might conclude that the area is a seething nightlife zone but, in fact, it’s little more than a collection of air-con malls and commercial blocks with ground-floor restaurants.

If you’d like to go out for a drink, try one of the stylish coffee shops offering decent espresso alongside speciality brews.



Maritime History & Traditional Technologies

SEAFARING HISTORY AND ANCESTRAL CRAFTS

About 6km east of downtown BSB (by road), two adjacent museums offer an excellent introduction to traditional Malay life, Brunei’s pre-modern material culture and the maritime history of the Brunei Empire. Both are closed on Friday.

The skeleton of a Chinese sailing ship from around 1500, ceramic vessels filling its holds, greets you as you step into the Brunei Darussalam Maritime Museum. Discovered in 1997 during an oil company survey (don’t miss the film about it, behind the sign-in counter), the extraordinary ‘Brunei Shipwreck’ yielded over 13,000 artefacts, 90% of them ceramic vessels. Ranging from crude singburi (stoneware jars) to bowls exquisitely decorated in blue and white, they were made in coastal China, northern and central Vietnam and Thailand.

The focus here is on the Brunei Empire’s extensive maritime trade links over the last nine centuries, including exports such as spices, rattan, sago and camphor. One gallery is filled with models of three dozen types of traditional boat.

The Malay Technology Museum showcases the varied economic activities necessary for life in a traditional Malay village or Dayak longhouse. Peek into half-size reconstructions of a Malay water village house, a Murut longhouse and a Penan forest hut, constructed (as in generations past) out of bamboo and nipa palm fronds. Mannequins demonstrate the blowpipe-making techniques of the Penan as well as fishing, farming, boat-making, brass casting (useful for making cannons) and the production of ambuyat from sago pith, as well as silversmithing, goldsmithing and hand-loom weaving. In the lobby, staff are happy to demonstrate traditional games and brain-teaser toys.

The official roles of the government-run Arts & Handicrafts Training Centre are to train Bruneian artisans in traditional crafts and to sell their exquisite creations, but it also functions as a national showcase for the sort of refined ceremonial objects you can see at the Royal Regalia Museum.

Drop by the seven galleries to admire museum-quality silverwork, cast brass, wood carving, batiks, sinjang (embroidered cloth traditionally worn by local men around their waist), jong sarat (hand-woven cloth made from gold and silver threads), songkok (traditional men’s hats), traditional musical instruments such as the gulingtangan (hanging gongs) and classic Malay games such as congkak. Situated about 600m east of downtown, on the way to the maritime and technology museums. Open daily except from 11.30am to 2pm on Friday.

WHERE TO SEE A MOVIE

The Mall Cineplex

An eight-screen cinema complex in the Mall, 5km northwest of the city centre in Gadong.

Times Cineplex

Five screens in the Times Square Shopping Centre, 9km north of downtown.

One Cineplex

In the One City Shopping Centre, 14km northeast of the city centre.


GOOEY TREAT

Remember that kid in kindergarten who used to eat craft glue? Well, ambuyat, Brunei’s unofficial national dish, comes pretty darn close. It’s a gelatinous, porridge-like goo made from the pith of the sago tree, which is ground to a powder, mixed with water and eaten with a variety of flavourful sauces.

To eat ambuyat (known in Sarawak as linut), you’ll be given a special pair of chopsticks called chandas that are attached at the top (don’t snap them in two!) to make it easier to twirl up the tenacious mucous.

Once you’ve scooped up a bite-sized quantity, dunk it into the sauce. After your ambuyat is sufficiently drenched, place the glob of dripping, quivering, translucent mucilage in your mouth and swallow – don’t chew, just let it glide down your throat.



Rainforest in the City

TRAILS, JUNGLE, WATERFALLS, MONKEYS

If you need a reminder that just beyond BSB’s air-conditioned malls lies the Bornean jungle, Taman Peranginan Tasek, with its background chorus of buzzing, chirping and rustling rainforest sounds, should do it.

The families of macaque monkeys hanging out in the trees – especially in the early morning and late afternoon – may help, too. Well-marked paths through the greenery lead to waterfalls, picnic areas and views of the city. For walks or jogs to more distant destinations (eg to the Subok area), the park has longer trails, generally with good signage; wear proper shoes. Situated 2km north of the city centre.

WHERE TO SHOP IN BSB

Yayasan Shopping Complex

Central BSB’s classiest mall has seen better days but it’s worth dropping by just for the mosque views.

BWN Souvenirs Store by Aewon

Sells items designed and made in Brunei, in the Yayasan Complex. Closed Wednesday.

The Mall

Offers four floors of Asian and global brands, plus a striking ceiling mural of a Royal Brunei Airlines plane.

The Sultan’s Jame’Asr Hassanil Bolkiah Mosque

BRUNEI’S LARGEST STATE MOSQUE

As you head towards Gadong, it’s impossible to miss the gleaming domes and four terrazzo-tiled minarets of Brunei’s largest mosque, inaugurated in 1994 to celebrate the sultan’s 48th birthday. The complex, with space for more than 5000 worshippers, is adorned with 29 gilded domes to commemorate Hassanal Bolkiah’s status as his dynasty’s 29th ruler. At night the main dome is lit up like a gold flame.

The interior more than matches the mosque’s lavish exterior, with sweeping staircases, supersized chandeliers, fine stained glass and repeating geometric motifs.

Look out for the sultan’s own personal escalator at his private entrance to the mosque. Outside, the structure is surrounded by fountains and formal gardens. Situated 4km northwest of downtown. Open to visitors from 8am (10.30am on Sunday) to noon and 2pm to 3pm, closed Thursday and Friday.
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BRUNEI DURING WWII

Just nine days after the December 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Japanese troops landed at Kuala Belait.

Within a week, all of Brunei – including its oil, of huge strategic importance to Japan – had fallen.

The only British unit in the country, a detachment of the Punjab Regiment, sabotaged Seria’s oil wells before escaping into the jungle. Wartime isolation caused near-famine conditions and many Bruneians were forced to forage in the jungle to survive.

Australian troops landed at Muara on 10 June 1945 and with the help of Allied bombers, who virtually flattened Bandar Seri Begawan, quickly liberated Brunei with little fighting.



The Sultan’s Palace, Istana Nurul Iman

WORLD’S LARGEST RESIDENTIAL PALACE

More than four times the size of the Palace of Versailles, the official residence of the Sultan of Brunei has 1788 rooms, 257 bathrooms, gold door handles and air-conditioned stables for the sultan’s polo ponies.

Designed by Filipino architect Leandro Locsin, it mixes elements of Malay (the vaulted roofs) and Islamic (the arches and gold domes) architecture, with the sweep and oversized grandeur of, some say, an airport terminal. Completed in 1984, it cost something like US$1.4 billion.

If shaking hands with royalty is your thing, and you happen to be in Brunei for the Hari Raya Aidilfitri festivities at the end of Ramadan, be sure to call in on the sultan at Istana Nurul Iman (the name means ‘palace of the light of faith’). In keeping with local tradition, the royal family receives visitors in morning and afternoon sessions for three days – members of the public shake hands with the sultan (if you are a man) or the queen (if you are a woman), who receive guests in separate rooms.

There is no need for an invitation; simply turn up and join the queue (arriving early means a shorter wait). Bruneians will be dressed in their best clothes, some in outfits made especially for the occasion using brightly patterned materials, so wear something modest and reasonably smart. The tradition was suspended during the Covid epidemic and at press time there had been no announcement regarding its return.

On the other 362 days of the year, the best way to check out the palace – from afar, of course – is to take a water-taxi cruise.

WHERE TO CATCH A WATER TAXI

Royal Wharf

Directly across Sungai Brunei from Kampong Ayer.

Yayasan Complex

Steep steps lead down to water taxis that’ll whisk you to Kampung Ayer, Kiulap and Gadong.

Tamu Kianggeh

A few boats venture up Venice-like Sungai Kianggeh to pick up market-goers, especially on Friday and Sunday.


GETTING TO BRUNEI

Brunei International Airport (BIA) has direct air links to cities around eastern Asia, including Kota Kinabalu, Kuching and Singapore, as well as London, Dubai and Melbourne. To get from Kota Kinabalu to BSB, take a bus (RM150) run by Sipitang Express (sipitangexpress.com.my). From Pulau Labuan, there are daily ferries to Brunei’s Serasa Ferry Terminal, 25km northeast of BSB.

At the time of going to print, bus links between Miri and BSB had yet to be re-established, so unless you find someone to drive you to and from the Miri–Kuala Belait crossing, the best way to travel between Sarawak and Brunei is by car; for rental options in Miri. If you use a GPS app, make sure your roaming plan or Malaysian SIM allows access to data in Brunei.




Getting Around

BSB has a cheap (B$1) but poorly organised public bus system that operates from 6am to 8pm. In the city centre, buses stop at a row of bus shelters on Jln Kianggeh, across the street from the Brunei Hotel. For details on lines, stops and travel distances, check out the government-run TransportBN app.

Another app with real-time information on location of buses, known as Smart Mobility Operation Cloud (SMOC), is supposed to be launched in 2023.

Finding stops can be a challenge – some are marked by black-and-white-striped uprights or a shelter, others by a yellow triangle on the pavement, and yet others by no discernible symbol. Useful destinations include the airport (lines 23, 24, 34, 36 and 38), Kiulap and Jame’Asr Hassanil Bolkiah Mosque (20), Gadong (lines 01, 20) and the Maritime and Malay Technology Museums (line 39). Buy your ticket on board; exact change needed.






Beyond Bandar Seri Begawan
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Lounge on sandy beaches, visit jungle waterfalls and longhouses, and observe the oil and gas industry from afar.


Brunei’s north coast stretches along the South China Sea for 125km, from Muara southwestward to Kuala Belait. Much of the area around BSB is suburban, but you don’t have to go far from the city to find forests, parks and long, quiet beaches with family-friendly amenities. Prodigal spending three decades ago gave Jerudong an amusement park and an over-the-top hotel but both retain the affection of many Bruneians. Tutong is known for its narrow, beach-lined peninsula, perfect for a picnic. To learn about how many Bruneians view fossil fuels and the wonderful wealth it has brought their country, head to Seria. Jln Labi takes you to Iban longhouses and never-logged forests hiding streams and waterfalls.
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TOP TIP

Except for very short walks, hikers must be accompanied by a licensed guide. You can find one through a tour agency.





SCUBA DIVING

Brunei has some interesting wrecks – a number dating back to WWII – as well as plenty of undamaged reef, including patches that are largely unexplored. On most of the shipwrecks and at all the reef dive sites, there is colourful hard and soft coral – look for large gorgonian fans as well as wide table corals. Marine life you are likely to see includes cuttlefish, octopus, morays, porcupine fish, giant puffers and perhaps a sea snake or two.

The best time to dive is between March and October; from May to mid-July the conditions are often ideal. Recommended operators offering PADI courses include Poni Divers, Brunei’s largest dive centre, and well-regarded Oceanic Quest Company, which offers full-board accommodation at their guesthouse in Muara.



Fun in Jerudong

AMUSEMENT PARK AND OPULENT BEACH RESORT

For much of the 1990s, Prince Jefri, the sultan’s younger brother and Brunei’s then-finance minister, was renowned for the extravagance of both his personal and public spending. The legacy of both lives on in the neighbourhood of Jerudong, an area so adorned with flamboyant bling that there is even a roundabout adorned with what looks like a giant diamond. Amid the rows of mansions, you may glimpse the Jerudong Park Polo Club (the sultan himself is a keen polo player).

Back in the halcyon days of Jefri’s largesse, a concert hall hosted free shows by the likes of Whitney Houston and Michael Jackson, the latter to celebrate the sultan’s 50th birthday in 1996. But in 1997 the party came to a screeching halt when Prince Jefri (dubbed the ‘Playboy Prince’) was accused by the Brunei government of embezzling billions in state funds. Happily, after a long dispute involving a series of court cases, Prince Jefri has been welcomed back into the family fold.

Nowhere sums up the legacy of Prince Jefri more than Jerudong Park Playground, 20km northwest of BSB. Bruneians who grew up in the 1990s have fond memories of the rides, all of them free, and the amusement park – now with a Ninja Warrior–style obstacle course and a petting zoo – is still a popular place to bring kids. Open from 4pm (10.30am on Saturday and Sunday) to 11pm; closed Monday.

The Empire Brunei, commissioned by Prince Jefri as lodging for royal guests (for a cool US$1.1 billion), is now a palatial hotel and beach resort that’s positively pharaonic in its opulence, with beaches, swimming pools, a spa, sports facilities, four restaurants and even a three-screen cinema. It’s worth stopping by to behold the US$500,000 chandelier in the lobby (made of gold and Baccarat crystal) and the panoramic views of the South China Sea from the soaring, marble-and-gold atrium. A day pass to the seafront swimming-pool complex costs B$27.50.

Jerudong, about 25 minutes northwest of downtown BSB by car, is served by bus lines 57 and 58. To get here by Dart, count on paying about B$15 in the daytime.
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WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN JERUDONG

The Empire Brunei

Luxury rooms with over-the-top amenities at remarkably reasonable rates. $$$

Zest Café

Soak up The Empire Brunei’s splendour while enjoying a pastry or sandwich, served with elegant panache. $$

Jerudong Park Playground

The park’s popular food court boasts over two dozen eateries. $


LUAGAN LALAK RECREATION PARK

If you’re up for some peace and serenity, this is an excellent place to find it: a trident of wooden walkways extend across alluvial freshwater swamp, with tufts of greenery dotted like islands in mirror-like water. Situated along Jln Labi, it’s a beautiful spot for picnicking, bird-watching or meditating, and is especially lovely at sunrise or sunset.

Locals come here for illegal fishing, and crocodiles come here with something similar in mind; after dark, you can spot their eyeballs poking up above the surface of the water by shining a strong flashlight and looking for two bright dots gleaming back. For obvious reasons, do not even think of taking a dip!



Sand & Grass at Muara Beach Recreational Park

LOVELY BEACH AND AUSTRALIAN MEMORIAL

Offering expansive views of the South China Sea, Peranginan Pantai Muara is a popular weekend retreat, with BBQ grills, picnic tables, lawns, children’s play areas and a long, sandy beach littered with driftwood. The amphibious landings by Royal Australian Navy commandos on 10 June 1945 at Green Beach (as the site was code-named) are commemorated by a memorial stone and an information plaque situated 300m from the parking lot (to the right as you face the South China Sea). A Dart should take about 30 minutes from BSB; it may also be possible to get here by bus 38 (one hour); get off on Jln Pelempong.

WHERE TO STAY ON THE NORTH COAST

Star Lodge

A moderately priced hotel in Kampong Jerudong with an outdoor pool; 1km from Jerudong Park Playground. $$

Lanes Hotel

In central Tutong, this well-regarded hotel has an infinity pool, a fitness centre and a play area for kids. $$

Roomz Hotel

This sleek Seria hotel is a good bet – spotless, tiled rooms come with little desks, balconies and sea views. $$

Tranquillity at Tutong

BRUNEI’S BEST BEACH

The main town in central Brunei, 50 minutes west of BSB, is neat and unremarkable, but the area is famous among Bruneians for two things: pitcher plants and sand. On special occasions locals cook a variety of dishes in the insect-catching sacs of the area’s six species of pitcher plant, while some of the sand near Tutong is so white that Bruneians used to take pictures with it, pretending it’s snow.

Arguably Brunei’s best beach, Pantai Seri Kenangan is set on a long, narrow spit of land 2km southwest of town, with the South China Sea on one side and Sungai Tutong on the other. Think powdery golden sand, warm water, picnic tables under rain shelters, plenty of shade thanks to lots of casuarina trees, and oil and gas platforms dotting the horizon. Sandflies can be a problem around sunset, so be sure to bring repellent.


FILLING THE TANK

Brunei has Southeast Asia’s cheapest petrol – at B$0.53 per litre, it costs less than bottled water! If you’re driving a car (eg a rental) with Malaysian plates and are not a Brunei resident, you’ll be taken to a special pump to pay a bit more (this is to prevent smuggling); staff (all petrol stations are full-service) will also list your passport and licence plate numbers.

As of research time, no such special pumps exist in the Temburong District so fill ’er up on the mainland.



Longhouses & Waterfalls Along Jalan Labi

FORESTS, LONGHOUSES AND WATERFALLS

A few kilometres after you enter Belait District (coming from Tutong and BSB), a road – Jln Labi – branches inland (south) to Jalan Labi and beyond, taking you to the Tropical Biodiversity Centre, with exhibits on local habitats, plants, animals and insects, and then through some prime forest areas. Fully paved, it leads to a number of Iban longhouses. Temburong District aside, this is your best opportunity in Brunei to see primary rainforest, though the only way to really connect with locals is on a guided visit, best organised through Borneo Guide. You do not need a guide to explore Luagan Lalak Recreation Park, a small wetland reserve.

Jalan Labi, 1½ hours by car from BSB, is a small Iban settlement about 40km south of the coastal road; of its four longhouses, two – Mendaram Besar and, at the end of the track, Teraja – are open to visitors. How much of a longhouse you are able to see if you just show up will depend on whether there’s an English speaker there to show you around the public areas (young people, most likely to speak English, generally move to the city to find jobs). The cost of such a tour might be B$3 per person.

The Labi longhouses are a mix of the modern and the traditional. They have 24-hour electricity, and while you may see women weaving baskets, nowadays they may be made of plastic rather than rattan (rotan), which is being over-harvested. And outside, among the fruit trees and clucking chickens, there’s usually a rustic shelter for a row of gleaming cars.

In the jungle beyond Teraja, lots of waterfalls (wasai in Brunei Malay) hide among the dense vegetation. Wasai Wong Kadir is close enough to Mendaram Besar for you to go on your own, but for Wasai Teraja (a 30- to 45-minute walk from Teraja), with a deep plunge pool for swimming, and the stunning 70m Wasai Beluloh, you must have a guide. You may be able to find one at Teraja longhouse, at least on Sundays; count on paying about B$30.
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WHERE TO EAT ON THE NORTH COAST

Tutong City Centre

The streets around the Lanes Hotel are home to over a dozen small eateries. $

Tutong Thursday Market

A wet market with food stalls comes to town every Thursday morning. $

Kaizen Sushi

This BSB favourite, offering an extensive selection of Japanese dishes, has outposts in Seria and Kuala Belait. $$$

The Oil City of Seria

BRUNEI’S OIL CAPITAL

Spread out along the coast, low-density Seria – 1¼ hours southwest of BSB – is the centre of Brunei’s mostly offshore oil industry. This is where commercially viable oil reserves were first discovered in 1929, and it’s where Brunei Shell Petroleum (BSP), co-owned by Shell and the Brunei government, is based. In 2021 BSP – the sultanate’s largest private employer – inaugurated a 3.3MW solar power plant in Seria, with almost 7000 photovoltaic panels, to power its HQ. The town’s cinema and bowling alley closed during Covid but may, at some point, reopen.

The Seria Energy Lab, opened in 2021 (it replaced, in the same buildings, the Oil & Gas Discovery Centre), is the place to come if you’ve ever wondered about the difference between light, sweet, sour and heavy crude. As you’d expect of a museum supported by Brunei Shell, exhibits focus on the technological and economic marvels of oil and gas production; many – including model wind turbines, aquariums and hands-on crafts – are designed to teach scientific concepts to local schoolkids. There’s a playground outside. Ticket prices are steep (B$23 for an adult, B$8 for a child, a bit more on weekends) but drop during school holidays. Closed until 2.30pm on Friday and all day Monday.


BILLIONTH BARREL MONUMENT

Overlooking Seria’s beach, this monument, crowned with Brunei’s national emblem, commemorates (you guessed it) the billionth barrel of crude oil produced at the Seria field, a landmark reached in 1991 (Brunei now pumps 127,000 barrels of oil a day, in addition to lots of natural gas). Copper panels leading up to the monument depict oil-related scenes – one of them features what looks like a giant lizard, or possibly an alien.

Nearby, the exact site of the 1929 oil gusher that changed Brunei forever is indicated. Out to sea, oil and gas platforms dot the horizon.




Getting Around

Bus services are not particularly easy to use but should be able to get you to (and in most cases between) Muara, Jerudong, Tutong, Seria and Kuala Belait. Dart is a straightforward, reasonably priced option but some drivers aren’t keen on going further than Muara or Jerudong. As usual in the sultanate, the easiest mode of transport is that favoured by Bruneians themselves: the motorcar.

As for Jalan Labi, there’s no public transport but it’s a beautiful 54km drive from the main highway, through jungle and past fruit plantations, to the Teraja longhouse at the end of the road.






TEMBURONG DISTRICT
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It wasn’t until 2020 that tiny Temburong (1306 sq km) was connected to the rest of Brunei by a spectacular bridge across Brunei Bay. Even now the exclave feels remote, with inland areas qualifying as ulu (Malay for ‘upriver’) and parts of Ulu Temburong National Park legitimately being deemed ulu ulu (essentially ‘back of beyond’). The main town, soporific Bangar, has a few restaurants, a handful of places to stay, a market and an ATM, but the main attractions are the vast tracts of untouched rainforest. The road from Bangar towards Batang Duri, the jumping-off point for boat rides to Ulu Temburong National Park, passes by Malay houses, Murut hamlets and a few modern Iban longhouses. Temburong – Brunei’s ’Green Jewel’ – was separated from the rest of Brunei in 1890, when Raja Charles Brooke of Sarawak seized the Limbang salient. Now part of Malaysia, Limbang was claimed by Brunei as recently as 2009.
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TOP TIP

For a visit to Ulu Temburong National Park, bring along sturdy hiking shoes, shoes or flip-flops that can get wet, a hat (preferably with a chin cord), water bottle, swim suit, rain poncho, sunscreen, unscented insect repellent and a bag to keep electronics dry.





WHY I LOVE THE TEMBURONG DISTRICT
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Daniel Robinson, writer

I love exploring the Temburong District because of its vast expanses of intact rainforest, which hum with chirping insects and teem with unseen creatures. On any satellite image of the area, the exclave’s international frontiers are literally inscribed in the texture of the undulating treetops: on the Malaysian side of the border, logging roads mar the landscape like varicose veins, their irregular tan tendrils revealing how the adjacent slopes came to be scarred and eroded.

But inside the sultanate, the jungles of Temburong are uninterrupted, subdivided only by rivers, the undulating canopy as undisturbed and continuous as it has been for the past 130 million years.



Pristine Rainforest at Ulu Temburong National Park

VAST EXPANSE OF VIRGIN RAINFOREST

Visiting this untamed wilderness, accessible only by boat, offers a glimpse of pristine jungle habitats untouched by logging or any permanent human presence. Covering the southern 40% of the Temburong District, the park encompasses endangered dipterocarp forest and is teeming with wildlife, including 400 kinds of butterfly. Only about 1 sq km is accessible to tourists – the rest is off-limits to everyone except scientists – but the bit that’s open will give you a sense of what Borneo was like a century ago. The only way to visit the park is to book a tour with one of several BSB-based travel agencies.

Half the fun of visiting Ulu Temburong is getting there by temuai (shallow-draft Iban longboat). The thrilling upriver trip from the Batang Duri area is challenging even for the most experienced skippers, all of them local Iban: submerged boulders and logs have to be dodged, hanging vines must be evaded and the outboard must be taken out of the water at exactly the right moment when shooting the rapids. The journey takes between 25 and 45 minutes, depending on river conditions. When it rains the water level can quickly rise by up to 2m, but if the river is low you may have to get out and push.

After disembarking near the confluence of two fast-flowing rivers (Sungai Temburong and Sungai Belalong) and registering with park authorities, visitors take a steep, sweaty trail into the rainforest.

Most of the time you’re either climbing staircases (the route has about 1000 steps) or trying to avoid slipping on the boardwalk, made mostly of a resin composite that doesn’t rot but does warp over time. If you get caught in a deluge, just scoot into one of the four roofed rest stops.

Keep an eye out for frogs, lizards, stick insects, gargantuan ants, pygmy squirrels and tree snakes, which often hang out right along the path, but you’re much more likely to hear hornbills and Bornean gibbons than to see them. Larger animals are easiest to spot during the fruiting season.

In primary rainforests only limited vegetation can grow on the ground, but up in the canopy all manner of life proliferates. Fortunately, you can visit the tops of the trees here without ropes and climbing equipment thanks to a vertiginous canopy walk. Secured by guy wires, this delicate aluminium walkway brings you level with the tree tops, up to 60m above the forest floor. As you make your way from tower to creaky tower, the whole contraption shakes and sways, but if you can take your mind off your pounding heart, you’ll be able to enjoy jungle-clad hills and valleys stretching to the horizon. There are no explanatory signs up on the walkway, but before you climb a good guide will explain the importance of the canopy ecosystem and point out the huge variety of organisms that can live on a single tree: orchids, bird’s-nest ferns and other epiphytes, ants and myriad other insects, amphibians, snakes and birds.

If, after your short but sweaty trek, you’d like nothing more than a cool dip, you’re in luck. On the temuai ride back to base, most guides pull up on the riverbank and splash up a stream to one of two waterfalls where you can bathe under surprisingly cold cascades and, if you stay still, have 2cm- to 5cm-long fish nibble on the dead skin on your feet – a gentle, ticklish pedicure!

WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN BANGAR

Stoneville Hotel

Bangar’s only proper hotel, with 36 simple, comfortable rooms. The sit-down restaurant is open 8am to 8pm. $$

Pusat Belia

Bangar’s ‘Youth Centre’ offers clean, basic dorm beds with AC. Office open until 4.30pm Monday to Friday. $

Afsara Restaurant

Bangar’s best Malay and Indian restaurant, with roti options and other eateries nearby. Open 6.30am to 8.30pm. $


BUKIT PATOI RECREATIONAL PARK

The big draw at Taman Rekreasi Bukit Patoi, part of the Peradayan Forest Reserve (10.7 sq km), is a 2km (one way) hike to the top of Bukit Patoi (310m), known for affording excellent views from its helipad.

The well-marked trail, through pristine jungle, begins at the picnic tables and toilet block at the park entrance, about 15km southeast of Bangar (and just a few hundred metres east of the access road to the bridge to BSB). You don’t need a guide but sign in at the registration counter before you set out. Bring plenty of water.




Getting Around

The spectacular new Sultan Haji Omar Ali Saifuddien Bridge has greatly reduced travel time between the Temburong District and mainland Brunei, but unless you have your own wheels, making the trip can be pricey: a ride from BSB with Dart will set you back B$100 – if you can find a driver willing to go. The district lacks petrol stations that can sell fuel to non-Brunei-registered vehicles.








KALIMANTAN
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THE HEART OF BORNEO

Covering almost two-thirds of the island’s total area, Kalimantan is Borneo at its wildest – with historic cities and great rivers acting as gateways to the heart of this jungle island.
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Kalimantan, the expansive Indonesian part of Borneo, is an adventure in every sense of the word. While Malaysia’s states, Sarawak and Sabah, welcome around four million tourists annually, Kalimantan barely receives 80,000. Tanjung Puting National Park, offering some of the best orangutan sightings on the planet, and Derawan Archipelago, a diver’s paradise, attract the largest numbers of international visitors. Most other places…well, let’s just say you could spend an entire month exploring the backwaters of this remote region without meeting another foreign traveller.

Despite the ravages of logging companies and oil-palm plantations, Kalimantan retains enough swathes of pristine landscapes to capture the imagination with a ‘heart of darkness’ journey. Remote jungle, snaking rivers and interior mountains serve up endless opportunities for epic rainforest exploration, while its cities are low-key and little visited by Indonesian standards.

The name Kalimantan is said to derive from kali (river) and intan (diamonds), and travel here – more than anywhere else in Indonesia – invariably involves large distances on inland waterways. The region is home to Indonesia’s three biggest rivers, and while boat travel can be time-consuming, it is worth the effort many times over.

Whether you travel up the famous Mahakam (980km), the mighty Kapuas (1143km) or the almost unknown Barito (890km), you’ll find incredible wildernesses and fascinating – and invariably hospitable – Dayak settlements and longhouses.

[image: jpg]

PAUL HARDING/LONELY PLANET ©


THE MAIN AREAS

WEST KALIMANTAN

The Kapuas River and longhouse communities.

CENTRAL KALIMANTAN

National parks and intriguing Pangkalan Bun.

SOUTH KALIMANTAN

Magical Banjarmasin, wetlands and isolated mountains.

EAST & NORTH KALIMANTAN

Remote homelands of nomadic Punan Dayaks.




Find Your Way

About the same size as France but riddled with huge rivers, Kalimantan can be a time-consuming region to travel through. A road network connects the main cities, but a long journey might stretch 5000km or more; prepare to spend time on the water.
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Plan Your Time

With such a vast area to cover, it is a question of maximising time so that you can experience the combination of culture and wilderness that is the essence of Kalimantan.
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The Soul of Borneo in One Week

• Fly into Pontianak and spend a day exploring the waterfront of this historic city before catching an overnight bus or flight to Putussibau.

• Head north to spend three days among the longhouses in the Kapuas Hulu region or the almost unknown mystical Mandai Hulu. Stay at one of several iconic longhouses or arrange to sleep-over in nearby jungle camps with experienced Dayak guides.

• Return to Pontianak and fly to Pangkalan Bun for a boat cruise among the spectacular wildlife in Tanjung Puting National Park, where you are almost guaranteed to see orangutans.




Two Weeks of Jungle Exploration

• Fly into Balikpapan and spend an evening on the waterfront sampling Kalimantan cuisine.

• Depart for Samarinda and take a bus up to Kota Bangun on the lower Mahakam River. Stop at Pela village for dolphin sightings and then take a chartered ces (longtail boat) to explore the tangle of waterways as far upriver as the Dayak Kenyah community of Datah Bilang. Here you will meet some of the only women who still sport the Kenyah’s traditional distended earlobes and ritual tattoos.

• From Datah Bilang catch a kapal biasa (passenger boat) for the relaxing 24-hour cruise back downriver to Samarinda.




Three Weeks into the Heart of Borneo

• If you want to explore the wilds of East and North Kalimantan, you’ll need time. Fly into Tarakan and take a speedboat to Malinau for a few days, visiting Setulang and Pulau Sapi, or a jungle camping trip at Tane Olen Reserve.

• From here either head north to the borderland area of Krayan Plateau or south for an expedition to the Sajau River region to learn jungle survival skills from Punan nomads.

• Explore the waterfront of the historic town of Tanjung Redeb before catching a boat to Derawan Archipelago or the lesser-known Kaniungan Islands to experience the natural diversity of the Coral Triangle.



Seasonal Highlights

Dry season tends to fall between March and October. Even at the height of the rains, downpours tend to be short and sharp with long intervals of blue sky.

JANUARY

Hot and humid with rainfall likely at any time. Chinese New Year makes this a vibrant time to visit Pontianak and Banjarmasin.
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MARCH

Generally dry, this is a great month for jungle trekking. Ramadan falls in or around March, so it can be hard to find daytime meals in cities.
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MAY

Perhaps the best month for serious jungle expeditions or diving holidays. Relatively low visitor numbers and affordable packages.
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JULY

High season and dry season. Visitor numbers are rarely an issue, but it’s best to book ahead for top highlights like Tanjung Puting and Derawan.
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AUGUST

The driest month in south Borneo. A good month for spotting wildlife as vegetation is at its thinnest. Inde-pendence Day parades are on 17 August.
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SEPTEMBER

Sometimes hazy due to late dry-season fires and the clearing of jungle ladang (plantations). Still a good month for trekking and diving with lower prices.
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NOVEMBER

The rains have started. Jungle trekking can be particularly hard. Diving conditions are not at their best, but prices are at their lowest.
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WEST KALIMANTAN


[image: jpg]

West Kalimantan’s geography is defined by the mighty Sungai Kapuas (Kapuas River), Indonesia’s longest. But the cultural adventure begins long before you reach the jungle: Pontianak’s majestic minarets and church spires mark the urban skyline, as do haunting istana (palaces) and evocative Chinese temples. From Pontianak, some travellers go upriver to Sintang, which has superb attractions of its own, including hiking and direct access to Danau Sentarum National Park. If you want to get the most out of Dayak longhouse experiences or explore truly remote rainforests, then Putussibau is the gateway to the real heart of Borneo. You can reach isolated valleys that are still home to sun bears, clouded leopards, pangolins and orangutans. With experienced guides – you can undertake the once-in-a-lifetime challenge of a cross-Borneo trek.
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SIGHTS

1Alun Kapuas Park

2Cathedral Church of St Joseph

3Istana Kadriah

4Pasar Flamboyan Market

5Raya Mujahadin Mosque

6Senghie Wharf

7Vihara Bodhisatva




TOP TIP

A jungle hammock with a fitted mosquito net can be a godsend, whether for sleeping in longhouses, the jungle or on cargo boats. If you’re squeamish about critters, it’s reassuring to know that you are only connected to the local habitat by two thin cords.




Capital of the Mighty Kapuas

SOAK UP INDONESIA’S LONGEST RIVER

The 1143km-long Sungai Kapuas has been the lifeblood of Pontianak city since its founding 250 years ago. In the last decade, the waterfront has seen renovation but somehow the concrete promenades and lush parks have done little to detract from the evocative feel of this truly equatorial waterway. In the evenings (especially at weekends), the promenade along the western bank of the river from Senghie Wharf to Alun Kapuas Park becomes a vibrant hangout for strolling families and the setting for pavement cafes where city folk socialise over luridly colourful soft drinks.

Between 4pm and 9pm, converted cargo-boats switch on glittering fairy lights for short cruises upriver as far as the soaring Kapuas Bridge. Juices and snacks are sold on board, and at just 15,000Rp for a 30-minute return trip, it is possibly the best-value river cruise in the world.

On the eastern bank, the historic quarter is bracketed by a quieter 2.5km-long riverside walkway. Listen for the raucous chirping of vast flocks of free-range swiftlets echoing from ramshackle stilted buildings, where the birds’ nests have been farmed for generations.

If jet lag kicks in, you can always head to the huge Pasar Flamboyan 24-hour market, where more than 500 stalls sell tropical fruit and vegetables and where a huge variety of seafood is sold smoked, salted, dried, fresh and sometimes even – albeit briefly – alive.
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WHERE TO STAY IN PONTIANAK

Hotel My Home

A competitively priced business hotel with small, comfortable rooms offering views across the rooftops. $$

Golden Tulip

Situated near some great eateries, this hotel has a pool, gym, restaurant and bar open to non-guests. $$$

Grand Kartika Hotel

Faded old dame with lovely rooms and outstanding views along the river. Back rooms are slightly musty. $$


CITY ON THE EQUATOR

Few people realise that Pontianak has the distinction of being the only large city that sits directly on the equator. The equator monument, about a 20-minute drive from the city centre, marks the spot where the equator crosses the river. The shady Taman Khatulistiwa (Equator Park) is a favourite local hangout and a spot for neighbourhood kids to play soccer. It is certainly worth a visit and there are two pleasant cafes situated on riverboats moored to the bank here.

If you’re fortunate enough to be travelling to the interior by boat, you’ll cross the equator nine more times before you reach Sintang.



Cathedrals, Mosques, Temples & Palaces

ARCHITECTURAL GEMS OF THE PAST

The skyline of the unexpectedly diverse Pontianak is spiked with the minarets of mosques, dragon-roofed pagodas and the dome of Cathedral Church of St Joseph. This cathedral is one of the most dramatic buildings on the entire island, not least because of its unexpected Dayak motifs featuring shields and the sacred hornbill. Officially, it’s closed on Sundays (unless you are attending for Mass) but at most times Ibu Susana will be there acting as unofficial tour guide to show you around.

In comparison, the austerely grand Raya Mujahadin Mosque, the city’s biggest, is an oasis of calm. You are welcome to visit at any time so long as you are respectfully dressed (no bare legs) and leave shoes at the entrance. Contrasting with the mosque’s spacious, breezy marble prayer hall is the shadowy, incense-singed interior of Vihara Bodhisatva. This Buddhist temple is an enchantingly secluded cavern filled with a mind-boggling array of deities.

The 250-year-old Istana Kadriah palace remains a family home for the descendants of the sultans of Pontianak. Ibu Herlina (a family member herself) guides visitors among the artefacts in the throne room.
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WHERE TO STAY IN PONTIANAK

Colour Hostel

Top budget option, with comfortable mixed dorms that are reminiscent of overnight railway compartments. $

Gardenia Resort and Spa

If you have a hankering for tropical greenery, these timber cabins – just minutes from the airport – are ideal. $$

Aston Pontianak

This business-class hotel – with pool, gym, restaurant and bar – is hard to beat in the lower luxury range. $$$


BEST PLACES TO SAMPLE INDONESIAN FOOD

Abang Kepiting

Things can get messy when the crab carapace starts flying, but this Pontianak favourite also boasts world-class calamari. $$

A Hin Chai Kue Panas Siam

This simple Chinese hole-in-the-wall has some of the tastiest noodle and rice dishes in the city. $

Raja Uduk

Easily overlooked among a row of eateries, head here for chicken or fish accompanied by delicious nasi uduk (Sumatran steamed coconut rice). $$




Escape to the Southern Coast

GATEWAY TO BEACHES AND A NATIONAL PARK

It might be only 150km due south of Pontianak, but just getting to Sukadana can be quite an adventure. The speedboat journey through the tangled waterways of the lower Kapuas passes through mangrove swamps and what appears to be impenetrable jungle – punctuated only by the occasional colourful stilted hamlet. Look more closely though, and you’ll see the tousled heads of oil palms, betraying the extensive plantations that are set back from the banks and occupy most of the delta.

The Sukadana area is famous as the gateway to Gunung Palung National Park, but its beaches – especially those on the neighbouring Karimata Islands (about 100km offshore) – are among West Kalimantan’s most idyllic and unspoiled. There are several hotels and guesthouses in Sukadana but just 10km inland (closer to the park) you pass through a paddy landscape of the sort that will be familiar to anyone who has visited rural Bali. Sedahan village was settled by Balinese immigrants as part of Indonesia’s transmigrasi programme (which transported inhabitants from densely populated islands to less developed ones). In the absence of any Dayak communities in this area, this Hindu village, now into its second generation, makes for a picturesque cultural experience.


KARIMATA BEACHES

Karimata archipelago, lying 100km offshore from Borneo’s west coast, has the region’s best collection of unspoiled beaches.

While the area has been classified as a nature reserve for its diverse rainforests, reefs, mangroves and montane wilderness, tourism is still in its infancy. A Karimata adventure – whether jungle trekking, island-hopping or beach bumming – could be the highlight of your Borneo trip.

You can reach the islands by private boat charter or on a public boat that runs from Teluk Batang (an hour from Sedahan in a shared taxi). ASRI Foundation (alamsehatlestari.org) – a Sedahan-based non-profit organisation that works with communities on Karimata – can provide up-to-date advice on transport and accommodation.



Wildlife-Watching in Gunung Palung National Park

FROM ORANGUTANS TO CLOUDED LEOPARDS

Gunung Palung’s estimated 2000 orangutans are completely wild – as opposed to rehabilitated – and yet, given ongoing threats to this forest over the years, they are surprisingly habituated. Few visitors to this park leave without memorable sightings of orangutans and gibbons (or, with more luck, sun bears or even clouded leopards).

A large proportion of the park is a research area and therefore, unfortunately, off-limits to visitors, so most people find that two days hiking out from the park’s Lubuk Baji Camp is ample.

English-speaking guide Yayat (WhatsApp: +62-895-3563 02026), who offers a comfortable room at his family home in Sedahan, is one of the most experienced freelance guides; Canopy Tours is also able to take care of all the logistics for visits to the national park from Pontianak.


Getting Around

The Gojek and Grab apps make travel around Pontianak a breeze, whether by motorbike taxi (faster and cheaper) or by car (safer).

Technically, Sukadana is accessible by road, but frequent flooding means that the speedboats – carrying 24 passengers at speeds of up to 60km/h – are the only truly reliable transport. Daily speedboats make the trip in five hours; slower overnight boats do the same journey in 12.






West Kalimantan Interior
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Head inland for one of Indonesia’s great river adventures.


Kapuas Hulu boasts more than its share of natural wonders, including the dramatic headwaters of Indonesia’s longest river and Danau Sentarum National Park. The area is also home to some of Borneo’s most hospitable Dayak communities. And yet, this part of the island remains relatively unknown to tourists.

As with anywhere in rural Indonesia, you will invariably be warmly welcomed as a guest, but expect travel here to be time-consuming. Here, more than most places, you will find that an experienced and reputable guide could save you hours of stressful haggling – and there’s a good chance they will even save you money too. Putussibau-based Kompakh and Sintang-based Canopy Tours are both highly recommended.
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TOP TIP

Travel here might seem expensive, but bear in mind that all imports must follow a 600km route inland from the coast.




Along the Banks of the Kapuas

GETTING TO KNOW RIVERSIDE COMMUNITIES

The screeching echo from ramshackle bird-nest towers represents the soundtrack to every community along the Kapuas. Few travellers realise the millions of swiftlets they see swooping over the waterways at sunset are domesticated free-range ‘livestock’. It’s unlikely that any of the thousands of islanders who have been employed for generations to harvest birds’ nests for use in Chinese gastronomy have ever sampled this delicacy.

It’s just one of many traditional products that were historically shipped downriver before the 580km road made the journey from Pontianak to Putussibau drivable in a day. These days very little produce (including West Kalimantan’s 4500 sq km of oil palms) is moved on the venerable bandung cargo boats.

Don’t be too hasty in your race towards the interior, because the riverside communities of West Kalimantan deserve some exploration. Sintang – an ideal break in the journey upriver – is a great hiking base and your first chance to visit a longhouse. The stilted village of Selimbau and, to a lesser extent, Semitau are overlooked by most travellers who effectively use them as launch points for onward journeys into the wild wetlands of Danau Sentarum National Park. In early morning, when the sunlight is glinting on the pastel-coloured houses, Selimbau is vivaciously alive with diving kids and women in conical hats expertly manoeuvring their sampans among the raised walkways and bridges.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SINTANG

Canopy Center

Budget rooms are comfortable enough, but the appeal is in great chilling areas with coffee and ‘immune booster’ drinks. $

Betang Ensaid Longhouse

An hour east of Sintang, this is the first longhouse you’ll see as you travel up river and a bastion of traditional ikat weaving. $

Ladja Hotel

Well located and great value, with a touch of style that raises it a step above the usual midrange offerings. $$


PEAKS & WETLANDS

Mountains are usually modestly referred to as bukit (hills) in Kalimantan, even if, like majestic Bukit Kelam, they rise to a kilometre above the surrounding landscape. Indonesians claim this to be the world’s second-biggest monolith.

Bukit Kelam apart, the floodplains around Sintang are predominantly flat, so it might come as a surprise that this little city is also the departure point for expeditions to Kalimantan’s tallest peak. Isolated Bukit Raya (2278m) is a bucket-list challenge for hikers.

Allow about two weeks for that expedition and don’t attempt it without experienced guides. Danau Sentarum NP is undoubtedly West Kalimantan’s most famous drawcard; Sintang-based Canopy Tours can also arrange boat trips from nearby Semitau or Selimbau village.



Coffee in Sintang

MORE THAN A CUP OF JOE

Sintang offers a surprising array of appealing eateries and – for such a small city – a variety of great coffee shops. Canopy Cafe has unforgettable Vietnam-style filter coffee; Kedai Kopi Tarik has the best ‘pulled coffee’. To sample some other Sintang secret spots, join a food tour run by local celebrity Kipli (spartasintang@yahoo.co.id).
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KAPUAS HULU’S GREATEST JUNGLE EXPERIENCES
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Hermas Rintik Maring has 25 years’ experience as a jungle guide and runs WWF-affiliated ecotourism organisation Kompakh (kompakhadventure.com). Here are his top recommendations for exploring the interior.

Cross-Borneo Trek

This once-in-a-lifetime weeklong jungle expedition follows a historic route taken by Dutch botanist Dr Nieuwenhuis in 1894.

Betung Kerihun National Park

A pristine tropical rainforest, this park covers more than 8000 sq km and is home to Punan, Iban and Bukat Dayak as well as wildlife such as orangutans, sun bears and clouded leopards.

Danau Sentarum National Park

A 1320-sq-km tangle of waterways, lakes and islets, with otters, crocodiles, proboscis monkeys, fish and diverse birdlife.



Gateway to the Heart of Borneo

FROM PUTUSSIBAU TO FORESTS AND LAKES

Putussibau is no longer the sleepy jungle trading post it once was, but it’s unlikely that travellers who have made it this far are going to spend time hanging out in a city. No, the allure of Kapuas Hulu (Upper Kapuas) is what lies beyond. This area is home to many of Borneo’s oldest longhouses, and you don’t need to travel far to find them; several venerable examples are within minutes of the city centre.

Unlike urban-style terraced housing, the longhouse structure is not a one-size-fits-all form of architecture: an opportunity to experience several of these unique dwellings will be a highlight of any Borneo adventure. Reputable, well-connected tour operators can arrange longhouse stays and jungle-camping trips with Dayak guides, which combine wildlife-watching and cultural interaction in a way you are unlikely to ever forget.

The tannin-rich waters of Danau Sentarum, which look like a polished black mirror, are a photographer’s dream. Wildlife sightings are common even on the outskirts of the fishing communities where opportunistic otters prowl the fish traps like foxes around a chicken coop. This immense wetland wilderness can be accessed from Sintang, but Putussibau-based Kompakh can arrange access from Lanjak at the northern edge of the lake (15 minutes by boat). Sepandan Island has comfortable lodge accommodation staffed by hospitable rangers who – if you cover fuel costs – are happy to show you around Danau Sentarum in their launch.

Be advised that towels are rarely supplied in budget accommodation. Travel with a Muslim-style tubular sarong (available for cheap in any market), which can also serve as a bedsheet, curtain, covering for cold bus rides, changing room for longhouse stays, quick-drying towel and – why not? – even as a sarong.

BEST PLACES TO EAT IN PUTUSSIBAU

Sky Banana Resto

A 5th-storey terrace with inspiring views of Bukit Tilung peak and a rare chance for a beer in predominantly Muslim Putussibau. $$

Langkau Asap

This Iban-owned hole-in-the-wall might be one of the best places to eat nasi campur in Indonesia, featuring pork prepared in five ways. $

Rumah Makan Dua Putri

A great Padang-style Muslim eatery with excellent fresh juice. Expect it to be heavily sweetened unless you request otherwise. $


CROSS-BORNEO TREK : WEST TO EAST

Tanjung Lokang, on the upper Kapuas, is the western starting point for one of the world’s most extreme commercial jungle treks. The trek can potentially be made from the east, but whichever way you go, do not attempt it without an experienced guide. This is a gruelling hike that is likely to take a week to 10 days. It’s been described as a horizontal Everest…but much, much sweatier, and with a lot of leeches.

Kompakh Adventure (kompakhadventure.com) leads west-to-east treks, while De’Gigant Tours (borneotourgigant.com) leads east-to-west treks from Upper Mahakam.

Remember that you need logistical support at both ends; you don’t want to find yourself trapped at the headwaters of either the Kapuas or the Mahakam without transport waiting to bring you down.



Dayak Longhouses

EXPERIENCE KAPUAS HULU’S LOCAL CULTURE

Travellers will start to see longhouses just beyond the suburbs of Putussibau, but the area to the north of the city (bordering Sarawak) offers a rare opportunity to visit some of Kalimantan’s Iban communities – traditionally the island’s most feared headhunters. The betang (longhouses) are a good day trip from the city, but are also ideally situated if you’d like to break up the journey to Lanjak (northern entry point to Danau Sentarum). The 216m longhouse at Sungai Utik – 1½ hours north of Putussibau – dates back to 1916 and is one of the most spectacular on the island (still with a timber roof). Even the briefest glance at the anatomical adornments on the Iban men will be enough to convince you that Sungai Utik has more than its share of talented traditional tattoo artists.

Kelayam Longhouse is a further half-hour to the north. It’s said to be even older, though it’s been modernised with clapboard walls and an iron roof. While the Iban men here seem to focus on the production of tuak (palm wine), and are less heavily tattooed, many of the Kelayam inhabitants are talented weavers. The traditional ikat textiles created in back rooms here are among the finest examples of Iban craft in production today, since most are coloured with natural dyes – a dying art in itself.

BEST PLACES TO STAY IN PUTUSSIBAU

Rindu Kapuas

A simple cold-water mandi (bucket-shower) hostel that’s ideally located in the atmospheric riverfront quarter. $

Grand Banana

A worthy upgrade with spotless, snug rooms (slightly more expensive ones have windows) and Putussibau’s only rooftop bar. $$

Dusun Danumdoro Longhouse

A half-hour from town, this majestic 110m-long dwelling is home to a thriving Taman Kapuas Dayak community. $


A Mandai Hulu Jungle Experience

VALLEY OF THE SPIRIT WORLD

The Mandai Hulu (a tributary of the Kapuas) is believed to be the valley of the spirit world in Iban mythology. In a place that was fearfully avoided by Iban headhunting parties, the Da’an Dayak tribe carved a life of hunting-and-gathering and slash-and-burn rice cultivation. The Da’an were feared by other tribes for the mystical powers that enabled them to survive in this earthly spirit world. Even today, there is still an element of magic about the beautiful Mandai Hulu. There are no longer any longhouses here, but the Da’an have a rich culture that is all their own, based on basketwork and beadwork.

The pretty riverside hamlet of Rantau Bumbun is arguably the closest community to Borneo’s geographical centre, and makes a uniquely wonderful base for hikes through the valley.

There are several shorter walks to be made from Rantau Bumbun (Bumbun Mountain can be climbed in a day), but with Da’an guides it’s possible to set up camping trips with sampans (dugout canoes) in the uninhabited forest above the spectacular cascades just above the village.

Without a command of Bahasa Indonesia it would be difficult to visit Mandai Hulu, but Kompakh Adventure works closely with the Da’an community and can arrange anything from overnight stays to full-blown jungle exploration.
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WHY I LOVE MANDAI HULU
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Mark Eveleigh, writer

In 1995, I led a month-long expedition from West to Central Kalimantan across a route that had never been trodden by outsiders. Back then, it took four days just to get from Putussibau to Rantau Bumbun. Since that first visit, I’ve returned three times to head into uncharted valleys with Da’an friends and carried out research for my Indonesia-based travel book, Kopi Dulu.

This is real jungle – with more than its fair share of leeches and mosquitoes – but it is worth every moment for a chance to watch flying lemurs or thousands-strong flocks of flying foxes swoop over camp at sunset, or to wake to the whooping call of a troop of gibbons.




Getting Around

Comfortable overnight sleeper buses run from Pontianak to Sintang (six hours) and Putussibau (14 hours). Traditional cargo boats (known as bandung) still ply the Kapuas as far up as Putussibau. They rarely carry passengers these days but the six-day voyage remains one of the most unforgettable (and, at around 500,000Rp, best-value) river trips in Southeast Asia. If you’re strapped for time, there are flights several times a week, direct from Pontianak to Putussibau.

In Sintang and Putussibau, it’s easiest to take an ojek (motorbike taxi) to get around. In all the riverside towns there are motorised canoes and becak (bicycle-rickshaws), either of which can be hired for about 50,000Rp for an hour-long tour.






CENTRAL KALIMANTAN
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Despite being considerably bigger than England and Wales combined, Central Kalimantan’s diverse opportunities for adventure tend to be overshadowed by the province’s world-famous Tanjung Puting National Park. The majority of tourists who fly into Pangkalan Bun have their sights set on a quick rendezvous with orangutans. Having achieved this aim, they sometimes miss out on the province’s other unforgettable adventure experiences: Sebangau National Park and wilderness trails that rarely see a foreign bootprint.

Even the city of Pangkalan Bun – and, to a lesser extent, the provincial capital Palangka Raya – is a historic and picturesque place, where life has always been dominated by rivers. Few people visit Pangkalan Bun, yet the fact that a 10-storey Mercure hotel is under construction implies that someone is optimistic about the tourism potential here.

Created in 1957, Central Kalimantan is the only province with a predominantly Dayak population. While rural Central Kalimantan has a largely Dayak population, the urban centres tend to be predominantly Muslim. It is considered respectful to wear clothes that cover legs and shoulders and to take shoes off before entering palaces or places of worship.
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TOP TIP

With Iskander Airport ideally situated for access to Tanjung Puting, many travellers avoid Pangkalan Bun altogether and head straight to the port of Kumai, gateway to the park. But as one of Kalimantan’s most appealing cities, it’s worth the 30-minute detour.




A Historic River City

FOLLOW THE BOARDWALK THROUGH RAINBOW VILLAGE

Pangkalan Bun is one of the most appealing cities in Borneo to explore on foot. The stilted riverside communities remain the most charming aspect of the city and are wonderfully accessible and friendly quarters to stroll through.

The 24-hour Indra Sari Market spills out of the confines of its marketplace into the surrounding alleys. This is the ideal place to fuel an early-morning walk with a jolt of sweet black kopi (coffee). It’s only 3km from here to the end of the riverside boardwalks near Sungai Bulin, but the walk is more challenging than you might imagine; you’ll find yourself tiptoeing across a ramshackle boardwalk of bouncing timbers (many of which are on the verge of cracking through). At times the whole boardwalk sways but just as you think about turning back you’ll be surprised to see a resident confidently riding a motorbike across the worst sections.

Homes and shops in what’s aptly known as Kampong Pelangi (Rainbow Village) are brightly daubed in primary colours. Walk past floating pontoon bathrooms mounted with similarly colourful toilet cubicles, though note the faded paint below the flood-line on the walls of many houses – a reminder there’s a dark side to life here. When you’ve had enough, hail a boatman on any of the rainbow-hued longtail water taxis. Pay a little extra (about 80,000Rp) for a half-hour cruise that will give you a chance to see the other side of town, with its sawmills and Bugis boat-builders near Arut Bridge.
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A TALE OF TWO PALACES

The city of 200,000 clusters like moss in the shadow of the two istana on the hill above the Sungai Arut. Istana Kuning (the ‘Yellow Palace’) is so-called because this dark, ironwood building was traditionally cloaked in yellow fabric. Architecturally it represents the cultural styles of the sultan’s wives (Malay, Chinese and Dayak). Originally constructed in 1806, the building had to be rebuilt after it was set on fire in 1990.

Despite being just two minutes’ walk up the road, few people ever visit Istana Pangeran Mangkubumi. This venerable building (c 1820) is richly packed with an eclectic collection of artefacts, from antique weaponry to rare Arabic manuscripts.




Getting Around

Pangkalan Bun is well connected by long-distance buses with both Pontianak (to the north) and Palangka Raya and Banjarmasin (to the east). The city itself is small enough to be easily walkable and, although the Gojek app is not yet available here, it’s easy to find an ojek (motorcycle taxi) if you ask around. Motorised canoes ply the riverfront and can be flagged down for short trips or for a chartered cruise (from around 100,000Rp per hour).






Central Kalimantan Interior
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Step into Indonesia’s giant jungle province.


Central Kalimantan, a province that occupies over a fifth of Borneo’s total area, has wilderness trails that rarely see a foreign footprint and, as the only Indonesian province with a predominantly Dayak population, there are fascinating longhouse communities and jungle hamlets where – according to the local code of hospitality – you’ll invariably arrive as a guest and leave as a friend.

Tanjung Puting National Park, however, remains the most famous wildlife drawcard in Indonesian Borneo. There are few places in Asia where you can have such a close interaction with great apes.

Meanwhile, Sebangau National Park attracts those looking for something more challenging than the typical Tanjung Puting–style boat cruise.
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TOP TIP

Central Kalimantan’s longhouses, often equipped with electricity and plumbing, provide an honest insight into how many rural Indonesians live.




Asia’s Most Famous Waterborne Safari

ORANGUTAN HEAVEN

At two-thirds the size of Bali, Tanjung Puting National Park is home to an estimated 6000 Bornean orangutans. Camp Leakey, a research station and orangutan rehabilitation centre named after famous paleoanthropologist Louis Leakey, is a bucket-list destination for wildlife buffs and offers a unique opportunity to get close to the great red apes in their natural habitat.

If you want to make the most of this adventure and stop at the various other camps along the way, you really need two or three days in the park. Along with Camp Leakey, two other camps (Tanjung Harapan and Pondok Tanggui) have supplemental feeding stations for rehabilitated and wild orangutans.

Tours often take in the riverside hamlet of Sekonyer (listed in 2022 as one of Indonesia’s 100 most picturesque villages) and two other research stations, if they are not off-limits for projects that range from tarantula studies to clouded leopard camera-trapping.

Camp Leakey can be busy at weekends with day-trip boats from Kumai, but recent regulations limit visitor numbers to a maximum 120, and just 22 at the smaller centres.

Even without the orangutans, a voyage into Tanjung Puting would be worthwhile for the spectacular birdlife and frequent sightings of macaques, silver langurs and the aptly named agile gibbons. Proboscis monkeys (their bulbous noses gave them their Indonesian name, monyet belanda or Dutch monkey) often swim across the river in the wake of passing boats, which scare off waiting crocodiles.

False gharials and saltwater crocs are best spotted with a torch after dark (look for their eyes) and, in the main channels, you might catch sight of otters and dolphins.
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THREE WAYS TO VISIT THE PARK

Three days

Wow Borneo’s timber klotok (riverboats) has sumptuous, air-conditioned cabins. Catering and guiding are top-notch. $$$

Two days

Rimba Eco Lodge is the park’s only upmarket jungle resort. Situated next to Sekonyer village and close to Tanjung Harapan. $$

One day

Verada Borneo runs day trips in a chartered speedboat to Camp Leakey in time for the daily feeding. In Kumai, there are dozens of slower boats. $


MEET THE ORANGUTANS

Most visitors to Tanjung Puting National Park encounter numerous orangutans during a typical three-day trip. In addition to the three feeding stations, you’ll often see them in the trees along the riverbanks.

The feeding platforms are protected with a cordon of ropes, but the apes frequently wander directly through the human spectators as they make a beeline for lunch. The orangutans are completely wild (some rehabilitated) and when trees are in fruit – or when it’s raining – many ignore the feeding stations altogether. Staff feed orangutans daily from 9am to 11am at Pondok Tanggui, from 2pm to 4pm at Camp Leakey and 3pm to 5pm at Tanjung Harapan.



Central Kalimantan’s Other Parks

A WALK ON THE WILDER SIDE

Sebangau National Park is even bigger than Tanjung Puting and, because it has no feeding stations or well-maintained pathways, it is considered a wilder experience. Despite having an estimated population of 6000 orangutans, you might be disappointed if you have your heart set on sightings since Sebangau’s red apes are not habituated to humans and can be very elusive. However, don’t let that discourage you as Sebangau is an enticing, though challenging, jungle-trekking area that is also justly famous for its birdlife. In contrast to Tanjung Puting’s sometimes busy waterways, there is an invigorating atmosphere of remoteness in the forests and peat swamps here.

Wow Borneo runs luxury cruises into the park, but if you want to travel independently your best bet is to enquire about chartering a longtail boat at the ranger station at Dermaga Kereng Bangkirai (40 minutes south of Palangka Raya by bus).

Bukit Baka Bukit Raya National Park (1810 sq km, centred on the Schwaner Range on the West Kalimantan border) is Central Kalimantan’s remotest protected area. It is primarily a trekking area because active wildlife tourism is not encouraged in the areas where threatened orangutans – including the world’s only recorded albino orangutan – have been released. Even getting to Bukit Baka Bukit Raya is an adventure; hiking the trails in this area should not be attempted without reliable guides and preparation worthy of a serious jungle expedition. It’s not for the faint-hearted.

PLACES TO STAY IN PALANGKA RAYA

Aquarius Boutique Hotel

Well-designed, comfortable rooms with the benefit of a good restaurant and Palangka Raya’s best rooftop bar. $$$

Bukit Raya Guesthouse

With great chilling areas, tropical gardens, a tree house and swimming pool, this midrange option is a rare find. $$

Hotel Triana

Budget rooms with attractive murals by resident artist Dodi, and an unforgettable bar packed with vintage artefacts. $


BIRDING HOTSPOTS

It is estimated that 688 species of birds are found on Borneo; over a third of these can be found in Tanjung Puting National Park.

Even from a boat, your ears will often pick out the train-like chug-chug of hornbill wings and your eyes will catch the golden shimmer of diving stork-billed kingfishers. Rare Storm’s storks and several species of eagles wheel on the afternoon thermals, and on the short walk to feeding stations you might see hornbills, pittas, woodpeckers, babblers, flower-peckers and trogons. Sebangau birds include the Bornean bristlehead, rhinoceros hornbills, Wallace’s hawk-eagle and Argus pheasants.

Bukit Baka Bukit Raya National Park and Barito Hulu represent a varied habitat for waterfowl, plus some of the island’s most sought-after lowland and hill forest species.




Central Kalimantan’s Largest Dayak Group

COMMUNAL LIFE WITH THE DAYAK NGAJU

Betang Toyoi is a majestic stilted longhouse close to the centre of the province. As the traditional homeland of the Dayak Ngaju people, this is fitting since the word ngaju is said to mean upriver.

The building’s 3m ironwood pillars remain sturdy a century and a half after they were erected, and some of the traditional totem poles (vestiges of the Dayak Ngaju’s own version of the Kaharingan religion) date back several generations. The experience of spending a day or two in this enchantingly pretty village could be one of the highlights of your visit to Central Kalimantan. It’s normally a relaxing experience, but if your visit coincides with one of the fairly frequent ceremonies you could find the communal sleeping platform surprisingly packed.

Tobias Hohl (tel/WhatsApp: +62 821-5275 9146) runs an environmental project near Betang Toyoi and can arrange visits. Pak Hendro (WhatsApp: +62 852-4953 2555) is a community member who runs a collective taxi from Palangka Raya.

Less than 35km to the east (a four-hour drive from Palangka Raya) is Tumbang Manggu, another Dayak Ngaju longhouse in an area that is famous for rattan processing. Wow Borneo can arrange visits to both communities. Alternatively, both of the longhouses are around four hours from Palangka Raya, and can be reached in a collective taxi (about 200,000Rp).
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TUMBANG GAGU LONGHOUSE

Tumbang Gagu longhouse lies about 300km from both Pangkalan Bun and Palangka Raya. Getting here consists of a seven-hour drive, followed by an hour boat trip and two hours of trekking.

The 55m traditional structure was built in 1870 and still stands strong on more than 200 ironwood stilts. It’s said that the location was determined by the traditional method of releasing a chicken and seeing which spot it chooses to roost. The Dayak Ngaju way of life remains strong here and the inhabitants of Tumbang Gagu still practise slash-and-burn agriculture and traditional crafts (including the fermenting of rice wine) just as their ancestors did.

Wow Borneo can arrange stays.




Getting Around

While the Gojek app makes transport hassle-free in Palangka Raya, the app does not yet work in Pangkalan Bun. Make a deal with freelance ojek taxi-riders.

Major towns and cities are connected by bus routes but it pays to enquire about collective taxis (hotel staff can often arrange pick-ups). Departure times will be more flexible – and more reliable than the frequently delayed buses – while the price is likely to be only slightly more expensive.






SOUTH KALIMANTAN
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South Kalimantan ranges from lowland swamps to some of the island’s most accessible mountain country. Most travellers visit the atmospheric capital, Banjarmasin, for its early-morning floating markets, followed by a detour for hill trekking and bamboo rafting in Loksado. As you explore Indonesian Borneo’s smallest province (it’s about a quarter the size of Central Kalimantan), you’ll spend a large amount of time floating through meandering jungle rivers, mountain rapids and endless marshes. This is not surprising, since the province is home to the country’s third-longest river, Sungai Barito.

Get off the beaten track (six to eight hours of fairly rough roads) and there’s a unique boat-building community at Batu Licin where a group of Bugis people build their majestic timber schooners in line with ancient ship-building rituals.
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TOP TIP

Banjarmasin’s floating markets start at first light and the river journey is the perfect start to a day. This is one of the few times in Kalimantan when you’ll appreciate a jacket, and perhaps a cup of Java from People’s Place, near the main jetty.




The Floating Markets of Banjarmasin

EARLY-MORNING RIVER LIFE

Banjarmasin has been exporting pepper, rattan, rubber, birds’ nests, gold and diamonds since long before the city was known to the Western world.

This evocative city, with its stilted communities and floating houses, has remained essentially unchanged for generations. Nowhere is there more of a feeling of timelessness than at its two floating markets. Both Lok Baintan (on the Martapura River) and Kuin Market (on the Barito River) are reached after about 30 minutes of puttering through the predawn coolness of the channels. These daily markets are relatively fleeting events and transactions – most often deals over fruit, vegetables and fish – are usually completed before 8am. The markets each have their own character, so if time allows consider doing both on separate mornings. While neither are touristy, you might be approached by a couple of fruit or coffee vendors at the bigger Lok Baintan – which, rather than being static, drifts slowly with the current – while at Kuin you will be welcomed but otherwise ignored. Take time to paddle up to the breakfast boat for an irresistible banana-bread snack. While Kuin is about half the size (with around 50 motorised canoes) there is an added pleasure in the cruise back through waking communities in the side channels linking the Martapura and the Barito Rivers.

WHERE TO STAY IN BANJARMASIN

Summer Bed ’n Breakfast

This is a gem for the comfy rooms alone. The 24-hour rooftop bar makes it the best place to stay in Banjarmasin. $$

Victoria River View Hotel

A three-star option with – you guessed it – river-view rooms. A tiny balcony is only available in the upgraded rooms. $$$

OYO 850 Lapan Lapan

The best of the rest. No frills, but more stylish than most at this level. Rooms are clean and comfortable. $


MOSQUES & TEMPLES

With rare exceptions, mosques tend to be open round-the-clock, so it’s possible to stop at the venerable Sultan Suriansyah Mosque on the way back from Kuin Market. It’s said that the mosque was built in 1526 on the site of the first Islamic place of worship in Kalimantan.

Directly south of Banjarmasin’s Pasar Lama (Old Market) you pass the vast grounds around the space-age dome of the Great Mosque of Sabilal Muhtadin. On the opposite side of the river is the wonderful grotto-like Soetji Nurani Temple where Banjarmasin’s Chinese community has worshipped since 1898.



Floating Houses & Sinking Boardwalks

KLOTOK CANAL TOUR AND BICYCLE-RICKSHAWS

‘An expanse of brown houses of bamboo, of mats, of leaves, of a vegetable-matter style of architecture, sprung out of the brown soil on the banks of the muddy river…’ Although Joseph Conrad penned these words to describe Bangkok 130 years ago, they could just as easily be applied to parts of Banjarmasin even today.

Some of the stilted quarters of the city have been given a facelift and a lick of government-sponsored paint, while others have sadly degenerated. Even as satellite dishes bloom from leaking rooftops like oversized lilies, city residents continue to bathe in the river and make use of floating lanting toilet platforms.

A klotok voyage through the watery labyrinth of Kampong Kelayan and into the flooded rural hinterland provides an insight into a way of life that is fast disappearing in Southeast Asia. Visitors are rarely seen here and residents – whether engrossed in laundry, bathing or fixing nets – still smile and wave as you putter past. Young boys seem to enjoy the sport of taunting the boatmen by swimming after boats, frequently coming perilously close to the propellers in a dangerous game of tag.

Ask the boatman to drop you at Pasar Lama – literally the ‘old market’ – so that you can end your cruise around town with a short trip on a becak, which are still used by local shoppers and merchants to shuttle produce through the tangled alleyways.


I LIVE HERE: SAMPLING BANJAR CUISINE
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English-speaking guide Sarkani Gambi (kalimantantouristguide.com) spills the beans on some of the best places to sample Banjar cuisine.

Warung Batang Banyu

Soto Banjar (Banjar soup) is the first thing you need to try; this floating eatery is the most iconic place to sample it. The coconut-flavoured baked duck is also incredible.

Depot Jakarta

Watch the activity in the open kitchen for an education in Chinese cuisine. The ingredients are super fresh.

Soraya Resto

One bowl of soto Banjar is hardly enough and this place has some of the best. Also try the barbecued fish and the rawon (Javanese black beef soup).




Getting Around

Angkot (public minibuses) tend to fan out from Jln Pangeran Samudera roundabout along fairly well-defined routes. However, a Gojek will already have you at your destination in the time it takes you to find the right angkot. Becak (bicycle-rickshaws) ply the city-centre but they avoid the steepest of the humpback bridges. Klotok (riverboats) are available for charter from the pontoons next to Merdeka Arch Bridge, but you’ll benefit from the help of an experienced guide. Guntur Mas (discoverkalimantan.com) and Sarkani Gambi (kalimantantouristguide.com) are English-speaking guides with a wealth of local knowledge.






South Kalimantan Interior
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The intriguing home of water-buffalo cowboys and bamboo boatmen.


Travel around South Kalimantan tends to revolve around the triangle formed by Banjarmasin, Loksado and Kandangan, the gateway to the wetland buffalo range. The mountain town of Loksado nestles among the dramatic mist-shrouded peaks of the Pegunungan Meratus (Meratus Mountains). This range occupies about a quarter of South Kalimantan and its peaks rise from sea level to a height of almost 2000m. In stark contrast, the wetlands north of Kandangan are a shimmering marsh where water and sky sometimes seem inseparable. Most visitors tend to stay in the city (on the main route between Banjarmasin and Balikpapan) but don’t overlook the bustling little waterfront town of Nagara, arguably southern Borneo’s greatest hidden gem.
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Nagara river | ALDRIN RACHMAN PRADANA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

There’s no official accommodation in Nagara village, but well-connected guides can arrange for you to sleep on a boat.




All that Glitters is Not Gold

A CITY BUILT ON DIAMONDS

It’s often said that Kalimantan means the ‘River of Diamonds’, and it’s here in South Kalimantan where that name carries the most weight, even today.

While hardly hidden gems, Martapura (the diamond city) and Banjarbaru (the custom-built provincial capital) are both worth a side trip for insights into a glittering but backbreaking and unglamorous business. Nevertheless, you might be surprised to see diamond polishers nonchalantly slipping plastic envelopes out of their wallets to display a heap of tiny starlets. Even car-park attendants around Cempaka Diamond Mines (said to have estimated reserves of almost 33 million carats of diamonds) take your 5000Rp parking fee and then try to convince you to turn over several million more for the shimmering stones that they hold up to the sunlight.

Until recently, diamond hunters dug their pits by hand. It was horrifyingly hard labour, and being buried alive was considered to be an occupational hazard. These days, most prospectors work with machine pumps and conveyor belts. Nevertheless, when you walk onto the ransacked landscape around Cempaka (definitely best visited with a guide) you still get the impression that the work remains just as brutally tough as it ever was.
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WHERE TO BE SEEN IN BANJARMASIN

People’s Place

This bar and cafe, with 7th-storey views over Banjarmasin, is open round-the-clock and serves the best pizzas and burgers in Kalimantan. $$$

Office Coffee

A classy roastery and cafe in central Banjarmasin serves all the favourites, plus specialities like Green Forest Coffee (cold-drip infused with apple). $$

Nasa Luxury Club

The live-music lounge is the place to be seen in Banjarmasin – with karaoke and spa attached. It’s open till 2am, but closed Thursdays. $$$


DIAMONDS & ARTEFACTS

In 1965 the world’s seventh-biggest diamond, the Tri Sakti, was discovered at Cempaka. It was not only the size (similar to a dove’s egg) but the rare yellowish tint that made it famous. It’s a colour that you’ll see in the diamonds at Martapura’s Penggosokkan Intan diamond-polishing and information centre.

For some, it may be a nerve-wracking experience to hold the gemstones in your hand, but examining them through a diamond worker’s loupe is nevertheless fascinating. The easygoing staff here can explain the process that transforms an intan (rough diamond) into a berlian (polished diamond).

At the nearby Museum Lambung Mangkurat, English-speaking staff can guide you through a diverse collection of other treasures.



Swimming Buffalo Herds

A UNIQUE WETLAND HABITAT

The vast area of marshland lying to the east of the little town of Nagara (sometimes spelled Negara) is the location of one of the world’s most astounding livestock traditions. Canoe-mounted cowboys guard herds of water buffalo as they swim out each morning from their stilted corrals to spend the day grazing among floating islands of vegetation. The largest of the kalang hadangan (‘buffalo houses’) shelter as many as 100 animals, with every one of the gentle giants instantly recognisable to its owner.

The best time to visit is either at dawn, when herds swarm down the ramp into the water, or before sunset, when they return home. A chartered klotok shuttles you out from Nagara, but you usually need to transfer to a motorised canoe to get through the narrow channels of swamp grass.

The cowboys can track the location of their sometimes submerged livestock through the flocks of white cattle egrets that ride on their backs. Very few visitors make it to the Nagara wetlands, but the kingfishers flitting in the shallows, terns wheeling overhead, and all the other assorted birds, from herons to eagles, make this spot a bird-watcher’s dream.

Sarkani Gambi (kalimantantouristguide.com) was raised on a floating house in the area and is the ideal guide for visits to the marshes and exploring fascinating Nagara.
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BEST WAYS TO VISIT THE BUFFALO RANCHES

Be there at dawn

Great for bird-watching. Since there are no hotels in Nagara, visitors tend to stay in Kandangan. This means an hour’s drive in order to be on the boat by dawn.

Wait till the cows come home

Best for photos, as sunset over the marshes can be spectacular. This also means you can enjoy the Nagara street food before returning to Kandangan.

Spend the night

A well-connected guide can arrange a sleepover on a klotok. Conditions are basic but you can either sleep moored in town or, better still, putter out to the marshes.


CUISINE, CRAFTS & CURIOS

Little Nagara has a lot to offer visitors who take the time to explore. If possible, try to spend an evening sampling street food. The best stalls are on either side of Andi Tajang Bridge. Visit in the daytime and you’ll come across a whole street dedicated to the shaping and firing of traditional terracotta pots.

Dapur (the Indonesian word for ‘kitchen’) are a local innovation that you’re unlikely to find elsewhere – it’s a sturdy terracotta basin with a built-in support for a cooking pot. These dapur allow people to cook on open wood-fires without risk to their wooden houses and boats. Listen for the rhythmic clatter of blacksmiths who work just as their ancestors did, but these days recycle parang (machete) blades out of truck suspension coils.



A Hill-Station Escape

A UNIQUE WAY TO SHOOT THE RAPIDS

Many riverside towns might offer commercial rafting, but Loksado offers a unique way of shooting the rapids – in 10m-long traditional bamboo rafts known as lanting, which are poled down the river rather than paddled. Bouncing among the boulders, on what is essentially a bamboo gondola, can be a thrilling experience.

The ride down to Tanuhan village takes about two hours and combines just the right amount of adrenalin-pumping whitewater and dreamy drifting among soaring trees. Once you get past the plastic flotsam at the edge of Loksado, the river appears to be miraculously clean. The boatman might tell you that you can safely drink it, but it’s not advisable since many Loksado residents (including some budget riverside homestays) discharge their waste water directly into the river.

It is a breathtakingly beautiful way to cruise the river, however, and you have a good chance of seeing wildlife, including monitor lizards, otters, langur monkeys and a variety of birdlife, including hornbills and kingfishers.

In addition to passing the forested banks, you’ll also see Dayak hamlets, orchards and ladang (clearings for dry rice-farming). You’ll also notice that lanting are still used as a form of transport and to ferry cargo in the form of harvested poles from the immense bamboo forests along the banks.


HIKE JUNGLE TRAILS TO HIDDEN WATERFALLS

The Pegunungan Meratus are scoured with spectacular waterfalls. Some are less than an hour’s walk from Loksado. Others can only be accessed through extended jungle treks, camping along the way or staying at Meratus Dayak hamlets, where much of the cultural and spiritual life is still dictated by respected shamans.

Consider taking an ojek (about a half-hour ride from Loksado) to Tanuhi Hot Springs, where you can soak aching limbs in four naturally heated pools, or, if it’s a hot day, cool down in the swimming pools. Thermal springs caused by volcanic activity are not unusual in Indonesia, but they are not often found in Borneo. Tanuhi is described as a rare ‘radiogenic non-volcanic geothermal system’. In layman’s terms, it’s blissfully relaxing.




Getting Around

Gojek app is the easiest way to get around in Banjarmasin, Banjarbaru and Martapura. Long-distance buses plying the Banjarmasin–Balikpapan route stop in Kandangan. This is the hop-off point for both the mountain village of Loksado and marshland Nagara. Both are about an hour away but, since local angkot are erratic, it’s best to ask around for a taxi or ojek.

Moving on from Kandangan, book a bus ticket through the Pulau Indah Jaya offices in Banjarmasin (pulauindahjaya.com). There is no ticket office in Kandangan.






EAST & NORTH KALIMANTAN
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Balikpapan and Samarinda, Kalimantan’s two biggest cities, are soon to be joined by the city of Nusantara, Indonesia’s new capital, officially slated to be inaugurated in mid-2024. At the time of writing there was little to mark the spot except a sign marking Titik Nol (Point Zero). These urban conglomerations, however, stand in marked contrast to the open spaces of East Kalimantan’s Sungai Mahakam (Indonesia’s second-longest river) and extensive rainforests. The great river is said to have been named after the Sanskrit phrase maha kama – ‘greatest love’.

It might come as a surprise to find soaring karst peaks so close to the delta, and world-class diving reefs next to the coastal mangroves. KalTara (North Kalimantan) remains the wildest and most unexplored part of the island and, despite its relatively diminutive size, is home to diverse Dayak cultures, including fully nomadic Punan hunter-gatherers.
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TOP TIP

If you’re interested in spotting orangutans, proboscis monkeys, some of Borneo’s rarest birds – plus the rarely seen sun bears – head to one of the several protected wilderness areas that are within an hour’s drive of Balikpapan’s city centre.




Big-City Life on the Makassar Strait

BOULEVARDS AND BEACH BARS

With a population of around 830,000, provincial capital Samarinda is Borneo’s most populous settlement, but, thanks to its oil wealth, neighbouring Balikpapan (703,000) stands out as the island’s most cosmopolitan city.

About a decade ago Balikpapan upgraded its international airport in the hope of welcoming more regular visitors from Jakarta and Singapore, who would be lured by weekend jaunts to its shopping and nightlife venues. What happened, however, was that many of the local citizens (those who could afford it at least) took advantage of an opportunity to head out en-masse at weekends.

Few travellers are likely to head to Kalimantan in search of shopping and cosmopolitan nightlife, but Balikpapan might be just the ticket if you’ve been in the jungle and have a spot of bush fever, or you’re looking for a hassle-free place to acclimatise before your adventures.

Whether you fly into the city or arrive overland from Banjarmasin – via the 7km ferry crossing of Balikpapan Bay – one glance at the stilt-city of offshore oil rigs (producing almost 300,000 barrels a day) and the flotilla of coal barges will convince you that this isn’t the best place for a dip in the sea. There are some decent beaches, however, that are great for a stroll or for hanging out at some appealing beach bars.

It might come as a surprise that several protected forests lie close to the city, so you needn’t wait for the jungle if you are hankering for wildlife sightings.
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WHERE TO STAY IN BALIKPAPAN

Maryan Guest House

A budget hotel that does a passable job of appearing to be midrange. Friendly staff and a great location close to Ruko Bandar. $

Astara Hotel

A high-rise holiday hotel incorporating a waterpark, sure to appeal to kids. The cocktail terrace – open to non-guests – is perhaps the city’s best. $$

Open House

A hilltop location plus sculpted gardens and a cluster of antique-strewn buildings make this one of Kalimantan’s most evocative boutique hotels. $$$


EXPLORING BALIKPAPAN’S WATERFRONT

A wander westwards from the big Borneo Bay City (BBC) mall is like taking a stroll back through time. The quarter known as Ruko Bandar is a favourite with oil workers and has some good cafes and restaurants. The next patch of coastline as you continue westwards alongside Pasar Klandasan Beach is lined with stalls selling satay, grilled fish and coto Makassar (Sulawesi beef soup).

From here you pass into Pasar Klandasan (8am–6pm), which – packed with fresh fish and colourful tropical fruit – has changed little through the centuries. Back out on the main street is the Agung at-Taqwa Mosque, its elegant facade covered in the latticework that is known locally as kisi-kisi.



Wildlife Sightings Near the Concrete Jungle

BORNEO’S WILDLIFE TICK-LIST WITHIN REACH

Nobody expects once-in-a-lifetime wildlife sightings to be easily accessible, but Balikpapan offers an unexpected chance to tick off Borneo’s most iconic species. Just to be clear, we’re not talking about zoos, or even dubious attractions such as Penangkaran Buaya Balikpapan, a crocodile ‘hatchery’ where crocs sulk in concrete sumps and elephants are forced to carry tourists. No, Balikpapan offers some truly insightful wildlife experiences.

Sungai Wain Reserve – where both orangutans and sun bears are rehabilitated – is said to be the last extensive tract of lowland rainforest left in Borneo. You even have a chance of spotting leopards and the rare Bornean peacock-pheasant, ground-cuckoo, wren-babbler and the bizarre bristlehead. It’s less than an hour by taxi from the city centre.

The Sun Bear Centre (beruangmadu.org), 45 minutes from town, is a must-visit for anyone with an interest in Balikpapan’s mascot. This conservation and education project (admission free) offers a chance to see rehabilitated sun bears interacting in truly vast enclosures, as well as an informative and hands-on information centre. The best chance to see the bears is during the 9am and 4pm feeding sessions.

You might be astounded to see troops of wild proboscis monkeys from the timber boardwalks at Margo Mulyo, 20 minutes by taxi from the city centre, and you can ask one of the neighbourhood boatmen to shuttle you out among the mangroves for a closer look.


I LIVE HERE: LOCAL SPECIALITIES
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Balikpapan-based tour guide Nila Warti (kalimantantourguide.com) hopes visitors will take the time to track down the city’s iconic dining spots.

Soto Banjar Quin Abdhu

Famous for traditional South Kalimantan chicken broth, which is steeped in spices and complemented with duck eggs. Soto Banjar is best eaten with ketupat, which resemble solid blocks of rice, and are cooked for up to four hours in woven coconut leaf packages.

Ocean’s Resto

Located in the popular Ruko Bandar nightlife area, this is perhaps the city’s premier seafood destination.

Biru Laut

Set on Monpera Beach, this is a favourite sunset hangout, where locals come to feast on the catch of the day.




Getting Around

Balikpapan’s busy airport is 40 minutes from the city by taxi. An extensive angkot network connects the city-centre with surrounding villages, but most travellers will find Grab and Gojek scooters faster and more convenient. Expect to pay from around 20,000Rp a ride (twice that for a car). Even as far as Sungai Wain (an hour out of town) a Gocar is only likely to set you back about 100,000Rp. If you’re arriving overland from Banjarmasin, expect a bus to take around 15 hours, including the hour-long ferry ride across Balikpapan Bay.

Many travellers begin their Mahakam adventure direct from Balikpapan.






East & North Kalimantan Interior
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Home to the mighty Mahakam River, the remote homelands of nomadic Punan Dayaks and bustling Balikpapan.


If East Kalimantan is your starting point for the Cross-Borneo trek, then your logistical decisions are more or less mapped out: head up the Mahakam River and over the Muller Mountains. If, on the other hand, you’re planning on taking in as much of the province as possible, then logistically you have a lot to figure out: distances are huge and transportation can be erratic and slow. On the plus side, you’ll have ample opportunity to experience the various modes of Sungai Mahakam transport.

But this region is not only about the mighty Mahakam: the wild spaces of Berau Regency and North Kalimantan could be said to encapsulate the best of Borneo.
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TOP TIP

Try to board your boat early for the best vantage point – the little open-air platform over the wheelhouse.




Mother City of the Mahakam

SPRINGBOARD FOR FORESTS AND LAKES

While Sungai Mahakam dominates this part of the island, Samarinda, with its own well-connected airport, is also an ideal base for northbound trips to Kutai National Park and Berau Regency.

If you start your river trip here you’ll almost certainly depart from Pelabuhan Sungai Kunjang, mooring point for the public boats known as kapal biasa (‘normal boats’). If you prefer to skip the lower section of the river, you can catch a bus to Kota Bangun on the lower Mahakam from just across the street at Sungai Kunjang Bus Terminal.

Either way, don’t expect things to happen with clockwork efficiency. Neither port nor bus station are wonderful places to wait around, but there are two good options if you have time to kill: the imaginatively named Big Mall is the ideal chance for last-minute shopping or to grab one final cappuccino before you head for the wilderness. If cultural sustenance is more what you’re craving, then head to the Islamic Centre at Baitul Muttaquien Mosque. It’s hard to miss Indonesia’s second-biggest mosque (after Jakarta’s Istiqlal Mosque), which accommodates congregations of up to 40,000 people. As long as you’re respectfully dressed (no bare legs or uncovered shoulders) and remove your shoes, you’re welcome to enter the mosque that is inspired – so local guides will tell you – by Istanbul’s Hagia Sophia.

The Islamic Centre’s Menara Utama 99 – 99m to represent the 99 names of Allah – rises like a spiritual lighthouse over the meandering lower reaches of the Mahakam.

Enlisting the help of a guide is advisable here. Even if you have a good command of Bahasa Indonesia, travel in the Mahakam region can be complex. Bear in mind that the best guides can help you negotiate fair prices (for transport and accommodation), which may go a long way towards defraying their fees.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SAMARINDA

Midtown Hotel

This business-style hotel, at the luxury end of the midrange level, offers spacious comfortable rooms and an extensive breakfast buffet. $$

Guest House Remaja

A midrange guesthouse in a great location – close to the bus and ferry terminals and within strolling distance of Big Mall and the Islamic Centre. $$

Guest House Samarinda

A no-frills budget option in the city centre, this the best of the cheapies and comes recommended by guides. $


THE RIVER

The observation platform on top of Menara Utama 99 could be the ideal introduction to the legendary Mahakam, and might be the only time you get to look down onto the water, as opposed to across it. Unfortunately, your first impression is likely to be of lumbering coal barges bullying the dodging cargo boats.

The Mahakam flows 980km from its source in Gunung Cemaru to the Makassar Strait (just east of Samarinda). As the cultural heartland of some of the island’s most fascinating Dayak groups, the river is justified in its place at the top of so many travel bucket lists.



The Mahakam Route

EXPERIENCE AN ICONIC JUNGLE RIVER

Mahakam River travel can be broken down into three basic choices: road, private boat or kapal biasa. The latter option consists of cargo and passenger boats that run from Samarinda all the way to Long Bagun and take roughly three days. While some people are put off by the crowded sleeping conditions and squat toilets (effectively just a hole in the stern deck – the ‘poop deck’, you might say), a kapal biasa voyage can be a wonderfully relaxing way to experience the river in local company. While it is undoubtedly the cheapest way to travel, the downside is that you’ll see nothing beyond the main channel. A kapal biasa hardly runs to Swiss timekeeping and, if you plan to hop off and catch a later boat, bear in mind that jam karet (‘rubber time’) is a phrase you hear frequently on the Mahakam.

A kapal biasa takes eight hours to cruise from Samarinda to Kota Bangun. It’s thus much quicker to take a bus, although the road is bumpy. Few buses run further into the interior, but hiring a private car will get you to locations you could hardly access otherwise. If the budget allows (or if you have a group to share costs) a combination of car and ces (chartered longtail boats) is the ideal option.

Whether you intend to travel by longtail ces, spid (pronounced ‘speed’) motorboats or in a kapal biasa, consider packing earplugs – river travel can be noisy! As you head further upriver, you’ll be challenged by floating-plank walkways and notched-pole stairways. Experienced Borneo travellers consider it wisest to unstrap your pack and carry it over one shoulder so that it won’t drag you down if you fall into the water.

DAYAK CULINARY SPECIALITIES

Tuak

This drink is tapped from several types of palms. It ranges in taste from refreshing lemon juice to potent, throat-scorching firewater.

Tempoyak

It’s hard to imagine a fruit as pungent as the durian could be improved by fermentation, but the delicious tempoyak (durian paste) can last for months.

Babi hutan

Jungle boar has been a major source of protein and a central part of communal feasts since time immemorial.


I LIVE HERE: MAHAKAM HIGHLIGHTS

[image: jpg]

Awang Jumri (WhatsApp: +62 853-4982 7071), head of East Kalimantan Guides Association, is from Mahakam’s Dayak Kutai group. He’s taken many travellers to explore the lesser-known highlights of the mighty Mahakam.

Lower Mahakam

Many people ignore Samarinda, but the city is the perfect introduction. Karang Mumus is a developing canal quarter and the Dayak Kenyah village of Pampang puts on dance performances every Sunday.

Middle Mahakam

Highlights are the chance to see rare white Irrawaddy dolphins, and to go to riverside communities such as little-visited Jantur and Pela.

Upper Mahakam

This is where you find the most intriguing Dayak communities. It takes time to get to Mahakam Hulu, but it’s worth every moment.



The Diverse Communities of the Lower Mahakam

GREAT LAKES, BREACHING DOLPHINS AND HIDDEN HAMLETS

It’s easy to understand why the stilted village of Pela was listed among Indonesia’s 50 prettiest villages. With the morning sunshine reflecting on the mirror-like water under pastel-hued houses or the sunset gilding the shimmering expanses of nearby Danau Semayang (Lake Semayang), this is the sort of place that photographers dream of. Add breaching Irrawaddy dolphins and a tradition of rocketing racing-boats – presumably mind-bendingly noisy for marine mammals – and there’s enough to keep your interest for several days.

Pela is just a short ces ride from Kota Bangun and has some of the most hospitable and enticing homestays on the entire Mahakam. The journey onwards is best made by privately chartered ces, since this gives you the opportunity to explore the twin lakes of Semayang and Melintang, and the tangle of wilderness waterways and stilted villages near Muara Muntai. The latter is chiefly famous for its ulin (ironwood) boardwalks, said to be the longest in Indonesia.

While moving through these villages, if someone offers you refreshments it’s considered impolite not to take at least a small taste. If you’re nervous about the local food (or the hooch), memorise the phrase ‘sudah makan obat’ (I’ve taken medicine). Most Indonesian people have a strong respect for pharmaceuticals.

THE THREE LAKES OF THE LOWER MAHAKAM

Danau Semayang

Best for seeing Irrawaddy dolphins and famous for photogenic sunsets.

Danau Melintang

The stilt town of Melintang guards the entrance to the lake of the same name and has a unique buffalo farming tradition.

Danau Jempang

Lakeside communities with rich Dayak traditions are the gateway to some of the river’s rarely explored wildlife areas.


LEGEND OF THE WHITE DOLPHINS

In Pela village, the story is still told of the children who were warned not to eat a pot of boiling rice. When they didn’t listen and the rice burned their mouths, they jumped into the river to cool off and turned into dolphins. Ever since, whenever an Irrawaddy dolphin clears its blowhole, it’s said to be in recollection of the scalding effects of that rice.

WWF estimates there are fewer than 300 Irrawaddy dolphins (Orcaella brevirostris; known locally as pesut) left in the world, and perhaps only 70 in the Mahakam. They are sometimes seen around Muara Muntai, but the best chance to spot them is in the channel between Pela and Kota Bangun.

Pela boatmen are experienced at finding pods, and the village has an informative museum with exhibits on the pesut.



Up the Middle Mahakam

CREEKS, LONGHOUSES AND PROTECTED HEATH FORESTS

As an offloading point for the kapal biasa passenger boats, Muara Muntai is an obvious stopping point for travellers. The stilted town of Jantur – with kilometres of timber boardwalks, rich crafts and traditions – is an enticing base for exploring Lake Jempang by longtail ces.

On the lake itself, the Dayak Danuaq town of Tanjung Isuy offers an opportunity to visit four historic longhouses, including Batu Bura, which retains its weaving traditions. The village of Ohong, with tethered egrets, herons and marabou stork that are being fattened up for feast days, might not seem like a bird-lover’s paradise, but Ohong Creek teems with birdlife, and with frequent sightings of three species of primates (macaques, proboscis monkeys and leaping langurs) it’s one of East Kalimantan’s wildlife highlights.

English-speaking guide Awang Jumri (tel/WhatsApp: +62 853-4982 7071) can arrange a real adventure in the form of basic homestay accommodation in a hamlet on the edge of Muara Baroh swamps. During WWII, his great-grandfather and other Dayak guerrilla fighters waged a hit-and-run war here on Japanese forces.

Located more than halfway up the Mahakam, the coal-mining city of Melak (which has the only airport on the river) might come as an unwelcome surprise after the unspoiled wilderness of the lake and creek areas. It’s hard to find traces of once-rich Dayak culture among the coal barges and the industrial-era eyesore of the abandoned bridge, but this is the traditional homeland of Dayak Kutai, Tunjung, Aoheng, Bahau, Benuaq and Kenyah people. Scratch the surface and you can still find a rich tradition of shamanic rituals.

Near the village of Melintang, be sure to make a detour to the communal kerbau kalang (buffalo corral) where around 400 majestically horned water buffalo pass the months of the rainy season on their stilted ironwood platform. Every day, dozens of waterborne livestock farmers have to forage far and wide in canoes to cut grass for the herd.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY ALONG THE MAHAKAM

Homestay Tauman, Pela

Perhaps the most delightfully hospitable place to stay on the Mahakam. The owners can arrange dolphin-watching boat trips. $

Penginapan Longhouse, Tanjung Isuy

Both buildings here are filled with heirlooms and the owners are mines of information on Dayak Benuaq culture. $$

Penginapan Melinda, Datah Bilang

A friendly Upper Mahakam homestay with a comfortable sitting room and verandah overlooking the main street. $


LONGHOUSES AND BLACK ORCHIDS

Guides in Melak rave about the old Dayak Benuaq longhouse known as Lamin Pepas Eheng, which dates from the early 1960s. Unusually, it’s still inhabited, and is worth visiting if only to see the intriguing array of totem poles that stand like sentries outside.

Reaching Kersik Luway Orchid Reserve from Melak can be quite an adventure – after heavy rains you might need a 4x4 – but it’s worth the effort to walk into this sacred area of kerangas (tropical heath forest).

Borneo has around 1700 types of orchids, but this might be the only place where you’re almost guaranteed to see the rare black orchid (Coelogyne pandurata) in blossom. Also here are carnivorous pitcher plants that hang, like hundreds of bulbous fairy lights, from the trees.



Across the Equator in the Upper Mahakam

INTO THE INTERIOR…AND BEYOND

The equator bisects the Mahakam about four hours below the town of Datah Bilang. Even up here, there are signs of environmental devastation in the form of gold-panning operations and vast floating logjams of timber destined for the sawmills. Wildlife becomes more visible around this stage, however, and you might see monkeys, deer and even otters along the riverbank.

The mixed Muslim and Dayak Kenyah town of Datah Bilang is a pleasant place to stop with several comfortable homestays. There are two spectacularly painted Kenyah lamin (longhouses, along with their towering totems and statuesque rice barns), but both remain locked unless a ceremony is underway. Datah Bilang is chiefly notable as home to some of the last Kenyah women who sport intricate traditional tattoos and the iconic distended earlobes of their tribe. Puey Peppiu, now in her eighties, makes a little subsistence money by charging for photos (50,000Rp a snap) and is happy to meet foreigners and answer questions about her life.

Be aware that water levels can change within a matter of hours and sometimes a kapal biasa is unable to go beyond Datah Bilang. However, double-check rumours of cancelled boats; they’re sometimes spread by speedboat owners trying to drum up passengers for themselves.

DAYAK COMMUNITIES OF THE UPPER MAHAKAM

Rukun Damai

Dayak Kenyah longhouse community who settled here in the 1970s. It’s one of the few places to see Kenyah women with long earlobes and tattoos.

Long Pahangai

Village inhabited by Dayak Modang. This tribe is famous for its woodcarving traditions and produces some of the island’s most spectacular statues.

Tiong Ohang

Home to the Dayak Penihing group (sometimes called Aoheng), it’s possible to trek six hours from here to visit another Penihing community.


CROSS-BORNEO TREK : EAST TO WEST

Few travellers make the six-hour voyage onwards from Datah Bilang by kapal biasa to Long Bagun. This is the headwaters of the Mahakam, a stretch that is dominated by extreme (sometimes fatal) rapids. From here, it’s still about a half-day’s journey with a chartered speedboat to Tiong Ohang, the trailhead for the Cross-Borneo trek.

For the entire Cross-Borneo journey – all the way up the Mahakam, across the Muller Mountains and down the Kapuas – allow three weeks. De’Gigant Tours (borneotourgigant.com) are the experts in trekking from east to west, while WWF-affiliated Kompakh Adventure (kompakhadventure.com) has led many successful expeditions from the western side.



Hidden Paradises of the East Coast

VIRGIN REEFS AND RAINFORESTS

Teluk Sumbang and the Kaniungan Islands have only recently begun to feature on travel itineraries. An embryonic resort network (with 3- and 4-star accommodation) offers an unusual opportunity to combine local culture, wildlife-rich forests, karst mountains and crystal-clear tropical waters.

The reefs and mangrove forests around Gandeng Bay (near Teluk Sumbang) are perhaps the only place where you can see marine turtles, dolphins and proboscis monkeys almost at the same time. There are hopes that Kaniungan Islands could become Kalimantan’s premier beach and bush hotspot.

The Dayak Basap live among the caves in the shadow of the karst plateau of Gunung Mangeliat (Mangeliat Mountain). They survive on a combination of hunting, foraging, subsistence farming and rattan craftwork.

De’Gigant Tours were one of the first respected Borneo operators to recognise the potential of this spectacular area.

Although Kutai National Park suffered from logging in the 1990s, it is now recovering. With a population of around 2000 red apes, it offers the best chance to combine a Mahakam River trip with near-guaranteed orangutan encounters.
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I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO SEE WILDLIFE IN THE BERAU REGENCY
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Dutch-born Lucas Zwaal, now an Indonesian citizen, is founder of De’Gigant Tours (borneotourgigant.com). He started leading extreme jungle expeditions through Kalimantan 35 years ago and claims to have seen every tree here. He is still astounded by the profusion and variety of fauna and flora around Berau Regency.

Teluk Sumbang

One of the last areas of virgin hardwood jungle. Rich in wildlife, it’s one of the best places in Borneo to find a rafflesia (the world’s largest flower).

Gandeng Bay

Nicknamed Turtle Bay for the large numbers of green turtles living here. The mangrove forests are also home to proboscis monkeys.

Talisayan Beach

One of the few places where you can swim with the resident whale sharks.



East Kalimantan’s Community Success Story

UNDERGROUND RIVERS AND SOARING KARST PEAKS

The jungle village of Merabu is a breath of fresh air after the heat and monotony of the serried ranks of oil palms that cover the surrounding hills. It can be challenging to get here – at least 12 hours by road from Samarinda or about six hours coming south from the city of Tanjung Redeb – but it’s worth the effort.

Merabu is home to a population of about 300 Dayak Lebbo, who traditionally lived off of hunting, foraging, collecting wild honey (which still sells at up to US$30 a litre) and edible birds’ nests, and producing arak (palm wine) from the sap of aren palms.

Split about equally into Christian and Muslim, they are united in their determination to choose ecotourism over the temptation of sawit (oil palm) for the future of their home and children.

In 2012 they stood together to form a barricade against the bulldozers that had been mobilised to destroy their ancestral forests. It took three years of fighting to secure their right as indigenous inhabitants to protect their habitat.

A word to the wise if you want to increase your chances of seeing wildlife: many Dayak people have a strong connection with their dogs – traditionally bred for hunting – so request that jungle guides leave their dogs behind if the hope is to see wildlife.

WHERE TO STAY IN BERAU REGENCY

Morio Jungle Lodge

A seven-room jungle lodge, funded by mining companies, offers rustic but comfortable accommodation in the heart of Kutai National Park. $$

Lamin Guntur EcoLodge

A-frame pondok (huts) around a communal longhouse building and dive centre make this Teluk Sumbang’s ideal beach-and-bush combination. $$

Kani Resort

Classic beach resort with water sports and snorkelling facilities on the Kaniungan Islands. $$$


ROCK ART AND CAVERN BURIAL SITES

It takes about two hours to hike from Merabu to Beloyot Cave. You have to pass through a rock tunnel that winds 100m through the cliff face to come out on a narrow ledge that leads to the main chamber. The ceiling is covered with at least 300 images that are estimated to be about 3000 years old. Some depict animals, but the majority are unusually large red-tinted handprints…at odds with the relatively slight stature of the local guides.

The mystery deepens if you hike onwards, wading across several streams, to climb a rickety ladder up to a burial cavern with two hollow-log coffins. The skulls are a little larger than a grapefruit (although they are clearly adults) and it’s hard to imagine that they could be descended from the rock artists of nearby Beloyot.



The Dayak Lebbo’s Sacred Spring

AN UNDERGROUND RIVER

Merabu is the ideal base for a multi-day expedition to Lake Tebo – one of East Kalimantan’s most isolated and enigmatic spots. A more accessible half-day trip brings you to Danau Nyadeng. In fact, Nyadeng is not a lake but an underground river that has briefly emerged on the earth’s surface, purified to crystal clarity by the limestone. What it lacks in size it makes up for in sheer beauty.

Arrange for an afternoon departure with your allocated homestay so that you can camp in one of the shelters at the lake. A longtail boat shuttles you for about 30 minutes up the Lesan River to a jetty; from there it’s an easy half-hour walk to the two simple tree-house rooms and sleeping shelters (with a long-drop squat-toilet) beside the lake.

This is an ideal base camp for a predawn attempt on the karst summit of Puncak Ketepu (Ketepu Peak). It’s not particularly high, but much of the two-hour ascent is nearly vertical and dangerously slick after rain. Local people say you should take a plastic bag so you can catch the clouds that drift around the peak. Unfortunately, if your arrival falls on a weekend or public holiday, there will be no shortage of plastic bags at the campsite.

If conditions make an ascent unwise, don’t be disappointed; there are few more idyllic places for a morning bath while listening to the territorial bickering of flying squirrels.

An interesting fact about the people of Kalimantan: they have a great fondness for onomatopoeic words; just as the throbbing riverboats of the south are known as kelontok, the whining little longtails of Berau Regency are known as ketingting.
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WILDLIFE OF THE MERABU FORESTS

Beloyot Cave

Leopard tracks here attest to the fact that it’s still the domain of big cats. Etchings in the rock face near the entrance indicate that it’s also been the lair of a few large snakes too.

Danau Nyadeng

Look for nocturnal civets around Nyadeng Lake camp. Known as luwak, these beautiful cat-like animals are often caught and caged to make the famous ‘civet-poop coffee’.

Merabu Village

Watch the acrobatic performances of gibbons, hornbills and squadrons of flying foxes from the verandah of your homestay.


BIODIVERSITY’S BOUNTY

For the Dayak Lebbo, the jungle has always been a source of wealth. Doni Simson (tel/WhatsApp: +62 853-8780 1815), who arranges accommodation and treks, has astounding insight into the amazing natural resources that might have been lost had this area been cleared for oil palms.

Unfortunately, the Merabu environmental saga is not necessarily an unequivocal success story. Birds’ nest collectors still engage in exhaustive harvesting, hunters bring home monkey and gibbon meat, and some families were forced to turn to small-scale oil-palm cultivation to try to make ends meet during the pandemic. Nevertheless, the community hopes that a rise in ecotourism will stem the tide in the near future.



East Kalimantan’s Diving Paradise

SNORKEL WITH WHALE SHARKS AND STINGLESS JELLYFISH

It seems that – from a distance at least – very little has changed in the 120 years since writer Joseph Conrad described Derawan Archipelago in Lord Jim. The three-hour river journey on a speedboat from Tanjung Redeb (where, during trading voyages in the 1880s, Conrad found the inspiration for four of his novels) still takes you past tangles of rustling nipa palms and through a maze-like delta haunted by fish eagles. Out in the bay, great flocks of frigate birds wheel above an intriguing stilt city of bagan (wooden fishing platforms).

It is the most enchanting introduction to a diving paradise that you could wish for. Public speedboats leave Tanjung Redeb (known locally as Berau) daily, but it’s usually best to book accommodation, transfers and diving through a resort or homestay.

The bustling dive town of Pulau Derawan has long since overrun the sleepy stilted village of Bajau Laut fishermen that would have been familiar to Conrad. But Derawan and nearby Pulau Maratua are ideal bases for exploring the world-class diving (and snorkelling) that awaits on the atolls and reefs of the 31 islands that make up the Derawan Archipelago.

This is the Coral Triangle, a marine habitat that supports an estimated 872 species of fish and 507 species of coral. To put this in perspective, consider that the entire Caribbean Sea has less than 70 species of coral.
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WHERE TO STAY IN DERAWAN ARCHIPELAGO

Maratua Seaview

This beautiful resort, with rooms overlooking the reefs on the southern tip of Maratua Island, offers the island’s most affordable diving. $$$

Maratua Blue

This brand-new 32-room resort runs diving day trips throughout the archipelago, and is one of the few places to get an après-dive beer. $$$

Derawan Dive Lodge

With just 10 rooms and a private sandy beach, this boutique resort is a rare find on Pulau Derawan. The lodge has two dive boats. $$$


STINGLESS JELLYFISH

The rare stingless jellyfish – creatures who have lost their defensive strategy because of an absence of predators – has transformed Danau Kakaban into what might be the most enchanting underwater habitat you will ever experience. This immense brackish lake in the centre of Kakaban Island is packed with swarms of jellyfish. Four different species can be found here, with the largest specimen about the size of a melon. Arrive in the morning and you’ll enter a wonderfully peaceful and silent underwater world that seems like an alien habitat.

Take the oppor-tunity to run a controlled experiment the next time you are out snorkelling on the reef, and you’ll find that even the smallest jellyfish can give you a surprisingly painful sting!




Island Escape in the Celebes Sea

ONE OF INDONESIA’S FINEST DIVE DESTINATIONS

While busy Derawan measures less than a kilometre across its widest point, the fishhook-shaped atoll of Pulau Maratua stabs a jagged 42km arc into the Celebes Sea. Both islands are known among the world’s premier dive sites.

This region might be famous as the Coral Triangle, but the submarine habitat – enriched by upwelling currents and the nutrients carried on Borneo’s jungle rivers – makes this a fantastic place to watch more active marine life.

Divers come here not only for the spectacular coral formations, but to dive among great schools of manta rays, sharks and barracudas. The water is typically crystal clear and, although currents can sometimes be challenging along some drop-offs and submarine canyons, there are more than enough well-charted dive spots to keep a keen diver exploring for weeks.

Along with the resident whale sharks, the stingless jellyfish of Kakaban are certainly one of the Derawan Archipelago’s most famous attractions. Sunblock and fins are banned from Kakaban Lake; both damage the jellyfish. Unfortunately, some resorts ignore this rule – apparently because guests think their selfies are better if they’re fully kitted up for snorkelling.

Maratua’s own jellyfish lake, Danau Haji Buang, was decimated after turtles were added in a bid to increase tourism – with the end result that the turtles ate the jellyfish.

Maratua Airport has a 1.5km runway, but subsidised flights are mostly aimed at islanders. With few exceptions, international guests tend to arrive by boat via Tanjung Redeb Airport. There are probably fewer than 30 cars on the island, but you can rent a scooter if you want to explore.

WHERE TO STAY NEAR MALINAU

Tane Olen Camp, Setulang

Two well-maintained jungle camps beside a crystal-clear river. String up your hammock or sleep on the floor, and try to avoid weekends. $$$

Sapu Jagad, Pulau Sapi

Opportunity to stay in a building that was constructed along the lines of a traditional stilted longhouse. Even if you don’t stay, make a detour here for the riverside restaurant. $

Setulang Homestays

Aji Iskandar Effendy (tel/WhatsApp: +62 812-5402 4579) works closely with the villagers in both Setulang and Pulau Sapi to arrange homestays. $


REEF HIGHLIGHTS OF DERAWAN ARCHIPELAGO

Aside from the jellyfish, marine highlights of Derawan Archipelago include large numbers of manta rays, sharks (specifically hammerheads and thresher sharks), whale sharks and schooling barracudas.

The reefs around Pulau Sangalaki (a short boat trip from either Derawan or Maratua) are one of the best places on the planet for manta ray cleaning stations. This island is also the location for what is often said to be Indonesia’s largest green turtle nesting site and a turtle hatchery.

Whale sharks are frequently seen around the anchored bagan fishing platforms, where they are often rewarded with fish by the men who hope to make a few extra dollars from tourist visits. You can also swim with whale sharks at Talisayan Beach.



Borneo’s Most Pristine Rainforest

LAND OF THE NOMADIC PUNAN

The cloud forests of Krayan Plateau, bordering both Sabah and Sarawak, are about as isolated as you can get – even by Borneo standards. Yet, even among these forested slopes and limestone canyons, home to some of the last Bornean elephants, you’ll find an added fascination in the rich cultures of North Kalimantan’s numerous Dayak people, including Punan groups who still build their temporary lepo (shelters) in the forest.

Tane Olen Reserve is (comparatively speaking) a cinch to get to, yet as a jungle camping experience it’s a real gem. It’s an hour by road from Malinau, the regency capital, to the pretty town of Setulang. From there it’s just 30 minutes or so in a ketingting longtail. You might have to drag the boat if the water level is low, but it’s all part of the adventure.

The uninhabited Setulang longhouse (used only during ceremonies) is one of the most artistic in Borneo. There’s an immense ironwood contraption – perhaps the world’s biggest kitchen utensil – that is used during festivals for making sugarcane juice.

As a man who has travelled widely with Dayak communities all over the island – even completing three cross-Borneo expeditions – jungle survival expert Aji Iskandar Effendy (tel/WhatsApp: +62 812-5402 4579) is the ideal guide for camping trips to Tane Olen’s idyllic jungle camps.

The reserve is a habitat for orangutans, gibbons, sun bears and clouded leopards, but wildlife is elusive and the focus is on learning the jungle lore and survival techniques through local guides from the Dayak Kenyah Umaq Lung community.


BORNEO’S PRETTIEST DAYAK VILLAGES

Pulau Sapi and Setulang might be the two most colourful villages on the entire island of Borneo. While the former is officially listed on the government’s ‘Daftar Desa Wisata’ register of pretty villages, they somehow overlooked the real jewel that is nearby Setulang.

Almost every house in Pulau Sapi (‘cow island’) is stencilled or painted with colourful motifs of the Dayak Lundayeh tribe. Setulang is perhaps even more colourful, with doors and flower-decked verandahs that are adorned with sculpted woodwork identifying their owners as Dayak Kenyah.



Beyond the Last Longhouses

BORNEO’S LEGENDARY NOMADS

Kalimantan Utara (North Kalimantan) is the most likely place to find the Dayak Punan communities who have retained their nomadic ways. While the days of bark-cloth attire have largely disappeared – although you may see it in the traditional costume of the Kenyah – many Punan men still hunt with poison darts powered by a sumpit (blowpipe). Though, to be sure, air rifles and cast-off Western clothing are increasingly the norm these days.

Few Punan communities are entirely nomadic and you are more likely to come across cobbled-together timber platforms where a dozen or more people sleep under plastic roofs. Some of these temporary camps have been in constant use for decades, with extensive tracts of surrounding farmland planted with fruit trees and cassava.

There are several such communities along North Kalimantan’s Sungai Sajau. Aji Iskandar Effendy and De’Gigant Tours (borneotourgigant.com) are regular visitors to the area.

The homeland of the group known as Punan Batu Sajau Benau, it’s best approached from either Tanjung Redeb (to the south) or Malinau (in the north); figure on at least a full day – with a combination of 4x4s, motorised canoes and hiking – to reach the communities.

For an easier encounter, head to the village of Bengalun – about an hour’s drive with a 4x4 south of Malinau – where a settled community of Punan live off of fishing, farming and oil-palm work. The village is famous primarily for its thermal spring, which is hot enough to boil eggs.

If you visit an isolated Punan community, be sure to take all your own provisions, plus salt, cooking oil, sugar and batteries (for head torches) as gifts. Cigarettes are universally appreciated, but don’t be surprised when you see children as young as eight smoking.
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TARAKAN: THE FRONTIER ISLAND

Pulau Tarakan lies less than 100km south of the international border with Sabah.

From the moment you climb into an air-conditioned speedboat at either Tanjung Selor or Malinau for the three-hour ride to Tarakan city (the North Kalimantan capital), you already feel a long way from the ketingting longtails and kelontok of the interior. While there’s little reason to make a dedicated trip here, many North Kalimantan (and some East Kalimantan) adventures begin at its airport.

Tarakan has built itself on imports from Malaysia and prides itself on being modern and safe. It’s fairly low-key as far as capitals go, but its cosmopolitan population ensures a wide choice of cuisines.




Getting Around

With such huge distances to cover, most visitors tend to fly to one of the regional hubs (Balikpapan, Samarinda, Tarakan or Tanjung Redeb). The move to relocate the national capital from Jakarta to Nusantara is likely to increase air-traffic exponentially into the region.

You could travel from Malinau on the mainland right around Borneo, following the main roads for a distance of over 2500km to the Sarawak border in the far west. Huge investment in the road network throughout Kalimantan is likely to revolutionise transport across the island within the next decade or so.








TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Borneo. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Borneo and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving in Sabah & Sarawak

The vast majority of international visitors to Malaysian Borneo (East Malaysia) fly into Kota Kinabalu and Kuching. Both cities, as well as Miri and Sibu, are served by direct flights from Singapore (on AirAsia, Scoot and Malaysia Airlines) and Kuala Lumpur (on AirAsia, Malaysia Airlines, Batik Air and MYAirline). Kota Kinabalu also has direct air links to major cities around Southeast and East Asia.
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Visas

Malaysian visas that let you stay for up to 90 days are issued on arrival to citizens of over 60 countries, including Australia, Canada, the UK, the US and all EU member states. COVID-19 vaccination is not required.




Passport Control

Sarawak and Sabah retain a degree of state-level control over their borders so both international visitors and travellers coming from elsewhere in Malaysia must go through passport control and have their passports stamped when entering either state.




Mobile-Phone Coverage

The vast majority of Sabah and Sarawak’s populated areas have at least 4G coverage (Kota Kinabalu and Kuching have 5G). In the interior, most remote towns and longhouses have cellphone towers but wilderness areas are off the grid.




Wi-Fi

Wi-fi is available at airports, virtually all hotels, shopping malls, Western-style cafes and many restaurants. Some offshore islands and huge unpopulated swathes of the interior lack internet access of any sort, including mobile data.



Transport from Airport to City Centre
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MALAYSIAN SIMS

To use ride-hailing apps, GPS maps or WhatsApp (widely used in Malaysia instead of email, and great for international calls), or to check museum and restaurant hours, you’ll need access to mobile data on a smartphone. Fortunately, buying a Malaysian SIM card is cheap and easy. Sabah and Sarawak have three networks on which various companies buy air time: Celcom (which has historically offered the best coverage), DiGi and Maxis. Prepaid SIM cards and credit top-ups are sold at shops, kiosks and major airports – look for companies’ colourful pennants. A SIM takes about 10 minutes to activate; you’ll have to show your passport. A typical package costs just RM35 and gives you a month of unlimited data. Cheap unlocked smartphones are widely available.






Arriving in Brunei Darussalam

Most overseas visitors fly into Brunei International Airport, home base for Royal Brunei Airlines, which has direct flights to destinations around Southeast and East Asia as well as London, Istanbul, Dubai and Melbourne. AirAsia offers inexpensive flights to/from Kuala Lumpur. Overland arrival is possible from Sabah (by bus, ferry or car) and Sarawak (by car).
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Visas

Visitors from the EU, the UK and the US get a free 90-day visa on arrival, while New Zealanders get 30 days and Canadians 14 days.




Visas for Australians

Australians are charged B$20 for a single-entry visa valid for two weeks, or B$30 for a multiple-entry visa valid for one month.




Passport Control

Passport checks are generally quick and easy, though heavy traffic at land borders – when Bruneians head to Miri for the weekend, for instance – can cause delays.




Mobile-Phone Coverage

Virtually all populated areas have good mobile-phone coverage. At Ulu Temburong National Park the only way to pick up a signal is to climb to the top of the canopy walk.



Transport from Airport to City Centre
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ENTERING BRUNEI WITH A CAR

If you’ll be driving into Brunei (eg in a car you rented in Miri), you must pay a B$3 vehicle fee for each border crossing (ie B$6 to enter and exit). Payment must be made in advance via the sultanate’s Entry and Exit System (EES) – for details, see login.bdnsw.gov.bn/ees. At the border, officials will scan the QR code you’ll be sent by email after your payment is accepted. Make sure you have a hard copy or take a smartphone screenshot of the QR code – mobile-phone coverage at the border may be spotty, rendering live online access impossible.

BRUNEIAN SIMS

To use ride-hailing apps, GPS maps or WhatsApp (widely used in Brunei instead of email, and great for international calls), or to check museum and restaurant hours, you’ll need access to mobile data on a smartphone. Prepaid Bruneian SIM cards can easily be purchased from government-affiliated DST (dst.com.bn), which has offices (some closed Sunday) in Bandar Seri Begawan (at the airport and in several major malls, including the Yayasan Complex) and the main towns. A SIM card costs B$10 and takes about 20 minutes to activate; you’ll have to show your passport. Up to 5GB of data, valid for seven days, costs B$10. Cheap unlocked smartphones are widely available.






Arriving in Kalimantan

Most travellers fly into Kalimantan via Bali (Denpasar) or one of the major hubs on Java (Jakarta, Surabaya or Yogyakarta). Garuda, Lion Air, Wings and Citilink are the main regional operators servicing Banjarmasin, Palangka Raya, Pontianak, Samarinda and Balikpapan, which also has direct flights from Singapore (with Scoot) and Kuala Lumpur (with AirAsia).
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Visas

Visitors to Indonesia from 87 countries can receive a visa-on-arrival (VOA; US$35), valid for 30 days (extendable for another 30), at certain ports of entry, including Balikpapan; policies often change. For details on getting an e-VOA, see molina.imigrasi.go.id/front/faq.




Border Crossings

West Kalimantan and Sarawak have three land crossings: Tebedu–Entikong, Biawak–Aruk and Lubok Antu–Badau (all process e-VOAs). Crossing from Sabah to North Kalimantan is via boat from Tawau. Indonesia’s consulates in Kuching, Kota Kinabalu and Tawau issue visas.




Ferries

Basic ferries, many with Pelni (pelni.co.id), connect Balikpapan, Samarinda, Banjarmasin and Pontianak with Sulawesi and Java ports. Daily passenger boats (delays frequent) serve Balikpapan, taking eight hours from Pare Pare (South Sulawesi) and 16 hours from Surabaya (Java).




Wi-Fi

Wi-fi is offered at virtually all top-end and midrange hotels. Decent wi-fi, and mobile-phone signals offering data access, are increasingly available even in fairly remote areas.



REGISTERING AN IMPORTED SMARTPHONE

For both tourists and expats, a smartphone purchased abroad will work with an Indonesian SIM card only if its 15-digit EMEI is registered with the Indonesian government and customs duties are paid (for phones over US$500). For details, see indonesiaexpat.id and search for ‘cellphone purchased abroad’.

INDONESIAN SIMS

To use ride-hailing apps, GPS maps or WhatsApp (widely used by locals; great for international calls), or to check opening hours, you’ll need mobile data access on a smartphone. Roaming charges can be pricey, as can international data-only SIMs and eSIMs (sold online), but local prepaid SIM cards can be bought anywhere for about 15,000Rp and can be activated on the spot by the shop owner (bring your passport). Telkomsel (telkomsel.com) SIM cards have the best coverage and faster data speeds in cities, but Indosat (indosatooredoo.com) may have better coverage in remote areas. Cheap unlocked smartphones are widely available in Kalimantan but make sure the EMEI is registered before purchasing.






Getting Around Sabah & Sarawak

Cities all along the 2250km Pan-Borneo Hwy are served by inexpensive but slow intercity buses. Domestic flights save time and are the only way to get to some of Sarawak’s remote inland settlements.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From RM135/day

Petrol
Approx RM2/litre

100km bus ride
RM15

Flight from Kuching to Miri
RM64–104



Hiring a Car

It’s easy and relatively inexpensive to rent a car, especially in Kota Kinabalu, Kuching and Miri, where international and local car-rental companies have airport offices. Rental companies can also be found in Sandakan, Tawau and Sibu. The cheapest deals are for a Malaysian-made Perodua or Proton.

Road Conditions

The Pan-Borneo Hwy is being expanded to four lanes. While construction is ongoing, many detour signs are dangerously confusing. Smart-phone GPS navigation apps work well in most areas of Sabah and Sarawak but only partially compensate for poor signage and are, of course, no help at all with potholes.

LOGGING ROADS

Unpaved mud tracks that wend through Sarawak’s hilly interior are known as ‘logging roads’ because many were originally bulldozed through the rainforest by logging companies to truck tremendous tree trunks to barges and sawmills. These routes are torturous. Even 4WD vehicles are lucky to cover 100km in four hours in conditions of heaving, bouncing, bone-rattling discomfort to passengers.


Bus & Train

Buses link Kota Kinabalu with cities and towns all around Sabah. Sarawak’s long-haul bus network stretches from Kuching to Miri. For details and reservations, see company websites or easybook.com. Borneo’s only passenger rail line serves Sabah’s northwest coast, linking Tanjung Aru (near Kota Kinabalu) with Tenom.




Plane

Remarkably inexpensive flights – run by Firefly (Malaysia Airline’s sister unit), MASwings (a subsidiary of Malaysia Airlines) and AirAsia – make it easy, quick and economical to fly around Malaysian Borneo. The companies’ main hubs are Kuching, Miri and Kota Kinabalu.




Boat

Malaysian Borneo’s last passenger ferry links the Sarawak inland towns of Kapit and Belaga, shooting the treacherous Pelagus Rapids on its dash up the Batang Rajang. If you’d like to experience this exciting, 20th-century mode of travel, do it soon – ferry services will end as soon as the road is finished.
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TIP

As you drive, keep an eye out for potholes, especially on secondary roads – some are deep enough to cause a flat.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left
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Speed limit on highways: 90km/h (80km/h during major holidays)

.05%

Blood alcohol limit








Getting Around Brunei Darussalam

The easiest way to get around Bandar Seri Begawan and explore Brunei’s hinterland is to do as the locals do and travel by car.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From B$64/day

Petrol
B$0.36/litre (B$0.95 non-Brunei-registered cars)

30km bus ride
B$1

Temburong bridge
Free



Hiring a Car

Cars can be rented from major international firms such as Avis and Hertz and local operators like Indera En Voy (ievbrunei.com.bn). Taking a car rented in Malaysia (eg in Miri, Sarawak) into Brunei incurs a fee; make sure you have all the necessary documents and authorisation letter.

Road Conditions

Brunei’s road network is modern, signage is easy to follow and GPS smartphone apps generally work well. Keep an eye out for U-turn lanes in unexpected places (including major highways), watch for potholes and be prepared for torrential rain.

TAKING A BRUNEI-SIZED ROAD TRIP

Brunei is a bit small for a proper road trip – nowhere is more than two hours from the capital – but having your own wheels lets you experience the beauty and thrill of the 30km-long Sultan Haji Omar Ali Saifuddien Bridge (linking mainland Brunei with the Temburong District), stop at whatever stretch of fine-sand beach strikes your fancy, and pull over for a nature walk at any of the sultanate’s many taman rekreasi (recreational parks/nature reserves).


Ride-Hailing Services

Travelling around Bandar Seri Begawan and out to nearby areas is easy, safe and fairly cheap thanks to Dart, Brunei’s answer to Uber and Malaysia’s Grab. Just download the app (dartbrunei.com), register and key in the name of your destination – a car will soon be on its way.




Water Taxi

The only way to get from ‘downtown’ Bandar Seri Begawan to the stilt houses of Kampong Ayer, on the far bank of the Sungai Brunei, is to take a water taxi (a wooden motorboat). Water taxis also link the city centre with the shopping and restaurant districts of Gadong and Kiulap.




Bus

Public buses are cheap but lack schedules and, in most cases, even clearly marked bus stops. Buses link Bandar Seri Begawan with north-coast towns but not the Temburong District or the Jalan Labi area. Details on many lines and routes are available from the TransportBN app.
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TIP

When driving, follow local custom (and the law) by stopping for pedestrians at crosswalks.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left

[image: jpg]

Speed limit on divided highways: 100km/h (80km/h on other highways)

.08%

Blood alcohol limit








Getting Around Kalimantan

Kalimantan is almost as big as France but has limited (though expanding) road infrastructure, so it can take patience and perseverance to travel around, especially to more remote rainforest areas.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From 330,000Rp/day

Petrol
14,000Rp/litre

100km bus ride
50,000Rp

Balikpapan to Banjarmasin flight
1,300,000Rp



Public Transport

Long-distance travel overland in Kalimantan can be an adventure, especially during the monsoon months, when even major roads can be impassable. Public transport can get you from the western port of Pontianak to Malinau, via various regional capitals (over 2500km).

Long-Haul Buses

Kalimantan’s major cities are connected by long-distance buses. Some are surprisingly comfortable while others are little more than backcountry rattletraps. Bring a warm layer to insulate yourself from hypothermic air-conditioning.

MINIBUSES & RIDE-HAILING APPS

Networks of angkot (minibuses) provide transport within cities and large towns but the Gojek and Grab apps, Kalimantan’s versions of Uber, are more convenient and still highly cost-effective (locals and tourists pay the same). Gojek seems to have a bigger supply of both cars and motorbike taxis, which are far niftier than cars at zipping through rush-hour traffic jams, but much less safe. There’s no need to haggle or handle cash, since you can link to your card through the app.


Shared Taxis

Smaller towns are connected by shared taxis, tackling roads few buses could manage. Bookings tend to operate via a web of local WhatsApp connections; guides or hotel staff are probably your best points of contact. Shared taxis cost around 35,000Rp per hour, a tenth as much as a private car.




Ferries & Boats

Several ferries ply the Mahakam daily, but can be harder to find on the Kapuas. Public speedboats (often known as spid) ply the main channels but privately chartered longtails (ces or ketingting) are often the only way to explore tributaries. Look for one that is well maintained and has two engines.




Hiring a Car

Renting a car isn’t really viable given the state of the roads, the distances, the fact you’ll rarely make a return trip and the many road users, particularly the swarms of scooter riders, who make driving an even more hazardous experience. For hard-to-get-to places, consider the pricey option of hiring a car and driver.
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TIP

Travelling around Kalimantan is much safer than it was a few years ago – try not to focus on the dismal safety record of Indonesia’s airlines and ferries.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left
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Speed limit on highways: 90km/h (80km/h during major holidays)

.00%

Blood alcohol limit








Money in Sabah & Sarawak

CURRENCY: RINGGIT (RM OR MYR)
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Credit Cards


Credit and debit cards are widely accepted in cities, at service stations and by most hotels and hostels, upmarket restaurants, tour agencies and convenience stores (eg 7-Eleven). It’s a good idea to bring two or more cards, each issued by a different bank, in case one is inexplicably declined.

ATMs


ATMs are widely available in cities, towns and at big-city airports, but not in rural or remote areas such as the Kelabit Highlands or Gunung Mulu National Park. Smaller denomination notes are easier to spend so if the ATM screen prompts give you the choice, opt for smaller bills.

Cash

Cash is still king at markets, food stalls, kopitiam (coffee shops) and small-time vendors, and in smaller towns and villages. If you’ll be heading off the ATM grid, make sure you bring enough cash in small-denomination notes.


HOW MUCH FOR…

Bottle of water (1.5L)
RM2.50

Museum entry
Free–RM20

8km trip using a ride-hailing app
RM13

National-park entry fee
RM20



HOW TO… Reduce the Risk of Fraud

Use a debit card with limited funds for making purchases in situations in which security might be an issue (eg online or at a place that feels dicey), topping it up as needed. You may also want to keep one credit card for emergencies, possibly hiding it somewhere away from the rest of your money, and/or store emergency funds in an online bank account.


EWALLET

An excellent way to save transaction and currency conversion fees is to take a cue from many Malaysians and open an online Wise account (wise.com). Benefits include the ability to pay for local purchases using a smartphone app or a Wise debit card, withdraw ringgits from ATMs at local rates, and transfer money securely and cheaply – with transparency about fees – to pay for hotels, guides, deposits for services etc. One drawback: the service can’t handle Brunei dollars or make transfers to Brunei-dollar accounts.
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LOCAL TIP

Tipping isn’t customary or expected in Sabah and Sarawak except at high-end hotels and restaurants, which may include a service charge in the bill. Leaving gratuities is optional but hotel staff will be appreciative.








Money in Brunei Darussalam

CURRENCY: DOLLAR (B$ OR BND)
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Credit Cards


Paying with a credit or debit card is generally possible at hotels, sit-down restaurants and shopping malls; Visa and MasterCard are the most widely accepted. It’s a good idea to bring two or more cards, each issued by a different bank, in case one is declined for some reason.

ATMs


ATMs that provide international cash advances are easy to find in both Bandar Seri Begawan (especially in the city centre) and outlying towns – there’s even one in Bangar. Stock up on cash before major holidays as ATMs have been known to run out of bills.

Cash

Brunei’s market stalls and food vendors, and many small shops, require payment in cash. All banknotes are made of polymer and feature a portrait of the sultan. The B$10,000 banknote, the world’s most valuable (along with Singapore’s S$10,000 note), is being withdrawn from circulation to prevent money laundering.


HOW MUCH FOR…

Bottle of water (1.5L)
B$1

Local bus ride
B$1

5km trip using a ride-hailing app
B$5

Forest-reserve entry fee
Free



HOW TO… Save Money

Keep cash on hand so you can shop at the sultanate’s best-value establishments. In Bandar Seri Begawan, if you’re headed to the Tamu Kianggeh food stalls, which sell entire meals for just B$1, or to Tamu Selera for a delicious open-air dinner costing just a few dollars, you’re going to need those B$1 bills and coins. The same goes for buying fruits, veggies and handicrafts in the markets.


B$1 = S$1

The Brunei dollar and the Singapore dollar are worth exactly the same as each other, thanks to the Currency Interchangeability Agreement signed by Singapore and Brunei in 1967. Singaporean banknotes are universally accepted in Brunei, and Bruneian banknotes can be used virtually everywhere in Singapore, so if you’ll be travelling to Singapore before or after your visit to Brunei, there’s no need to change money. However, exchanging Bruneian banknotes anywhere other than Singapore may not be so straightforward.



[image: jpg]

JIM BARBER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


LOCAL TIP

Tipping is not customary or expected in Brunei. Leaving a gratuity is discretionary but hotel staff, for instance, would be most appreciative.








Money in Kalimantan

CURRENCY: RUPIAH (RP OR IDR)
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Credit Cards


Credit and debit cards are widely accepted at midrange/top-end hotels and upscale restaurants. Bring two or more cards, each issued by different banks, in case one is declined.

ATMs


ATMs are easy to find in cities and towns. Fees are per-transaction so it’s cheaper to take out larger sums. ATMs often spit out your card only after issuing cash so don’t forget to take both! ATMs tend to run dry on public holidays so stock up on cash ahead of time.

Cash

Cash is required for purchases at food stalls or small-time vendors, and in isolated areas. ATMs are few in remote areas and on islands – stock up on small-denomination banknotes beforehand.

eWallet

An excellent way to save transaction and currency conversion fees is to take a cue from many Indonesians and open up a Wise account (wise.com). Benefits include the ability to pay for purchases in rupiah using a smartphone app or a Wise debit card, and making ATM cash withdrawals at local rates.


HOW MUCH FOR…

Bottle of water (1.5L)
5000Rp

16km trip using a ride-hailing app
100,000Rp

National-park entry fee
150,000Rp per day

National-park guide
150,000–300,000Rp per day



HOW TO… Reduce the Risk of Fraud

Use a debit card with limited funds for making purchases in situations in which security might be an issue (eg online or at a place that feels dicey), topping it up as needed. You may also want to keep one credit card for emergencies and/or store emergency funds in an online bank account.


Getting Used to All Those Zeros

Your first visit to an Indonesian ATM might leave you feeling like a millionaire, and even everyday purchases often involve hundreds of thousands of rupiahs. It’s easy to miscalculate by a factor of 10 so familiarise yourself with the banknotes and their value in your home currency: you don’t want to accidentally withdraw 200,000Rp when you needed 2,000,000Rp or, worse still, hand over a million rupiah for a taxi ride that should’ve cost 100,000Rp. Many food-stall owners and street vendors resist accepting ‘large bills’ (ie 100,000Rp banknotes, worth about US$6.50) so keep plenty of smaller denomi-nations on hand.
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LOCAL TIP

Tipping is not anywhere near as widespread in Kalimantan as in some other parts of Indonesia. Leaving a gratuity is discretionary but hotel staff, for instance, would be most appreciative.








Accommodation

Luxury Hotels

If you enjoy your creature comforts, Sabah, Sarawak and Kalimantan offer some excellent deals on modern, international-standard hotels. Many have soaring lobbies, spacious rooms, panoramic views, pools, fitness centres, restaurants and bars, all for a fraction of what such amenities cost in Europe or North America. Online booking services often offer significant discounts but it’s sometimes cheaper to book directly with the hotel.

Budget Sleeps

The backpacker guesthouse sector was hit particularly hard by the pandemic but you can still find cheap, homey accommodation in cities such as Kuching and Kota Kinabalu. Ideal for meeting fellow travellers, these places generally offer both dorm beds and small private rooms (often with shared bathrooms) and also have common areas for lounging, a basic kitchen and, if you’re lucky, a washing machine and a rooftop garden for hanging out in the evening.

Longhouses & Homestays

A few Dayak longhouses, particularly around Kuching and in Sarawak’s Kelabit Highlands, have a well-organised homestay system. Elsewhere, though, you’ll need to contact a reputable local tour company or guide to arrange accommodation. Fees generally include full board (with delicious traditional dishes) and may also include activities such as jungle hikes, swimming under a waterfall and ‘hunting’ with a blowpipe.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN…

a luxury hotel
US$50–100

a backpacker guesthouse
US$10–20

a room in a national park
From US$11
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River Cruises

In Kalimantan, the cheap, throbbing, double-decker passenger ferries known as kapal biasa that ply rivers such as Sungai Mahakam offer very basic and often crowded sleeping conditions. In some areas you can book a few days on a luxury houseboat with sumptuous, air-con suites.



Seaside Resorts

In Sabah, excellent resort-style complexes can be found in and around Kota Kinabalu and on offshore islands. Sarawak’s best-known resort areas are situated on the Santubong Peninsula and along the coast around Lundu and Sematan. Brunei has the Empire Brunei, lined with gleaming marble and lit by crystal chandeliers.
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ONLINE BOOKING SERVICES

Most midrange and top-end hotels in Borneo’s cities, and many small guesthouses, can be booked through their websites as well as via booking.com and/or agoda.com (not all establishments list with both). In smaller towns, booking-site coverage is partial at best, especially in Kalimantan, and many cheaper hotels, guesthouses, homestays and longhouses are not online at all. For places that are off the grid (eg lack websites that you can find using a search engine), this guide includes ways to book via email, by phone or by sending a WhatsApp message.






Family Travel

Sabah, Sarawak and Brunei are ideal destinations for family travel, especially if the kids like monkeys, flowers, bugs and vibrantly variegated temples, food and fauna. Babies will attract a lot of adoring attention and, like their older siblings, will be welcomed almost everywhere, including at restaurants, hawker centres, hotels and national parks. Air-con shopping malls can be a welcome respite from the heat.


Kid-Friendly Activities

Most national parks and nature reserves can accommodate children of all ages on shorter trails and boardwalks, and some even have places to take a cooling dip. For kids who can swim, snorkelling and even scuba diving are great options. Exciting modes of transport such as longboats are sure to thrill the young’uns, along with spotting jungle animals they’ve only seen in books and zoos.

Facilities & Supplies

• Some top-end hotels allow two children under 12 to stay with their parents at no extra charge. Cots are not widely available in cheaper guesthouses.

• Baby food, formula and nappies (diapers) are widely available, but stock up on such items before heading to remote destinations or islands.

• Malaysia and Brunei do a good job in providing at least basic public bathrooms.


Safety

Bruneian drivers are very good about stopping for pedestrians but on the rest of the island, crossing the street requires extra caution (and beware high kerbs and storm drains). If renting a car, you might want to bring your own child safety seat.




Eating Out

Culinarily adventurous kids can try out new dishes, which can be usually ordered with the spiciness toned down. For timid eaters, blander noodle and rice dishes are options (ask if they’re not on the menu). Western-style dishes are widely available in cities.




CHILD-FRIENDLY PICKS

Semenggoh Nature Reserve & Sepilok
Orangutans swinging through the trees always enthral young primates of the human variety.

Kinabatangan
A wildlife cruise is an amazing way to encounter orangutans, proboscis monkeys, langurs and macaques.

Gunung Mulu National Park
The vast caverns will captivate kids and teens; the boardwalks are ideal for jungle strolls with toddlers.

Shopping Malls in Miri
Offering archery, bowling, a toddler play area and traditional baby massage.
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KID-FRIENDLY BRUNEI

Life in the quiet sultanate centres on family activities, making it an ideal destination for a holiday with kids. In mellow Bandar Seri Begawan, you can take a water taxi to spot proboscis monkeys and have the kids let off steam at a grassy riverfront park. Even museum-weary children will be fascinated by the gilded gifts and model cars at the Royal Regalia Museum. Brunei’s seacoast has shallow, sandy beaches, and Jerudong Park Playground, a full-fledged amusement park, has rides, a petting zoo and eateries. Tweens and teens will love Ulu Temburong National Park, with its longboat ride through the jungle and vertiginous canopy walk.






Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

We do not recommend travelling without travel insurance. Before you buy a policy, check the fine print to see if it excludes ‘risky’ activities such as scuba diving, mountain climbing or caving. If you’d like to do overnight trekking, or visit remote areas such as Sabah’s Maliau Basin Conservation Area, make sure your plan covers emergency helicopter evacuation.
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Drug Possession

The countries of Borneo have zero tolerance for illegal drugs. In Malaysia certain drug crimes carry a mandatory death sentence, while in Brunei drug offences can be punished by long jail sentences and heavy fines. In Indonesia the smuggling or possession of drugs can result in a life sentence in a prison lacking Western-standard medical care.

Women Travellers

Borneo is a relatively safe and pleasant place for women travellers. Things are more laid-back and liberal in Borneo, including Kalimantan, than in parts of Peninsular Malaysia, for example, though women should take the same common-sense precautions they would anywhere. Sanitary products are widely available in cities and towns across Borneo, less so in Kalimantan and remoter areas.


RABIES

Present in Kalimantan but much less common in Sabah, Sarawak and Brunei. Keep your distance from mammals; seek medical advice immediately if bitten.



SCUBA-DIVING HAND SIGNALS
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‘OK’ signal
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‘Problem’/’Not OK’ signal
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‘How much air in the tank’ signal
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‘Low on air’ signal
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‘Out of air’ signal

Malaria, Dengue Fever & Saltwater Crocodiles

Brunei and coastal areas of Sabah and Sarawak are malaria-free, but the mosquito-borne disease is occasionally found in remote areas of Malaysian Borneo and is present in parts of Kalimantan. To prevent dengue fever, use mosquito-avoidance measures day and night. Steer clear of human-eating crocs by never swimming in muddy estuaries or near river mouths.


MEDICAL FACILITIES

There are very good medical facilities in Borneo’s larger cities, particularly private hospitals in Kota Kinabalu, Bandar Seri Begawan and Kuching. In Sarawak even upland towns such as Bario and Belaga are served by full-time doctors. In the hinterlands, especially in Kalimantan, there are few, if any, medical facilities. In Malaysian Borneo and Brunei most doctors and pharmacists, and many nurses, speak reasonable English.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Breakfast Food stalls with breakfast favourites such as Sarawak laksa and bubur (rice porridge) open by 7am and may close as early as 11am.

Lunch Restaurants often open around 11.30am and stay open through dinner.

Dinner Borneans may start dinner shortly after sundown (around 6pm year-round) or as late as 9.30pm. Night markets open in the very late afternoon.



Where to Eat

Hawker centre A collection of food stalls in a roofed, open-air space. Mains, drinks and desserts are sold by different vendors.

Night market From the very late afternoon, Malay and Chinese food stalls serve BBQ dishes, drinks and desserts.

Chinese seafood restaurant Diners point to the creature they’d like to eat – swimming in a tank or laid out on ice – and specify the mode of preparation.

Indian restaurant Larger cities in Sabah, Sarawak and Brunei have halal restaurants serving North Indian and Pakistani dishes.


FOOD-STALL MENU DECODER

Bee hoon Rice vermicelli (very thin rice noodles).

Bubur Rice porridge (congee), often garnished with minced chicken or pork.

Kampua mee Foochow-style egg noodles with pork.

Kaya toast Toasted white bread spread with butter and coconut jam.

Kolo mee Yellow egg (wheat) noodles garnished with barbecued pork and spring onions.

Kueh chap Tasty soup made with flat rice noodles and piggy parts.

Kueh teow Wide, flat rice noodles, served stir-fried or in soup.

Mee goreng Fried noodles.

Mee sapi Beef noodle soup.

Nasi ayam White rice cooked with chicken stock and served with slices of chicken breast, sambal and cucumber slices.

Nasi campur Rice with a selection of side dishes.

Nasi goreng Fried rice.

Roti canai Indian flat bread.

Sarawak laksa Thin rice noodles in a tangy, shrimp-based broth.
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HOW TO… Season Your Meals

The fiery relishes known as sambal, considered the calling card of any Malay cook, vary in strength and flavour and can be made with fresh or dried chilli and a range of additional ingredients such as dried fish or fruit. Sambal is served as a dip to accompany all kinds of dishes, from ikan bakar (barbecued fish) to simple noodle soups. The most common variation is sambal belacan, made from fresh or dried chillies pounded with dried belacan (fermented shrimp paste). Sarawak laksa is served with a ramekin of the stuff to add further fire to the broth.

Another Malay flavouring you’re likely to encounter is tempoyak, a creamy yellow paste that’s made by fermenting the salted flesh of a ripe durian. You’re most likely to find it cooked with an ingredient such as fish.



HOW MUCH (AT A SABAH/SARAWAK FOOD STALL) FOR…

Sarawak laksa
RM8–18

Bubur
RM5.50

Fried rice or noodle dish
RM7

Chicken rice
RM6.50

Fresh coconut
RM5

Beer
RM8

Palm-sugar ice cream
RM5–8

Rambutan
RM10–20 per kg



HOW TO… Recognise Rice Varieties

As in most of East and Southeast Asia, rice serves as the staple food for the vast majority of Borneans of all cultures. But just as there are myriad varieties of bread in places where wheat is the staple, rice also comes in countless types, each with its own subtle aroma, flavour and texture.

In Borneo a dozen or more varieties of locally grown rice can be found in markets, often in clear plastic sacks that let you see the colour, size and shape of the grains. Dayak groups traditionally grow rice using swidden (slash-and-burn) techniques.

Hill paddy, grown by upland villagers mainly for their own use, is generally unpolished and unprocessed. Red rice is generically known as beras merah (in Iban and Bahasa Malaysia), but other varieties of Bornean rice are white, light brown, dark brown and even reddish orange. Bario rice (from the cool Kelabit Highlands), Borneo’s most prestigious rice variety, is famous for its small grains and delicate taste and aroma.

Glutinous rice (pulut in Iban and Bidayuh) is sometimes combined with coconut milk (santan), vegetable oil and a bit of salt and cooked in a length of bamboo lined with a banana leaf to produce lemang.

[image: jpg]

FITRI ISKANDAR ZAKARIAH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Know Your ABCs

For a cooling dessert, try ABC (ais batu campur), also known as ais kacang, a hillock of shaved ice garnished with red beans, palm seeds, grass jelly, sweetcorn and luridly coloured syrups.




A NIGHT ON THE TOWN

A night out in Kota Kinabalu or Kuching can begin as early as dusk with a (romantic) stroll along the waterfront. As reflections dance on the water and boats with bobbing lights cruise by, you can enjoy the cooling breeze along with couples and families out for a breath of fresh air. Both cities have waterfront food stalls and benches for picnicking but since the night is still young, you might want to make do with nibblies.

Dinner itself can be savoured at a hawker centre, where the sheer variety of Malay and Chinese stalls – selling rice, noodle, fish and other seafood dishes – should be able to satisfy the preferences of even a diverse group of diners. Or you could head to a sit-down restaurant that specialises in a particular cuisine, such as Dayak, Indian, Japanese, fusion or even Western, which is great if, after days of trying new dishes, you’re in the mood for some comfort food from another part of the globe.

Bars and pubs often open their doors in the late afternoon but most don’t hit their stride until after dinner. It’s possible to start an evening pub crawl at an outdoor beer garden, then head to a more upscale bar with mellow music, and for a nightcap (literal or metaphorical) drop by a nightclub, cinema or bowling alley. Or, alternatively, relax in a quiet cafe with a cup of herbal tea.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Spread the Money Around

Most of Borneo’s tourist dollars end up in major cities and in and around relatively few well-known natural areas. When you venture off the beaten track, the money you spend goes straight into local pockets.
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Use Public Transport

A great way to reduce your carbon footprint – and interact with friendly and curious local people – is to take intercity buses, minibuses and ferries rather than renting a car or hiring a car with a driver.

Visiting Longhouses

When visiting a longhouse or an indigenous village, it’s considered basic courtesy to show deference to the headman or headwoman. Let them eat and drink first, and accept graciously if asked to have a drink or dine with them.
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To ensure that a scuba outing disrupts reef life as little as possible, divers should avoid touching marine organisms, invading turtles’ personal space, feeding fish or allowing dive operators to dispose of surplus food in the water.




It’s both unethical and illegal to purchase products made from protected wildlife, including ivory, pangolin scales, animal skins, bird feathers, rainforest orchids, pitcher plants, seashells, coral, sharks’ teeth or crocodile penises (yes, they’re for sale in some markets).




Appropriate Dress

When visiting a mosque, male and female visitors should cover their knees and shoulders; robes and headscarves may be provided for women. In indigenous communities or Malay villages, cover up while bathing (swimming in shorts and T-shirt is fine).

Women’s Attire

Although many local women (especially ethnic Chinese) wear shorts and tank tops in the cities, female visitors should keep their knees and shoulders covered in conservative Muslim areas, especially in Brunei and Kalimantan.
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Keeping Your Emotions in Check

Borneans of all backgrounds pride themselves on remaining calm and not letting their emotions get the better of them. Visitors should endeavour to do the same, remaining patient even in difficult and trying situations.
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Keep well away from orangutans – they share so much DNA with humans that they risk catching viruses.




Avoid feeding wild animals, including monkeys: leave them and their habitat as unaffected by your presence as possible.



Don’t Dole Out the Sweets

When visiting indigenous villages, giving sweets to kids will not only damage their teeth, it will teach them to ask for the same from future foreign guests.
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When Unesco recognised Kuching as a Creative City of Gastronomy in 2021, the declaration called for responsible tourism to help support ‘heritage agriculture’ by smallholders. Visitors dining at farm-to-table restaurants are helping to keep Sarawak’s agricultural ecosystem sustainable.
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Eating During Ramadan

During the holy month of Ramadan, observant Muslims refrain from eating from sunrise to sunset. It’s good form for travellers who are visiting Muslim areas to be respectful by not eating or drinking in public.
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Ethical Turtle-Watching

Seeing turtles rising at night from the sea and digging nests to deposit their eggs is a magical privilege. Before booking, make sure your tour agency avoids crowding mother turtles, prohibits handling hatchlings and uses turtle-safe red LED flashlights.




RESOURCES

wwf.org.my
Working to safeguard Malaysia’s natural environment.
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mongabay.com
Search for ‘Borneo’ for news about the island’s environmental threats.
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scuba-junkie.com/conservation
Details on conservation projects in the Semporna Archipelago.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Unfortunately there’s very little good news to report about LGBTIQ+ legal rights in Borneo. Gay sex has long been illegal in Malaysia and Brunei and, under pressure from conservative Islamic groups, its criminalisation is being discussed in Indonesia. Local laws aren’t primarily aimed at visitors, but LGBTIQ+ visitors are advised to keep a low profile. Kota Kinabalu and Kuching have discreet gay scenes, and top-end hotels and resorts are known to be gay-friendly.


Draconian Laws in Brunei

Brunei hit the headlines in 2019 when drastic Islamic criminal penalties were set to come into force, including death by stoning for sex between men (as well as for adultery, extramarital sex, anal sex, abortion and insulting or defaming the Prophet Mohammed). After international condemnation, the Bruneian government clarified that 1) the death penalty requires an ‘extremely high evidentiary threshold’ (witnesses must be Muslim men of impeccable piety), making capital convictions nearly impossible; 2) the country’s decades-long moratorium on executions will remain; and 3) the laws’ purpose was to ‘educate, deter, rehabilitate and nurture rather than to punish’. As of early 2023, no executions, amputations or major crackdowns on gay men had taken place.
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ILLEGAL IN MALAYSIA

In Malaysia, homosexual acts between men are illegal and penalties potentially include corporal punishment and long prison sentences, but these laws are rarely enforced. Homosexual acts between women can also result in caning or other punishments. Beyond legal strictures, Malaysia is a socially conservative society so we strongly suggest discretion. On the other hand, the Gender & Sexuality Alliance Kota Kinabalu has a Facebook page.



Transgender People

Indonesians have traditionally been more tolerant of transgender people than they are of homosexuals, and the law allows them to change their legal gender if they undergo surgery. However, as Islamic groups supporting sharia law gain more political power, the status of trans people has become increasingly precarious.

Legal but under Threat in Indonesia

Gay sex isn’t illegal in Indonesia (except in two areas), and Indonesians’ attitude towards homosexuals has traditionally been tolerant so long as gayness was kept in the private realm, but in recent years there has been pressure from Islamic organisations to criminalise gay sex. A 2022 criminal statute banning all sex outside marriage, not set to be implemented for several years, could be weaponised against LGBTIQ+ individuals.


Films are censored to remove all sex of any type everywhere in Borneo, but in Malaysia the rules were ‘liberalised’ in 2010: instead of being banned from the screen entirely, homosexual characters can appear so long as they repent or are somehow punished by the end of the movie!



IS BORNEO SAFE FOR LGBTIQ+ TRAVELLERS?

While the legal situation is dire, there are no signs of a crackdown on LGBTIQ+ visitors. Gay guides such as nomadicboys.com advise that visiting the island is safe so long as ‘out’ behaviour (including public displays of affection, also verboten for straight people) is avoided – and they can even steer you to gay-friendly hangouts in cities such as Kota Kinabalu and Kuching.






Accessible Travel

Borneo has a long way to go with accessible travel, but if you use a wheelchair and are willing to be flexible – such as being lifted onto boats – and to accept the cheerful help that some locals are likely to offer, travel to Sabah, Sarawak and Brunei is eminently doable.


Navigating the Streetscape

Built-up areas have kerbs that are 30cm+ high, rampless crosswalks and open storm drains without railings. Safely navigating in a wheelchair is an option only if you’re travelling with someone who can steer and push.


Airport

Borneo’s airport terminals are either single-storey or equipped with lifts. However, some smaller aircraft have to be boarded from the tarmac, via stairs, rather than through a jet bridge.




Accommodation

Borneo has plenty of accessible hotel rooms, especially in major cities. To book one via booking.com or agoda.com, search for ‘facilities for disabled guests’. Contact the hotel if it’s not clear what their facilities entail.



Longhouses

Dayak longhouses are built on stilts, but visiting should be possible if, with assistance, you can climb eight or 10 stairs. Near Kuching, the Sarawak Cultural Village, famed for its traditional longhouses, is largely wheelchair accessible.

LEGAL PROTECTIONS IN MALAYSIA

In 2008 Malaysia passed its landmark Persons with Disabilities Act that provides for the ‘registration, protection, rehabilitation, development and wellbeing’ of ‘PWDs’ and guarantees equal access to employment, public facilities, healthcare services and recreational activities.

Seeing Orangutans

In Sabah, the Sepilok sanctuaries are all wheelchair accessible, as are some of the upmarket jungle lodges nearby. The Rainforest Discovery Centre skywalk has an access ramp.


NAVIGATING KUCHING

Kuching highlights that can be comfortably visited in a wheelchair include the Borneo Cultures Museum, the Riverfront Promenade, the river’s north bank, the Old Court Complex and the Open Air Market. In older areas, navigating often involves little ups and downs between shophouses.



Ride-Hailing Services

Drivers for the ride-hailing app Grab receive instruction on how to accommodate passengers with folding wheelchairs, but regular taxi drivers may have better training and more space in the boot.


Rainforest Walks
Sarawak parks with short stretches of wheelchair-accessible trail include Gunung Gading National Park and the Matang Wildlife Centre. The boardwalk trails at Gunung Mulu National Park would be ideal if the flights to Mulu were accessible.








Nuts & Bolts in Sabah & Sarawak

OPENING HOURS

During Ramadan, office and business hours may be shorter

Restaurants 11.30am–10pm (some close between lunch and dinner)

Kopitiam 6am or 7am until early or late afternoon

Shops 9.30am–7pm (10am–10pm for shopping malls)

Tourist Information

The Sabah Tourism Board (sabahtourism.com) and the Sarawak Tourism Board (sarawaktourism.com) have excellent websites with details on festivals, events and major sights (with admission times). Visitor information offices in larger cities have helpful staff and entire walls filled with up-to-date information.


Water

In Sabah and Sarawak don’t drink tap water until you’ve verified that it’s safe.

Smoking

Forbidden in and within 3m of restaurants, coffee shops and hawker centres; may be allowed in pubs/clubs.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT/UTC plus eight hours

Country Code
60

Emergency Number
999

Population
6.1 million



Electricity 220V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

The dates of Muslim holidays may vary by a day or two.

New Year’s Day
1 January

Chinese New Year
January/February

Good Friday
March/April

Hari Raya Puasa (Aidil Fitri)
End of Ramadan; March/April

Harvest Festival (Sabah only)
30 & 31 May

Gawai Dayak (Sarawak only)
31 May to 2 June

Hari Raya Qurban (Aidil Adha)
May/June

Awal Muharram (Islamic New Year)
June/July

Hari Merdeka (Independence Day)
31 August

Malaysia Day
16 September

Christmas Day
25 December






Nuts & Bolts in Brunei Darussalam

FRIDAY OPENING HOURS

By law, all offices and businesses must close from noon until 2pm on Fridays to allow Muslim men to go to the mosque for prayers. Government-run museums close all day on Fridays.

Public Toilets

Public lavatories are easier to find in Brunei than in most Western countries. Toilet paper may be unavailable so keep some handy. You may be expected to flush using water from a plastic bucket. If there’s a little wastebasket next to the toilet, use it to discard used toilet paper to avoid clogging.


Water

Bandar Seri Begawan’s tap water is generally safe to drink; heavy rain can affect quality and clarity.

Smoking

Brunei’s anti-smoking laws ban puffing in public spaces and outdoors within 6m of smoke-free premises.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT/UTC plus eight hours

Country Code
673

Emergency Numbers
991 (ambulance), 993 (police), 995 (fire)

Population
451,000



Electricity 220–240V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

The dates of Muslim holidays may vary by a day or two. During Ramadan most places have shorter hours or close.

New Year’s Day
1 January

Chinese New Year
January/February

Brunei National Day
23 February

First Day of Ramadan
February/March

Hari Raya Aidil Fitri
End of Ramadan; three-day holiday begins March/April

Royal Brunei Armed Forces Day
31 May

Gawai Dayak (Iban only)
31 May to 2 June

Hari Raya Aidil Adha
May/June

Awal Muharram (Islamic New Year)
June/July

Sultan of Brunei’s Birthday
15 July

Christmas Day
25 December






Nuts & Bolts in Kalimantan

APPROPRIATE ATTIRE

Dress rules are relatively relaxed but cities tend to be more conservative and, as with elsewhere in Indonesia, going shirtless is considered impolite. You are welcome to visit mosques as long as you’re respectfully dressed (no bare legs or uncovered shoulders) and you remove your shoes before entering.

Toilets

You’ll find sit-down Western-style toilets in upscale hotels and restaurants, but elsewhere the standard will be squat toilets, usually with a bucket rather than toilet paper for washing. Consider packing Imodium (Loperamide) to deal with diarrhoea while travelling.


Water

Tap water isn’t safe to drink. Avoid ice in drinks unless you’re sure the source is safe.

Smoking

Smoking is restricted in public areas such as shopping malls and on buses.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT/UTC plus seven/eight hours

Country Code
62

Emergency Number
112

Population
23 million



Electricity 220V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

The dates of Muslim holidays may vary by a day or two.

Tahun Baru Masehi (New Year’s Day)
1 January

Tahun Baru Imlek (Chinese New Year)
January/February

Wafat Yesus Kristus (Good Friday)
March/April

Idul Fitri
End of Ramadan; March/April

Idul Adha
May/June

Tahun Baru Hijriyah (Islamic New Year)
June/July

Hari Proklamasi Kemerdekaan (Independence Day)
17 August

Maulid Nabi Muhammed (Prophet’s Birthday)
August/September

Hari Natal (Christmas Day)
25 December






Language

Malay, or Bahasa Malaysia, is the official language of Malaysian Borneo (Sabah and Sarawak) and Brunei. Bahasa Indonesia is the official language of Kalimantan. The languages are very similar; therefore, we’ve provided translations in both languages – indicated by (I) and (M) – only where the differences are significant enough to cause confusion.


Basics

Hello. Salam./Helo. (I/M)

Goodbye. Selamat tinggal/jalan (by person leaving/staying).

Yes. Ya.

No. Tidak.

Please. Silakan.

Thank you. Terima kasih.

Excuse me. Maaf.

Sorry. Maaf.

What’s your name? Siapa nama anda/kamu? (I/M)

My name is … Nama saya …

Do you speak English? Anda bisa Bahasa Inggris? (I)

Adakah anda berbahasa Inggeris? (M).

I don’t understand. Saya (tidak) mengerti. (I)

Saya (tidak) faham. (M).

Directions

Where’s (the station)? Di mana (stasiun).

What’s the address? Apa alamatnya?

Could you write it down please? Anda bisa tolong tuliskan? (I)

Tolong tuliskan alamat itu? (M).

Can you show me (on the map)? Bisa tunjukkan kepada saya (di peta)? (I)

Tolong tunjukkan (di peta)? (M).

Signs

Buka Open

Tutup Closed

Dilarang Prohibited

Kamar Kecil (I) Toilets

Tandas (M) Toilets

Wanita (I) Women

Perempuan (M) Women

Pria (I) Men

Lelaki (M) Men

Masuk Entrance

Keluar Exit

Time

What time is it? Jam berapa sekarang? (I)

Pukul berapa? (M)

It’s (seven) o’clock. Jam/Pukul (tujuh). (I/M).

It’s half past (two). Setengah (dua). (I) (lit: half two)

Pukul (satu) setengah. (M)

In the morning pagi.

in the afternoon siang/tengahari. (I/M)

in the evening malam/petang. (I/M)

yesterday kemarin/semalam. (I/M)

today hari ini.

tomorrow besok/esok. (I/M)

Emergencies

Help! Tolong!

Go away! Pergi!

I’m ill. Saya sakit.

Call the doctor/police! Panggil doktor/polis!

Eating & Drinking

A table for (two), please. Meja untuk (dua) orang.

What’s in that dish? Hidangan itu isinya apa? (I)

Ada apa dalam masakan itu? (M)

Bring the bill/check, please. Tolong bawa kuitansi/bil. (I/M)


NUMBERS

1

satu

2

dua

3

tiga

4

empat

5

lima

6

enam

7

tujuh

8

delapan (I) lapan (M)

9

sembilan

10

sepuluh





DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

Numerous such as rattan (from rotan), batik, sarong (from sarung), satay (from sate) and amok (from amuk).



PRONUNCIATION

In both Bahasa Malaysia and Bahasa Indonesia, most letters are pronounced more or less the same as their English counterparts, except for the letter c which is always pronounced as the ‘ch’ in ‘chair’.

Other Languages

Each of Borneo’s indigenous groups has its own language, but their members all speak Bahasa Malaysia or Bahasa Indonesia. Various dialects of Chinese are spoken by those of Chinese ancestry in Borneo.

Some Grammar

Pronouns, particularly ‘you’, are rarely used in Bahasa Malaysia and Bahasa Indonesia. Anda (in Bahasa Indonesia) and kamu (in Malay) are the egalitarian forms designed to overcome the many terms used for the second person.


Key Patterns

To get by in Bahasa Indonesia and Malay, mix and match these simple patterns with words of your choice:

When’s (the next bus)? Jam berapa (bis yang berikutnya)?

Where’s (the station)? Di mana (stasiun)?

How much is it (per night)? Berapa (satu malam)?

I’m looking for (a hotel). Saya cari (hotel).

Do you have (a local map)? Ada (peta daerah)?

Is there a (lift)? Ada (lift)?

Can I (enter)? Boleh saya (masuk)?

Do I need (a visa)? Saya harus pakai (visa)?

I have (a reservation). Saya (sudah punya booking).

I need (assistance). Saya perlu (dibantu).

I’d like (the menu). Saya minta (daftar makanan).

Could you (help me)? Bisa anda (bantu) saya?



WHO SPEAKS MALAY, OR BAHASA MALAYSIA, AND BAHASA INDONESIA?

Malay is an official language in Malaysia, Brunei, Indonesia and Singapore. Indonesia is the only country where Bahasa Indonesia is the official language. The countries with the highest numbers of Indonesian speakers are Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore and — the Netherlands (due to the legacy of colonisation).
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THE BORNEO
STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Bornean life


A History of Borneo in 15 Places

A glance at Borneo’s rich and diverse history from the Ice Age to the present day.

Mark Eveleigh

Conservation Meets Tourism in Sabah

Marine conservation, wildlife rehabilitation and ecotourism projects all rely on volunteers – good news for travellers wanting to lend a hand.

Paul Harding

Palm Oil: Problems for Borneo

The biggest threat to Borneo’s forests today comes from the world’s insatiable demand for palm oil.

Paul Harding

In Harmony: Modern-Day Dayak Group

The indigenous peoples of Borneo, once rivals, now work together to preserve their diverse cultures, which are exquisitely attuned to rainforest life.

Daniel Robinson

Kalimantan: Contemporary Dayak Life

The opportunity to enjoy longhouse hospitality is a highlight of any Borneo adventure.

Mark Eveleigh
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A HISTORY OF BORNEO IN
15 PLACES

Human settlement in this region reaches back to an Ice Age era before Borneo even existed as an island. Numerous wildly diverse ethnic groups had left their own mark on the island long before the place was ‘discovered’ as a centre for trade or conquest by Chinese, Arab, Indian, Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch and British sailors.


UNFORTUNATELY, DUE TO the lack of written records, the indigenous history of Borneo is often difficult to unravel. The fascinating interactions (brotherhoods and battles) between 100 or more Dayak groups have been handed down in the form of legends and myths that are often far more revealing than historical facts and data.

In the early days of colonial wrangling the British and the Dutch fought (and often lost) battles against indigenous armies that were often described, with typical colonial generalisations, as Sea Dayaks and invariably portrayed as brigands or pirates.

History never stands still and today the great jungle island is being transformed faster than ever before. Only time will tell how future generations will look back on the decisions of our age: the environmental destruction through mining and oil-palm plantations; the expansion of roads into the last areas of virgin rainforest; the long-lasting effects of Indonesian transmigrasi (the movement of settlers – from colonial times up until the mid-1980s – from densely populated areas such as Java, Bali and Sulawesi).

An island that is territorially divided in modern times among three nations (Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia) certainly has a wealth of landmarks that shed light on the transformation of Borneo through the ages.

1. Cempaka Diamond Mines

UNCOVERING THE DAWN OF TIME

There’s something mind-bending about holding a stone that was created three billion years ago, at a time before the first vegetation even existed on our planet. In South Kalimantan, the Cempaka Diamond Mines (where, in 1965, the world’s seventh-biggest diamond was uncovered) is no longer excavated with hand-dug pits but the rudimentary pump and conveyor-belt sorting systems still give this ransacked land the appearance of a naked moonscape.

2. Niah National Park

THE EARLIEST SETTLERS

Humans first appeared in this area long before the landmass was turned into an island by rising sea levels at the end of the Ice Age (about 10,000 BCE). Niah Archaeology Museum near the famous caves of the same name in Miri, Sarawak, contains exhibits and artefacts that shine a light (no pun intended) on the mysterious cave-dwellers who occupied the region as early as 40,000 years ago.

Sabah State Museum in Kota Kinabalu has its own collection of archaeological finds from around Sabah state.

3. Beloyot Cave

MYSTERIOUS CAVE ARTISTS

Beloyot Cave must be one of the most mysterious archaeological sites in all Southeast Asia. Getting to the cave, in East Kalimantan, is not easy and you might wonder how the enigmatic inhabitants who originally took refuge here ever found it at all. The ceiling of the main chamber is covered with at least 300 images that are thousands of years old. There are depictions of familiar animals – deer and pigs – betraying the obvious hunting culture but hundreds of red-tinted hand stencils (some beautifully embellished with leopard-like rosettes) are all that remains of a mysterious group of unusually large-statured human inhabitants.

4. Borneo Cultures Museum

ATTITUDES THROUGH THE AGES

The Borneo Cultures Museum (which opened in Sarawak in March 2022) occupies 30,000 sq metres, making it Malaysia’s largest museum. The main gallery houses an exhibition themed ‘In Harmony with Nature’, exploring the relationship that indigenous societies have traditionally maintained with their natural environment. The 4th floor – the ‘Time Changes’ exhibition – includes archaeological finds and follows Sarawak’s history from prehistoric times to the modern era.
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5. Brunei History Centre

FAR-FLUNG TRADING EMPIRES

The six galleries in the Brunei History Centre offer intriguing insights into the sultanate’s history, stretching back through 2000 years as a regional trading centre. One fascinating section deals with the trading relationship with China’s Han Dynasty during the 3rd to 6th centuries CE. (Beads have been found in Borneo that were made in the Roman Empire, however, attesting to an early trade route that extended as far as Europe.) There are charts illustrating the sultan’s family tree and genealogy, and a room devoted to the series of involuntary treaties that eroded Brunei to the benefit of the White Rajas of Sarawak.

6. South Kalimantan Mosques

THE ARRIVAL OF ISLAM

Banjarmasin’s Sultan Suriansyah Mosque (built in 1526) stands on the site said to be Kalimantan’s first Islamic place of worship. It is the mosque of Banua Lawas – far up in the South Kalimantan interior – that is Kalimantan’s oldest standing mosque, however. It was built almost 600 years ago, and about 20 years before Islam became the official religion of Melaka, Southeast Asia’s trading powerhouse. From Melaka (on what is now mainland Malaysia) a mild form of Sunni Islam – tolerant of existing religions in a way that Christianity has rarely been – swept through much of Borneo.

7. Kampong Ayer

THE FIRST EUROPEAN REPORTS

‘The city is built in the sea, the King’s palace and the houses of the principal persons excepted. It contains 25,000 hearths or families. The houses are built of wood upon large piles, to keep them from the water.’

Brunei has changed immeasurably in the 500 years since Antonio Pigafetta sailed into the bay with Ferdinand Magellan’s fleet, but it remains an evocative experience to stroll the boardwalks of a stilted town that must have seemed strangely familiar to the Venetian chronicler.

8. Beting Quarter, Pontianak

BORNEO’S CITY OF GOLD

The gold-trading city of Pontianak had been the capital of the sultanate of Pontianak before the city was even officially founded (in 1771). Even today the quarter known as Beting retains a sense of sultanate tradition.

Legend has it that the Sultan Syarif Abdurrahman Mosque was built on the spot where a cannonball landed. Considering Borneo’s warring history that might not seem like a huge distinction but it is said that that particular cannonball was fired by the first sultan at a pontianak (the vengeful ghost of a woman who had died in childbirth).

9. The Twin Palaces of Pangkalan Bun

THE HISTORIC SULTANATES

Many of the ancestral sultanates of Kalimantan trace their cultural roots back to the Hindu-Buddhist Srivijaya empire (which dominated most of the region from its base in Palembang, Sumatra, from about 600 CE to 1200 CE). The royal families of Pangkalan Bun fell strongly under its influence and architecturally the palaces of Istana Kuning (constructed in 1806 but since rebuilt) and Istana Pangeran Mangkubumi (from around 1820) stem from this era.

Istana Pangeran Mangkubumi in particular is richly packed with an eclectic collection of artefacts, from antique weaponry to rare manuscripts to intriguing household goods.

10. Fort Margherita

THE WHITE RAJAS OF SARAWAK

In 1841 English adventurer James Brooke became the first ‘White Raja of Sarawak’ in recognition for helping the Sultan of Brunei quell his rebellious ‘Sea Dayak’ (actually Iban) subjects. The Brooke Gallery in beautifully restored Fort Margherita has displays on the period in Sarawak’s history that was dominated by James Brooke and his descendants, the so-called White Rajas.

11. Tanjung Redeb

HISTORY BROUGHT TO LIFE BY FICTION

In 1887 a Polish sailor by the name of Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski sailed through the complex web of channels that forms the delta of the Sungai Sebah to a little rubber-trading outpost that would later become the city of Tanjung Redeb in East Kalimantan. The spot so fired his imagination that years later – when he became internationally renowned as the novelist Joseph Conrad – it featured as the setting for four of his most famous works of fiction. Read Almayer’s Folly (or An Outcast of the Islands, Lord Jim or The Rescue) while exploring the Tanjung Redeb waterfront to see how Conrad’s words bring the town’s early history to life.

12. Sandakan Memorial Park

THE JAPANESE OCCUPATION

Of the 1793 Australian and 641 British prisoners of war incarcerated at the Japanese camp in Sandakan, Sabah, in WWII, only six Australian escapees survived. Sandakan Memorial Park has a pavilion with displays that detail the harrowing story of life in the camp and the ‘Death March’ to Ranau that accounted for so many lives.

American writer Agnes Newton Keith (author of Land Below the Wind) and her British husband lived in Sandakan from 1934 to 1952 and spent three years in a Japanese prison camp. Keith recounted their story in the powerful book Three Came Home (published in 1948). Their house, Newlands – destroyed by Allied bombers during the war – has been lovingly restored to offer an insight into life (for the privileged few) in colonial-era Sabah during peace time.
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13. Istana Kadriah

FIGHT FOR INDEPENDENCE

After his own incarceration in a Japanese camp in Java, Dutch-educated soldier Syarih Hamid returned to his family home to learn that his entire family were among the 21,000 people from Pontianak, Kalimantan, who had been executed by Japanese forces at Mandor (35km north of the city). Furthermore he was told that he – the eighth sultan – was now in line for the throne that still sits in the 250-year-old Istana Kadriah (Kadriah Palace).

While the reception room of this lovely old timber building has information on the family, it entirely overlooks this astounding story (or the fact the sultan was finally implicated in a coup attempt and, once again, imprisoned). As state minister, Syarih Hamid was assigned by President Sukarno to draw the prototype for the Garuda Pancasila, emblem of Indonesia.
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14. Palangka Raya

CAPITAL ASPIRATIONS

In 1957 President Sukarno, father of Indonesian independence, began construction on what he hoped would be a Pan-Asian capital, constructed far from the twin Javanese blights of earthquakes and flooding.

While Borneo rarely experiences earthquakes, one glance at the landscape around Palangka Raya in Central Kalimantan should be enough to convince anyone that flooding is an ever-present threat here.

The planned move was abandoned but Sukarno’s lofty ideas live on in the regional capital’s spacious layout and wide boulevards.

15. Nusantara

THE NEW NATIONAL MOTHER CITY

As part of Indonesia’s vision for 2045 the national capital is officially to be moved from Jakarta to a forest location 40km north of Balikpapan. The planned Ibu Kota Negara (National Mother City) – to be called Nusantara – is to be built according to strict environmental guidelines. The plan is for the city to be powered entirely by renewable energy, achieving net zero emissions by 2045.

For the moment there is little to see beyond housing for construction workers and the Titik Nol (Point Zero) landmark.






CONSERVATION
MEETS TOURISM IN SABAH

Marine conservation, wildlife rehabilitation and ecotourism projects all rely on volunteers – good news for travellers wanting to lend a hand. By Paul Harding
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WHEN A GROUP of volunteers working in the jungles of northern Sabah finished a building project at a village school in Kudat district, local coordinator Howard Stanton started looking for something else they could turn their hands to. Soon after, volunteers began helping the Rungus villagers with improvements to food security – building pigsties, chicken coops, duck ponds and vegetable gardens. When the pandemic hit in 2020 and the Malaysian government’s Movement Control Order (MCO) began to have serious effects on the villagers’ food supply, these new pieces of infrastructure suddenly became invaluable.

Howard now hosts volunteers through the Workaway programme, where travellers can match online with community-based hosts to supplement their travels with free accommodation and meals in exchange for a few hours of work each day. He describes it as a ‘win, win, win’, benefiting the local community, the hosts and the volunteers in a mutual cultural exchange.
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Volunteer tourism, or voluntourism, has become big business in the past decade or so, particularly in developing countries. While Covid intervened for a couple of years, volunteering is back in demand with travellers seeking to ‘make a difference’ or bring greater purpose to their trip while still experiencing the joys of travel and getting involved in local culture in a meaningful way. Voluntourists can spend a lot of money on placements that will hopefully benefit local communities and have positive outcomes for all involved, though the concept has its pros and cons. Critics question who it helps the most – the host community, the volunteer or the organisation itself. Is it charity or a for-profit business? Putting unskilled volunteers into skilled projects such as teaching or construction is seen as problematic, as is having volunteers working with children (such as in orphanages) in an industry that’s often unregulated.

[image: jpg]

marine biologist checking coral reef, Sabah | MAGIC ORB STUDIO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

But in Sabah, many volunteer projects involve working directly with conservation and environmental schemes; they generally don’t require specific skills, and have little negative impact on the local communities. It could be as simple as planting trees, cleaning beaches, rebuilding coral reefs or helping with wildlife rehabilitation. Accommodation might be basic and you’ll probably have to put in long hours in a hot, humid jungle, but for the communities, the environment and the volunteers themselves, the results can be rewarding or even life-changing.
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In the idyllic Semporna Archipelago, most tourists are here for the scuba diving, which is some of the best in the world. On the tiny island of Pom Pom, Hazel Oakley manages TRACC (Tropical Research and Conservation Centre), an established marine conservation organisation that does amazing work in this little corner of the Celebes Sea. On any given day, dozens of volunteers from around the world can be found repairing reefs, transplanting coral, photographing turtle scutes (unique patterns on the sides of their faces), cleaning beaches of litter and plastic, or helping out with the turtle hatchery. Since 2011 TRACC has been restoring underlying reefs around the island, which had been reduced to rubble following years of destructive and illegal ‘bomb’ fishing. Over time, Hazel and the team have developed and built ‘bottle reefs’ using bottles and concrete shoes to create a solid base on which coral can be replanted.

TRACC receives no outside funding, so relies entirely on volunteers for labour and financial contributions. In return, volunteers get basic accommodation in custom cube safari tents, home-cooked meals, on-site training and all the scuba diving they can handle. Given the cost of recreational diving in Semporna, that’s a huge incentive with many volunteers gaining divemaster certification here and others studying for their Marine Science A-Level, a globally recognised four-month course. Volunteers work and dine together, and there’s plenty of time for relaxation. The minimum volunteer period is two weeks; check out the excellent website (tracc.org) for more information.

TRACC also works with the local Bajau communities on nearby Kalapuan island. During Covid shutdowns, these largely stateless, undocumented and vulnerable communities were at risk, unable to visit the mainland for even basic supplies. Hazel and her team worked hard to bring drinking water and rice to the locals and to continue to assist with community outreach programmes.

For many years, the Sepilok Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre near Sandakan was one of the most successful and sought-after volunteer programmes in Malaysia. The programme was suspended in 2019 when the charity organisation working with the Sabah Wildlife Department closed down. The department currently has no plans to restart it – not good news for potential volunteers, but it suggests, at least here, the system manages fine without them.

Directly opposite the orangutan centre is the Borneo Sun Bear Conservation Centre, which resumed its popular volunteer programme in 2022. The BSBCC sees its programme as a two-way educational experience where volunteers and interns work with and learn from keepers and biologists on aspects of bear rehabilitation, as well as mucking out dens, preparing food and fixing fences.

One of the easiest ways to get involved in non-skilled environmental work is through forest restoration. On the Kinabatangan River, this important work helps fill the gaps in fragmented forest areas that provide vital natural corridors for wildlife amid expanding oil-palm plantations.

KOPEL (kopelkinabatangan.com) has been planting trees and working on oxbow lake restoration on the Kinabatangan for many years, and runs a successful volunteer programme through its Batu Puteh homestays and Tungog Eco Camp.

In the Bilit and Sukau area, Project RELeaf is seeking to plant three million trees. Near Tawau, in Sabah’s south, 1StopBorneo is aiming to plant enough trees to reforest a wildlife corridor between Tawau Hills Park and Bukit Gemok, and to create a natural corridor in plantations to help conserve pygmy elephants there.






PALM OIL:
PROBLEMS FOR BORNEO

The biggest threat to Borneo’s forests today comes from the world’s insatiable demand for palm oil. By Paul Harding
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WHEN WAS THE last time you used palm oil? Chances are, not that long ago. This type of oil is in almost everything, including shampoo, cosmetics, cookies, chips, chocolate bars, detergent, bread, margarine and biofuel. It hides under many names, including vegetable oil, palmate, sodium lauryl sulfate, vegetable fat and stearic acid.

Indonesia and Malaysia produce almost 85% of the world’s palm oil, much of it from Borneo, where thousands of square kilometres of primary and secondary forest have been replaced with plantations.
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Originally brought from Africa in 1848, oil palms are incredibly productive: they produce more edible oil per hectare (about 5000kg, or 6000L) than any other crop. The oil is extracted from the orange-coloured fruit, which grows in bunches just below the fronds, and is used primarily for cooking or as a natural preservative, though it can also be refined into biodiesel, an alternative to fossil fuels. Oil palms grow easily in hot, humid equatorial climates such as Borneo, and it’s such a lucrative commodity that even small landholders and remote communities have given up land (not always willingly) to invest in this super crop.
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The problem is palm oil is cheaper to produce than its competitors, which naturally increases demand, and then leads to an increase in the number of oil-palm plantations. For all the crop’s benefits, the unsustainable expansion of monoculture plantations has had huge environmental consequences. In Kalimantan, the area given over to oil palms has increased by 300% since 2000 (a three-year moratorium on new palm-oil plantations ended in 2021), while in Sabah around 21% of the land – about 15,400 sq km – is carpeted with oil palms.
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Oil-palm plantations may appear green, but from an ecological point of view they are near dead zones. Even forest land that has been clear-cut can recover much of its biodiversity if allowed to grow back as secondary forest, but palm-oil plantations convert land into permanent monoculture (leases are usually for 99 years), reducing the number of plant species by 80% and resident mammal, reptile and bird species by 80% to 90%. Oil palms require large quantities of herbicides and pesticides that can seep into rivers, polluting settlements downstream. Drainage canals lower water tables, drying out nearby peat forests, making them more susceptible to burning. Plantations fragment or destroy the natural habitat corridors that are especially important to large mammals.

Further, local populations that depend on the forest for their livelihood have seen their land suddenly sold off and converted with little or no warning. Those villages that do have legal claims to the land are often bought off with token amounts of cash and promises of jobs, only to later find their water sources have been polluted and their forest resources are no longer available.

As demand for palm oil has increased, environmental groups such as WWF and Greenpeace have campaigned for sustainable production and for the major producers, manufacturers and corporate supply chains to be held accountable. The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO; rspo.org) is a non-profit organisation that unites different sectors of the palm-oil industry while seeking to develop and implement global standards to mitigate palm oil’s impacts. The RSPO also aims to support smallholders – small landowners who account for some 40% of palm oil production in Indonesia and Malaysia – encouraging sustainable practices and increased access to global markets. Both WWF and the Rainforest Action Network publish ‘scorecards’ that show how major brands and companies stack up when it comes to sustainable buying, commitment to positive environmental practices and ending deforestation.

Beyond the destruction of habitat and displacement of indigenous people, there is quite a bit of carbon lost when you convert a forest to a palm-oil plantation. In the best of circumstances it would take 60 years of biofuel production from 1 hectare of oil palms to offset the carbon lost during production. In the worst case it would be 220 years, with the actual number likely somewhere in between.

Even before oil-palm plantations, logging and agriculture was destroying Borneo’s forests twice as fast as in the rest of the world. In 1973 about 75% of the island still had its original forest cover. By 2009 over 80% of the forests of Sabah and Sarawak had been impacted by logging, with Kalimantan not faring much better.

Only a fraction of Borneo’s land is protected by law, and even less is subject to laws that are systematically enforced.

In Sarawak and Sabah, old-growth rainforests are under the most severe threat with detrimental effects of past logging still being felt in the region, which now suffers unusually long floods during the wet season. Several national parks and reserves have been created or extended, such as the Maliau Basin Conservation Area, Danum Valley and Deramakot Forest Reserve in Sabah and the Pulong Tau National Park in Sarawak. In 2007 the government-led and WWF-supported Heart of Borneo Initiative was signed by Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia. The aim is to safeguard Borneo’s biodiversity for future generations and ensure indigenous people’s cultural survival by protecting 24,000 sq km of interconnected forest land in Sabah, Sarawak, Brunei and Kalimantan – almost one-third of the island.

In Kalimantan, which suffers from an almost-complete lack of enforcement, local officials sell off timber permits in federally protected lands. Kutai National Park in East Kalimantan has been devastated by both logging and fires, while mining operations around Samarinda have stripped forests and caused widespread water pollution along the Mahakam River. With this land clearing comes an assortment of issues. Floods and landslides wash away valuable topsoil and envelop cities, rivers become sluggish, and haze from land-clearing fires blankets the region every dry season, increasing international tensions.






IN HARMONY:
MODERN-DAY DAYAK GROUPS

The indigenous peoples of Borneo, once rivals, now work together to preserve their diverse cultures, which are exquisitely attuned to rainforest life. By Daniel Robinson


IT’S ALMOST DINNERTIME at the Kelabit longhouse of Bario Asal Lemba’a, in the Kelabit Highlands of Sarawak, and along an enclosed verandah that stretches almost as far as the eye can see, people are cooking. Along one wood-built wall, two dozen doors lead to private family living areas, while on the other side of each family hearth stands a round dining table. Sit down and you can see a long row of similar tables stretching both ways into the distance. The verandah is not just where longhouse residents cook and eat, it’s also their living room, so most families have a couch on which kids can play video games or watch cartoons on flatscreen TVs in sight and earshot of their neighbours.

Borneo’s indigenous groups, often known collectively as Dayaks, have lived in exquisitely attuned harmony with the rainforest for thousands of years, in remote communities based on mutual reliance and responsibility. Even a short longhouse visit offers insights into their highly social and multigenerational traditions, and how they’re preserving age-old customs in the face of modern values and the call of cities offering education, jobs and a more individualistic, urban lifestyle.

Borneo’s indigenous peoples – most of whom traditionally live in longhouses – belong to more than 50 different ethnic groups that speak about 140 languages and dialects. Some live on the coast, others along the remote upland tributaries of great rivers.

A few generations ago some tribes still practised headhunting; today, many indigenous Borneans are well integrated into 21st-century economic life, and it’s not unusual to meet university professors, lawyers, government officials and airline pilots who grew up in longhouses.

Dongson Culture

Among the ancestors of today’s Dayaks were migrants from southern China who came to Borneo about 3000 years ago, bringing with them elements of the Dongson culture, including irrigated rice cultivation, buffalo-sacrifice rituals and ikat (fabric patterned by tie-dying the yarn before weaving). These newcomers mixed with native groups – people such as the cave dwellers of Niah – and eventually developed into more than 200 distinct tribes.

Not all of Borneo’s indigenous tribes refer to themselves as Dayaks, but the term usefully groups together people who have a great deal in common – and not just from an outsider’s point of view. Traceable back to about 1840, the term ‘Dayak’ (or ‘Dyak’) gained currency thanks to its use by colonial authorities. It may be derived from the last two syllables of ‘Bidayuh’, itself an exonym (a name originally used by outsiders). As a result, contemporary Iban in Sarawak think of and refer to themselves specifically as Iban; when they talk about Dayaks, they are likely to be referring to the Bidayuh. Upriver and highland groups in Sarawak, on the other hand, think of both the Iban and the Bidayuh as Dayaks but see themselves as Orang Ulu. No one, however, considers it insulting to be referred to as a Dayak; it’s just lacking in cultural specificity.
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Great Harvest Festival

All of Sarawak’s indigenous groups, as well as many Iban in Brunei and West Kalimantan, join together each June to celebrate the state’s great pan-indigenous harvest festival, Gawai Dayak (‘Dayak festival’), which brings city-dwelling singles and families back to their ancestral longhouses for socialising, eating, singing and dancing, liberally lubricated – except in more devoutly Christian communities – with tuak (rice wine). As one ebullient host once scolded, proffering tuak in bamboo cups, ‘too much talking, no drinking, cannot!’

Dayak culture and lifestyles are probably easiest to observe and experience in Sarawak, where Dayaks make up about 40% of the population. About 30% of Sarawakians are Iban, descended from groups that migrated from West Kalimantan’s Sungai Kapuas starting five to eight centuries ago. Known in the time of the White Rajas as Sea Dayaks for their exploits as pirates, the Iban are traditionally rice growers and longhouse dwellers. A reluctance to renounce headhunting enhanced their ferocious reputation.

The Bidayuh, who constitute 7% of Sarawak’s population and were once known as Land Dayaks, live mainly in the hills south and southwest of Kuching. Their ancestors are also thought to have migrated from West Kalimantan many centuries ago. As with many Dayak groups, identities and traditions are local, and adjacent villages sometimes speak dialects so distinct that people find it easier to communicate in English or Malay. Few Bidayuh still dwell in longhouses.

Upland groups in Sarawak such as the Kelabit, the Kayan, the Kenyah, the Lun Bawang and the nomadic Penan – that is, almost everyone except the Bidayuh, the Iban and the coastal-dwelling Melanau – are often grouped together under the term Orang Ulu (‘upriver people’). The Kenyah and Kayan, once rivals, are known for their elaborately decorated longhouses and the kalong motif, with its sinuous, intertwined creepers and vines. Some Dayak societies, such as the Iban and Bidayuh, are remarkably egalitarian, while others, such as the Kayan, used to have a strict social hierarchy – now somewhat blurred – with classes of nobles (maren), aristocrats (hipuy), commoners (panyin) and slaves (dipen).

Common Language

In Sabah, the situation is a bit different. None of Sabah’s indigenous ethnicities are particularly keen on using the term ‘Dayak’, preferring instead to see themselves as belonging to a specific indigenous group, of which the state has more than 30, including the Kadazan, Dusun, Rungus and Murut. The largest, known as the Kadazan-Dusun, makes up 17.8% of the population. Mainly Roman Catholic, the Kadazan and the Dusun share a common language and have similar customs, though the former originally lived mainly in the state’s western coastal areas and river deltas, while the latter inhabited the interior highlands. The Murut (3.2% of the population) traditionally lived in the southwestern hills bordering Kalimantan and Brunei, growing hill rice and hunting with spears and blowpipes. Soldiers for Brunei’s sultans, they were the last group in Sabah to abandon headhunting. For the purposes of affirmative action (positive discrimination) in Malaysia, Dayaks are, like Malays, at least on paper considered bumiputra (‘sons of the soil’) – that is, they’re defined as indigenous under Malaysian law.

In Kalimantan (Indonesian Borneo), native groups have rallied around the Dayak banner, and the terms Dayak and Dayakism imply pan-Dayak political and ethnic solidarity across tribal lines.

Perhaps 15% of the population of Brunei is Dayak, but they and their cultures have a low profile in the Islamic sultanate, and many have been recognised only as permanent residents rather than citizens.

One of the most distinctive features of Dayak life is the longhouse, which is essentially an entire village under one roof. Longhouses take a variety of shapes and styles, but all are raised above the damp jungle floor on hardwood stilts and most are built on or near riverbanks. For reasons of geography, traditional Dayak societies did not develop government institutions above the longhouse level.

The focus of longhouse life is the covered common verandah, known as a ruai to the Iban and an awah to the Bidayuh. The Kelabits have two: a telel for cooking and a tawa for celebrations. Residents use these communal spaces to socialise, engage in economic activities, cook and eat meals, and hold communal ceremonies. It is also the place where, come nightfall, residents would traditionally gather to tell stories.

One wall of the verandah, which can be up to 250m long, is pierced by doors to individual family bilik (apartments), where there’s space for sleeping and storage. If you ask about the size of a longhouse, you will usually be told how many doors (ie family units) it has. Some families who choose to remain in the longhouse community build a private house nearby, in part to escape the fire hazard inherent in living in a flammable structure with so many other people.

Every longhouse is led by a headman. Depending on the tribe, he (or in a handful of cases, she) may be appointed by his predecessor or elected; either way, heredity often plays a key role in selection. In many areas, longhouses are known by the name of the headman.

Longhouse Life Today

These days longhouses fuse age-old practices with modern conveniences. The resulting mash-up frequently mixes traditional materials (bamboo slat floors) with highly functional features such as corrugated iron, linoleum, fast internet and, out front, a parking lot or a row of outboard-powered longboats. Newer longhouses built by the government for resettled Dayak villages usually follow the old floor plan but use concrete, which has the virtue of being fire- and termite-proof but, some say, lacks warmth and an organic connection to the jungle.

Traditional Dayak animism, which varies from tribe to tribe, focuses on the spirits associated with virtually all places and things; in Kalimantan it is known collectively as Kaharingan. Carvings, totems, tattoos and other objects (including, in earlier times, headhunted skulls) are used to keep bad spirits at bay, attract good spirits and soothe spirits that may be upset. Totems at entrances to villages and longhouses are markers for spirits. The hornbill is considered a powerful spirit and is honoured in dance and ceremony, with its feathers treasured. Black is widely considered a sacred colour, so it features in traditional outfits. In some tribes women have special roles – for instance, a female priest called a bobohizan presides over many key Kadazan-Dusun traditional rituals in Sabah.

Ancestor worship plays a large part in Kaharingan. After death Dayaks are believed to join their ancestors in the spirit world. For some groups, spirits may reside in a particular mountain or other natural shrine.

Burial customs include carved mausoleums, memorial monoliths, burial poles (called jerunai by the Melanau) and interment in ceramic jars.
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IBAN TATTOOS ARE CLOSELY LINKED TO THE CONCEPT OF BEJALAI, WHICH CAN BE LOOSELY DEFINED AS A JOURNEY

Religious Beliefs

Most Dayaks now belong to mainstream Protestant groups, evangelical denominations (especially the Borneo Evangelical Church, also known as the SIB) and the Roman Catholic Church. Some evangelicals insist on purging all vestiges of previous beliefs, but in most instances Christianity overlays older cultural practices. Few Dayaks still follow traditional religious practices. Festivities such as Gawai Dayak are seen as an expression of Dayak culture rather than pre-Christian religious beliefs.

Headhunting (ngayau) has long been relegated to the realm of tourist brochures, T-shirts and Dayaks’ self-deprecating witticisms, but for over 500 years it was an important element of Borneo’s indigenous culture. Many of its rites, rituals and beliefs remain shrouded in mystery, but one aspect was unchanging: the act of taking heads was always treated with the utmost seriousness. There were two types of expeditions: bujan, a group raid involving several warriors; and kayo anak, performed by a bujang berani (lone brave). The takers of heads often bore no personal animosity to their victims. In the upper regions of the Batang Rajang, the kayo anak was a common way to woo a prospective bride.

After a successful hunt the warrior would wander the jungle, wrestling with the taken spirit. In the morning he would return to his longhouse, where the head would be smoked and strung up for the others to see and honour. Heads were worshipped and revered. A longhouse with many heads was feared and respected by the neighbouring clans.

The tradition began its decline in 1841 when James Brooke, at the behest of Brunei’s sultan, started quashing the custom, in part to attract foreign traders, who had understandably tended to keep their distance from Borneo’s shores.

Many indigenous groups have tattooing traditions that live on even among city dwellers. Iban tattoos are closely linked to the concept of bejalai, which can be loosely defined as a journey, or a voyage of discovery. With each life skill mastered, an Iban warrior-to-be would traditionally add a tattoo to his body, creating a biographical constellation of swirling designs. A large collection of blueish-black tattoos increased one’s desirability as a bachelor and, it was believed, enabled a soul to shine brightly in the afterlife.

After decades of decline, tattooing is making something of a comeback. In urban areas some young Iban get tattoos to commemorate achievements such as travelling abroad or completing their military service or a university degree.






KALIMANTAN:
CONTEMPORARY DAYAK LIFE

The opportunity to enjoy longhouse hospitality is a highlight of any Borneo adventure. By Mark Eveleigh
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IN KALIMANTAN, YOU’RE likely to meet professors, pilots and politicians who embrace their collective roots in Dayakhood with pride. While it’s true a sense of fellowship has grown as Dayaks of all tribes have found greater strength in unity, it’s important to remember there’s a world of difference between the lifestyles, beliefs and cultures of communities like the Iban, Punan and Kenyah.

You’re unlikely to come across anyone who describes themselves simply as a Dayak. The official listing of Dayak languages for Kalimantan alone is 83, but there is no accurate estimate of how many Dayak groups there are in Indonesian Borneo. The Kenyah people, for example, are further separated into about 40 different branches.
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Longhouses are known by different names in various areas: rumah panjai (to the Iban), betang (in Kapuas Hulu) and lamin (on the Mahakam). In truth, this most visible icon of Dayak life is also typically difficult to define. Only in Kapuas Hulu (West Kalimantan) and in the border area of North Kalimantan are you still likely to find longhouses over 200m long that have been consistently inhabited for generations. In most cases, these iconic buildings are now used only as meeting places.

[image: jpg]

Dayak elder with traditional tattoos | MARK EVELEIGH/LONELY PLANET ©

Central Kalimantan is the only Indonesian province with a predominantly Dayak population and the main group, the Dayak Ngaju, retain just a few longhouses that are used during ceremonial occasions, or as guest accommodation.
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Anyone who shows up at a longhouse must be welcomed and given accommodation, according to long-standing Dayak tradition. Since almost all longhouses were, until quite recently, a considerable longboat ride from the nearest settlement, this custom made a great deal of sense. Generations of jungle travellers knew the routine: upon arrival they would present themselves to the headman, who would arrange for basic sleeping quarters. But in the last decade or two, as transport has become easier, this tradition has come under strain. These days it would always be preferable to communicate your arrival in advance or, better still, to travel with a local guide who is in contact with the community.

Even if you make your own way to a longhouse that’s happy to have you, you’re likely to face significant communication and cultural barriers as you try to introduce yourself. Unless you have a command of Bahasa Indonesia, interacting spontaneously with locals isn’t going to be easy and your experience is likely to be so much poorer. Thus, unless you are lucky enough to be invited by a local, you’ll need a guide who can coordinate your visit, make introductions and help you avoid the pitfalls of longhouse etiquette. After all, the fascination of longhouse visits is that no two experiences are ever the same, even within the same tribe.

When you arrive at a longhouse, don’t be surprised to find it wouldn’t make a very good film set for a period drama. While you might still see skulls hanging in some longhouses in Sarawak, the closest you’ll come to the practice in Kalimantan is in the production of the spectacular ikat textiles known as pua kumbu, which Iban women once wove specifically to receive heads that were brought into the longhouse.

Not all Dayaks traditionally lived in longhouses and the Punan, for example – Borneo’s iconic hunter-gatherer nomads – still build lepo (huts) that are often little more than jungle sleeping platforms (usually these days with tarp roofs rather than leaves). While they often hunt with air rifles, you will find men armed with blowpipes and darts tipped with poison made from roots. They scour the forest for leaves, fruit and a wide variety of tubers, but most communities maintain a static base surrounded by ladang (clearings), where staple crops like cassava or dry rice are cultivated.

The Kenyah people, along with their many sub-groups, are perhaps the most artistic and their longhouses are among the most photogenic. In reaction to outside pressures (social and, sometimes, religious), many Kenyah women sliced off their emblematic distended earlobes. It is likely that within a decade the practice will live on only in history books. Ritual tattoos remain a vibrant part of the tribal identity for many Iban men, but there are also entire Iban communities where, in the absence of a resident artist, the menfolk are unadorned with the tribe’s iconic blue motifs.

The Iban (and related groups like the Dayak Taman and Dayak Desa) are among the Dayak people who tend to stick most rigidly to the longhouse lifestyle. Perhaps because of this they have retained some traditional crafts like basketry, weaving and mat-making. The ruai (as the Iban call the longhouse’s covered communal platform) can be a lively place in the evening when women are busy at the looms and men are smoking and talking over the day’s business.

Tribal religions in Indonesian Borneo are all classed under the term Kaharingan – an overly simplistic term that completely overlooks the fact that each group will have different beliefs and rituals. Most Dayaks in Kalimantan today consider themselves, at least nominally, to be Catholic, Protestant or Muslim, but in rural settlements you will (if you’re patient or ask the right questions) almost always find at least a hint of the traditional religion. To make things even more complicated, Dayak Kutai (the biggest group on the lower Mahakam) often refer to themselves as Dayak Melayu – ie, Dayaks who long ago adopted Islam.

Perhaps because of their isolation, the traditionally nomadic Punan have retained their own religion to a greater extent than most other groups.

In many cases their beliefs centre on protection of rainforest resources (a taboo on the chopping of certain key tree species, for example).

It’s said there is no way to say ‘thank you’ in the Punan language, since everything is naturally shared as a matter of course among members of the tribe.
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“The Semenggoh Wildlife Centre is one of the best places in the world to see semi-wild orangutans in their natural rainforest habitat, dangling from trees and scurrying up vines.”

DANIEL ROBINSON
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“Covering almost two-thirds of the island’s total area, Kalimantan is Borneo at its wildest – with historic cities and great rivers acting as gateways to the heart of this jungle island.”

MARK EVELEIGH
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Brunei Darussalam

TRANQUIL, OIL-RICH ISLAMIC SULTANATE

The tiny sultanate is renowned for its petroleum
receipts, but should be no less famous for having
had the wisdom to preserve its rainforests.

To get a sense of their vastness, head to Ulu
Temburong National Park. Visitors to the
capital, Bandar Seri Begawan, can enjoy the
relaxed pace of life and excellent cuisine.

Sarawak

Sarawak

CULTURAL RICHES, UNBEATABLE
FOOD, PRIMEVAL JUNGLE

Malaysia's largest state, Sarawak
is a multicultural kaleidoscope,
with Dayaks, Chinese and Malays
maintaining their traditions - and
cuisines - with mutual friendship
and goodwill. Old-growth jungle
is easily accessible from Kuching,
and frequent flights make it a cinch
to visit spectacular Gunung Mulu
National Park.

Brunei
Darussalam

Kalimantan

Sabah

Sabah

THE COMPLETE BORNEO
EXPERIENCE

The Malaysian state of Sabah, at
Borneo's northern tip, offers lovers
of nature and adventure access to

pristine rainforests, rare wildlife
(including orangutans), spectacular

coral reefs and Southeast Asia's
tallest peak, Mt Kinabalu. Towns and
cities prepare delicious local dishes,

many with fresh-caught seafood.

Kalimantan
THE HEART OF BORNEO

The Indonesian part of Borneo, covering almost
three-quarters of the island, is much less
developed than Sabah, Sarawak and Brunei,
making for tougher and more adventurous travel.
Deforestation has devastated large areas, but vast
territories remain unaffected by logging and retain
significant populations of orangutans and other
endangered species.
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