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MIXING A LITTLE LUXURY WITH A LOT OF ADVENTURE,
DUNCAN MADDEN FLIES INTO KUALA LUMPUR FOR THE 
FORMULA ONE GRAND PRIX AND THEN HEADS TO BORNEO
TO CLIMB A MOUNTAIN… Photos: Duncan Madden, Bret Painter & Nigel Booker
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he trouble with so 
much modern travel 
is that it’s all about 
the package deal – 

about heading to a hotel and 
lounging by the pool without 
ever really experiencing the true 
culture of the exotic shores to 
which you’ve journeyed. But if 
you head to a destination as 
diverse and exotic as Malaysia, 
it seems criminal to indulge in 
the five-star lifestyle without also 
sampling the true appeal of this 
extraordinary, tropical, rural and 
lush paradise.

It was with this ideal in mind that 
my friends and I found ourselves 
boarding the new budget Air Asia 
flight to Kuala Lumpur from London 

Stansted for a first trip to Malaysia. 
Bound for a week in the capital city 
and a trip to the Formula One grand 
prix, we’d opted to make this first 
leg an indulgent, luxurious and 
laidback affair before the ominous 
challenge of climbing Borneo’s 
infamous Mount Kinabalu.

A not-too-expensive upgrade 
to premium class rendered the 
12-hour flight as little more than a 
blip on our collective consciousness. 
And after recovering from the shock 
of Malaysia’s 90 per cent humidity, 
a short transfer to the glorious Ritz 
Carlton Kuala Lumpur hotel saw us 
refreshed and ready to explore the 
city. We decided to hit the rooftop 
pool and drink some serious 
cocktails – sightseeing could wait.

Only mildly befuddled and 
fuelled with a world-class breakfast, 
the next morning our group 
headed into the bustling, noisy and 
enormous metropolis of KL, as the 
city is nicknamed. First stop: the 
world famous Petronas Towers. It’s 
hardly a dazzling experience, and 
although it does offer impressive 
views of the cityscape it’s nowhere 
near as glamorous and vertigo-
inducing as, say, the Empire State 
Building. Watching the local 
window washer brazenly hanging 
out of his basket a few floors above 
us was a highlight though.

Craving a little more authenticity, 
next stop were the Batu Caves, a 
huge limestone outcropping within 
the city limits that houses a 

yawning cave complex and Hindu 
temple at the top of its 272 thigh-
burning stairs (take water, lots and 
lots of water).

Once past the gargantuan 
golden Hindu shrine and up the 
seemingly endless stairs, the caves 
are stinky, authentic and a rare treat. 
Littered with wildfowl, fruit bats 
and the particularly intimidating 
macaque monkeys (we saw one 
jump on a poor Japanese lady 
who didn’t want her bags rifled 
through!), it oozes that surreal, 
religious aura that I’ve only 
previously experienced in the 
further reaches of Thailand. It’s 
worth taking the time to explore 
the caves and their bizarre shrines, 
watch the super-intelligent 

monkeys scavenge and finally drink 
in the views over KL before the 
treacherous trudge back down.

My reward at the bottom was a 
freshly sliced coconut, its milk one 
of nature’s great hydrators and 
worth the five ringgits (around one 
pound) price tag simply to watch 
the speed with which the teenage 
vendor whips his machete through 
the husk. Close inspection revealed, 
much to my surprise, that he still 
had all ten fingers.

After a spicy traditional Malaysian 
lunch at Restoran Rebung, bizarrely 
owned by Malaysia’s only astronaut 
and the celebrity chef Ismail, we 
headed into China Town and the 
famous Central Market. A colossal, 
colonial-style building, it’s crammed 

T to the rafters with stalls and 
stands selling everything you 
can conceivably imagine and 
quite a few things you can’t. From 
woodcarvings to pewter statues, 
revolving light boxes to revoltingly 
pungent perfumes, there’s no 
escape from the sensory overload. 
Until that is, you reach the fish spa.

This paddling pool arena is filled 
with so-called toothless ‘doctor fish’, 
who flock to any submerged flesh 
to nibble away dead cells and leave 
behind only healthy skin and 
improved circulation. For the 
princely sum of five Malaysian 
ringgits for a 10-minute nibble, it’s 
a uniquely uplifting and unnerving 
experience, especially during the 
first 30 seconds when the feeding 
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 Doctor fish at 
 KL’s Central Market 



frenzy begins, but I wouldn’t 
recommend it for the squeamish  
or the ticklish.

With feet like new and a spring  
in my step (none of my friends saw 
the appeal of the doctor fish), the 
long wander back to the Ritz took 
us through the brilliantly named 
and equally gaudy S&M shopping 
arcade, the never-ending 
electronics district and past enough 
dodgy designer gear to give Gucci 
the shakes. Were it not for the 
dumbed-down exchange rate I’d 
have emerged looking like a high-
style fashionista who’d just robbed 
a branch of Comet.

A DAY AT THE RACES
After an evening partying on the 
infamous Heritage Row, the next 
morning brought with it 40-degree 
heat, 95 per cent humidity and a 
day at the track for the F1 grand 
prix. The F1 road show is quite a 
spectacle, whose influence invaded 
almost every part of KL that we 
visited. From celebrity guests – we 
had Ferrari driver Felipe Massa and 
music star and car fanatic JayKay of 

Jamiroquai fame staying at our 
hotel – to an influx of fans from 
every corner of the world, it’s nigh 
on impossible not to get caught up 
in the carnival atmosphere. Even 
the less enthusiastic among our 
group found themselves carried 
along on a wave of horsepower-
fuelled excitement.

The Sepang Circuit sits around  
an hour from central KL. It occupies 
a sprawling grass and tarmac-
landscaped expanse littered with 
grandstands and dominated by the 
central mall that houses the start 
and finish lane, pits and extensive 
hospitality areas.

Actually getting to the circuit was 
a long and arduous crawl along the 
motorway, the sole entertainment 
coming from drivers behind us so 
frustrated they took to careering up 
the oncoming lane in a frenzied bid 
to make the race start. We did –  
but only just. And thanks to the 
essential headphones, complete 
with BBC commentary, we enjoyed 

an extraordinary hour of racing 
before the heavens opened and the 
first F1 grand prix since 1991 was 
abandoned due to bad weather.

It was an anticlimax to a great 
day that married the highs of  
an exciting race and the exotic 
spectacle of the F1 road show with 
chaotic organisation, abysmal 
weather and lots of hanging 
around. In comparison to attending 
a grand prix in, say, Europe, it’s an 
entirely different proposition, with 

fans less enthusiastic and 
knowledgeable and facilities  
that border on the haphazard 
(They’d sold out of water before the 
race was even half finished, which 
isn’t so great with such draining 

heat and humidity). But in terms of 
atmosphere and experience, it’s 
tough to draw comparison with 
anything any of us had done before. 
Would I go again? Absolutely.

BEAUTIFUL BORNEO
The rest of the week was dedicated 
to taking advantage of the Ritz 
Carlton’s superb facilities – early 
evening swims in the clockwork 
tropical thunderstorms were a daily 
occurrence – and drinking in  

the hospitality of KL’s friendly, 
welcoming and always-cheerful 
residents. Before we knew it,  
Borneo beckoned.

Flying from KL International  
to Borneo’s Kota Kinabalu takes 

around two and a half hours and 
provides some of the grandest 
vistas you’re ever likely to see from 
the cabin of an airplane. Seemingly 
endless palm tree forests flow  
all the way to the coast before 
disappearing in a shimmering  
haze of impossibly blue waters, 
pockmarked with reef-ringed atolls 
occasionally populated by the odd 
yacht or exclusive island retreat.

Filing through Kota’s tiny 
provincial airport took mere 
minutes and was followed by a 
short air-conditioned minibus ride 
through Borneo’s capital city out 
into the rainforests and our hotel, 
the incomparable Shangri-La Rasa 
Ria. Not only one of the best-
appointed and most beautifully 
positioned resorts I’ve ever visited, 
Rasa Ria enjoys the unique privilege 
of housing a nature reserve and 
orangutan sanctuary in its grounds.

The reserve is a world leader in 
animal protection and rehabilitation 
and an absolute essential to 

THE BATU CAVES
Vying for dominance with the Petronas 
Towers on KL’s impressive skyline, the Batu 
Caves are an essential part of the city’s 
appeal. Mind-boggling in size, they are a 
religious shrine, a wonder of nature and a 
tourist trap. Unmissable.

TRADER’S ROOFTOP BAR
Rather than disappoint with a trip up the 
Petronas Towers, instead visit this rooftop 
bar at night and drink in the best views in 
the city. Relax by the pool, order a bottle of 
champagne and marvel at the extraordinary 
skyline, even more resplendent under the 
fantastically creative night lighting.

ROYAL SELANGOR 
PEWTER FACTORY
A bizarre and unexpected treat from the 
world’s largest pewter manufacturer. Tour 
the shockingly shabby factory floor and see 
how local craftsmen and women create  
a diverse and delightful range of pewter 
ornaments, from hip flasks to floor-to-ceiling 
sculptures. Then try your hand at creating a 
pewter dish.

CENTRAL MARKET
This ancient bazaar in central KL is the 
perfect spot to pick up a surreal souvenir or 
two and indulge in a little foot therapy at 
the fish spa.

THEAN HOU TEMPLE
One of the oldest temples in Southeast  
Asia, Thean Hou is ornate, intricate and 
spectacular. It’s worth checking to see if 
there are any festivals on when you visit 
though, as it can get overrun with thousands 
of locals and tourists.
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explore. Rescued orangutans are 
brought here to convalesce, heal 
and prepare for life back in their 
natural habitat and guests are 
invited (with no pressure I might 
add) to foster and sponsor an 
animal to ease the cost of their care.

Despite torrential rain, we 
ventured out to see them at feeding 
time and were mesmerised by their 
size, grace and seemingly good 
humour as they munched, played 
and frolicked in the tropical 
downpour. But it’s not just 
orangutans on the endangered list; 
the reserve looks after myriad other 
animals, from long-tailed macaque 
monkeys to the masked musangs, 
slow lorises and pangolins. And if 
you know what those last three are 
without asking, you’re a better 
naturalist than any of us!

Rising at the crack of dawn and 
filling up on a huge breakfast, 
served al fresco on the beach, my 
climbing partner Stu and I met the 
guide we’d booked through the 

super-easy-to-use Mount Kinabalu 
website and jumped in the mini-
bus for the hour-long ride up to 
Kinabalu Park and the starting point 
for our climb.

Rising to 4,095m, Mount Kinabalu 
is the tallest mountain between the 
Himalayas and New Guinea and 
dominates Borneo’s ragged, 
rainforest-forged horizon. Sitting  
in the eastern state of Sabah, it’s a 
UNESCO World Heritage site thanks 
to the extraordinary abundance of 
flora and fauna on its ever-changing 
slopes – from the tropical rainforest 
of the lower reaches to the heath 
and rock that take over as you climb 
into the higher elevations.

Having picked up a packed lunch 
from the endless roadside stalls and 

“ENDLESS PALM TREE FORESTS FLOW 
ALL THE WAY TO THE COAST BEFORE 
DISAPPEARING IN A SHIMMERING 
HAZE OF IMPOSSIBLY BLUE WATERS”

MOUNT KINABALU
If you’re reasonably fit and feel like a 
challenge, climbing Mount Kinabalu will 
provide an awesome sense of achievement 
and reward you with some of the best views 
you’re ever likely to take in, no matter where 
you are in the world.

HEADHUNTER TRAIL
Follow in the footsteps of Borneo’s infamous 
cannibal tribes along the route taken by 
warring parties between the Tutoh and 
Madalam rivers. The area is very isolated and 
teeming with wildlife of every description. 
When you arrive at Kuala Terikan, a longboat 
ferries you serenely downriver to a local 
longhouse for an overnight stay.

ORANGUTAN SANCTUARY
Visit one of Borneo’s orangutan sanctuaries 
and see these amazing animals in their 
dwindling natural habitat. Paying to see 
them helps their cause and raises awareness 
of their plight. And if you have kids, they’ll 
never forget it (but then neither will you).

WHITE WATER RAFTING
Borneo’s fantastically varied terrain lends 
itself perfectly to the adventurous spirit, and 
white water rafting the rapids of the Padas 
(class 3) or Kiulu (class 1) rivers is a great way 
to explore, get wet and get the old ticker 
pumping. At around £30 for a day trip 
complete with transfers and lunch, it’s a 
fantastic bargain, too.

VIA FERRATA
Only accessible if you’ve climbed Mount 
Kinabalu, but well worth it as this is the 
highest fixed rope traverse in the world. 
There are three routes of varying difficulty, 
but each with great views.
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shops on the ride up, Stu and I 
registered for the climb at the park 
headquarters, listened to a briefing 
from the park ranger (take nothing 
but photos, leave nothing but 
footprints) and set off to Timpohon 
Gate with our guide, Xinyin. Armed 
with walking sticks and backpacks 
overflowing with energy bars, 
water, torches, waterproofs and  
kit for every eventuality, Xinyin’s 
warm smile and child’s umbrella 
seemed woefully inadequate for the 
adventure ahead of us, but this was 
a local man in his 50s who climbed 
the mountain daily, so we figured 
he knew what he was doing.

Day one saw us climb along 
6.5km of winding, rocky and 
breathtaking trails to the stop off 
point at Pendant Hut. On our four-
hour trek we took in waterfalls, 
carnivorous plants, sandwich-
stealing squirrels, local porters 
carrying huge packs for lazy 
climbers, and weary but happy 
visitors making the descent, some 
having conquered the summit  
and some not. The landscape was  
a constantly changing tapestry of 
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 in the distance 



Duncan flew from London Stansted to Kuala 
Lumpur with Air Asia. Direct flights run five 
times daily with prices starting at £149 for 
economy and £399 premium.
www.airasia.com

ACCOMMODATION
Ritz Carlton, Kuala Lumpur: 
doubles from £217 per night
www.ritzcarlton.com

Shangri-La Rasa Ria: 
doubles from £95 per night
www.shangri-la.com

DINING
Restoran Rebung, Kuala Lumpur
www.rebung.com.my

ACTIVITIES
Petronas Towers
www.petronastwintowers.com.my

Batu Caves
www.batucaves.com

Central Market
www.centralmarket.com.my

Sepang Circuit
www.malaysiangp.com.my

Mount Kinabalu
www.mount-kinabalu-borneo.com

Via Ferrata
www.mountaintorq.com

MORE INFORMATION
Tourism Malaysia
www.tourismmalaysia.gov.my

VISAS
British passport holders don’t require a visa 
for stays of three months or less.

HEALTH
Vaccinations against cholera, diphtheria, 
hepatitis A+B, Japanese encephalitis,  
rabies, tetanus, TB and typhoid should be 
considered. Dengue fever also poses a risk.

infobox.

rock and scree, muddy trails, 
crooked wooden staircases  
and beautiful winding tracks 
disappearing into the mists above.

With regular stops and plenty of 
water, we laboured our way to the 
hut in good time, actually feeling 
better as we ascended and 
acclimatised to the humidity and 
steep gradient. The rest of the day 
was spent recovering, exploring a 
little, getting to know our fellow 
climbers and going through the 
instructions for the next day’s via 
ferrata – the highest such mountain 
climbing experience in the world.

With legs rested and a fine meal 
consumed in front of one of the 
most spectacular sunsets any of us 
had ever witnessed, it was early to 

bed in preparation for the 2am 
night ascent to the summit in order 
to watch the sunrise form the best 
viewpoint in Malaysia.

Waking in good time, I found  
to my dismay that Stu had come 
down with altitude sickness strong 
enough to dissuade him from 
continuing onwards, which left  
just Xinyin and I for the final push, 
alongside the 100 or so other 
adventurers. The landscape here  
is entirely different – steep, rocky 
outcroppings with fixed lines and 
an all-encompassing grey pervade 
everything, barren of vegetation 
and life. It’s an intimidating and 
testing environment – especially in 
the dark – but reaching the summit, 
catching my breath and sharing 

biscuits with Xinyin to the sight of 
an electrical storm unfurling far 
below us was worth every step.

As the sun broke through and 
chased the clouds over the 
mountain tops like waves breaking 
against rock, we turned to begin 
the descent towards the via ferrata.

A series of pre-designated 
climbing routes over the more 
treacherous and vertical sections of 
the mountain, the via ferrata are not 
for the faint-hearted. With harnesses 
and helmets in place, our small 
group edged out for the hair-
raising, hour-long descent complete 
with a particularly terrifying rope 
bridge traverse over a yawning, 
vertigo-inducing chasm below.

All that was left was the long 
descent home, with a brief stop off 
at the Pendant Hut to chow down 
on a much-needed breakfast and 
pick up a fully recovered Stu. Two 
and a half hours later and we were 
back at the Timpohon Gate, barely 
24 hours after we’d first passed 
through it, slightly more worn but 
elated by the entire experience and 
looking forward to a final night in 
Borneo at the Shangri-La before the 
long journey home.

Meeting up with the others  
in our group, we discussed the 
experience of climbing Kinabalu 

and shared stories over cold beers 
by the gently lapping Indian Ocean, 
my bravado taking over as I claimed 
anyone of any fitness could climb 
such a mountain as long as the 
dreaded altitude sickness didn’t 
wash over them. I wasn’t quite  
so confident the next morning 
though, when getting out of  
bed felt like climbing the entire 
mountain once again, and I realised 
just how far I’d stretched myself 
reaching the summit.

It took a couple of days for my 
legs and back to stop aching, which 
made for a very uncomfortable and 
very long plane ride home. But it 
was worth every second of pain to 
see that sun rise over the Malaysian 
horizon, and to know that I was,  
for a little while at least, on top  
of the world. ■

»
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 on Mount Kinabalu 


