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I’M CAUGHT OUT by Colombo. Tired from the 
ten-hour flight to Sri Lanka’s capital and 
cruising along the shiny new freeway past 

turquoise lagoons and impossible skies I doze 
contentedly, only to wake in a maelstrom of 
traffic as we pass the city limits. A cacophony 
of noise, cars and trucks in gaudy but 
flaking colours fire their horns at everyone 
and everything in their collective path. 

In my stupor, I imagine I’ve awoken to the 
road rage capital of the world. Three heavily 
moustached men flecked in paint atop a 
tired pick-up truck shoot me grins and wave 
enthusiastically from their traffic prison. 

Beyond the queues of cars, I see shanty 
buildings abutting tatty colonial remnants 
of a Dutch, Portuguese and British legacy, 
themselves preternaturally overshadowed by 
a new emerging superpower in the huge 
hotels and resorts of a growing tourist trade. 
This is not what I’d expected at all.

Still, my Colombo sojourn would not be a 
long one. Beckoning me are the long, secluded 
beaches of Eastern Province and a week of 
serious relaxation far from the chaos and noise 
of city life. Specifically, my partner and I are 
here with Uga Escapes – a series of Sri Lankan 
owned resorts hidden away in gorgeous 
enclaves of this strikingly diverse landscape. 

Uga Bay [pictured] sits on one of Sri 
Lanka’s most celebrated stretches of sand at 
Passekudah. It’s often voted the best on the 
island with good reason. Palm-fringed golden 
sands groomed to perfection by attentive staff 
reflect hazily in crystal blue, utterly still waters 
fringed by reefs protecting them from the 
Indian Ocean’s swells far beyond. 

That the Uga Bay is here at all is testament 
to the astonishing recovery and regeneration 
of Sri Lanka. As with much of this island 
paradise off the southeast tip of India, the east 
coast suffered its fair share of misfortune and 
devastation. A 26-year civil war only ended 
in 2009 when the Sri Lankan military finally 
defeated the LTTE (a group better known as 
the Tamil Tigers fighting for an independent 
north and east) and left a country, nation and 
economy deeply scarred by relentless conflict. 

Yet, on our long and terrifying journey up 
the new eastern highway (that’s done nothing ➤

GREAT ESCAPE: 
Night-time views 
of Uga Bay, 
located on the 
eastern coast of 
Sri Lanka. The 
resort is part of 
the Uga Escapes 
collection of 
luxury hotels 

TRAVEL SRI LANKA

TO NEW BEGINNINGS
After years of political strife, Sri Lanka has gone through a 
transformation. DUNCAN MADDEN raises a glass to a country 
rich in tranquil hideaways with surprises around every corner

 

Uga Bay is a testimony 
to the astonishing 
regeneration and 
recovery of Sri Lanka
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to improve the driving, which is akin to 
India in its white-knuckle, puke-inducing 
danger), we see little evidence of a nation that 
tore itself apart for a quarter of a century. 
Instead, we find a bustling procession of 
ramshackle but charming towns and villages 
populated by happy, busy people. 

Everywhere we look there are shoeless, 
toothless men piloting gaudy tuk-tuks like 
fighter pilots engaged in a dogfight. Families, 
fruit stalls, wide-eyed tourists and everything 
in between are ferried around in a blur of 
speed and near misses. And weaving lazily 
through this madness, well-groomed dogs 
and viciously branded cattle snooze and graze 
in the sun, oblivious to the impending doom 
that’s all around them. 

Seven hours of scenery delivers us weary 
but in wonder to the welcoming embrace of 
Jungle Beach, our second Uga Escape. More 
reclusive than its southern sibling at Uga Bay, 
Jungle Beach lives up to its name – 48 cabins 
tucked away in ten acres of jungle fringed by 
four kilometres of pristine beach. 

Sitting just north of the bustling port 
town of Trincomalee, Jungle Beach is remote 
enough to let you disappear off the face of the 
planet but close enough to civilisation should 
you miss other people. We opted for the 
former and spend several blissful days cooking 
ourselves on the beaches, drinking too much 
Lion beer in the sun, riding horses like lunatics 
through the surf and tending to burnt skin and 
aching muscles in the Balinese spa. 

Our plans to explore Trinco (as the locals 
call Trincomalee), visit nearby Hindu and 
Buddhist shrines and get a true feel for local 
life never bear fruit and we’re tinged with 
regret when we leave, such is the lure of 
Jungle Beach’s luxury. Time flies indeed.

Inland now, we’re driven a glorious four 
hours through national parks alive with 
elephants and the shadow of leopards, 
through Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist and 
Christian enclaves living side by side in easy 
harmony to Ulagalla, our last Uga Escape. Set 
in the old heartland of Sri Lanka and close to 
the ancient capital Anuradhapura, Ulagalla is 
colonial grandeur at its finest. 

We pull up in front of the huge 150-year-

old mansion, once the ancestral estate of local 
Anuradhapura nobility, where bells and lit 
candles celebrate our arrival. We’re ferried by 
golf cart to our eco villa, one of 20 in the 58-acre 
estate, past prancing peacocks, a vast infinity 
pool, gardens and huge paddy fields that grow 
enough rice to cater for all the Uga Escapes. 

Our villa is luxurious in its simplicity and 
served with a cool private plunge pool to 
wash away the long drive. Refreshed and with 
stomachs rumbling, we dine in the open air of 
the old mansion house under canvas fans to 
the buzz of nature going about its business in 
the inky night. Over too much wine and a Sri 
Lankan curry we hatch a plan to venture out 
the next day and investigate a local ‘must see’.

Sigiriya was an ancient palace spectacularly 
built atop a 200-metre-high column of rock 
in an otherwise almost flat jungle landscape. 

Long left to ruination, it has become one of 
the biggest attractions in Sri Lanka, drawing 
hundreds of tourists daily to climb its rickety 
stairs, dodge killer wasps and drink in the 
frankly spectacular views. 

Intrigued but wary of joining a throbbing 
tourist mass at this late stage of our break 
from reality, we research and discover 
something intriguing – a nearby rock 
outcropping that appears startlingly similar to 
Sigiriya but without the well worn tourist trail 
and its associative crowds and price tags. 

The Pidurangala cave and rock temple 
is that rare thing – a little known tourist 
attraction that delivers far beyond 
expectations. We peel out of our minibus to a 
downpour of biblical proportions, take shelter 
at the base of the outcropping amid Buddhist 
shrines and bromeliads vying for sunlight. 

 

Hindu, Muslim, 
Buddhist and Christian 
enclaves live side by 
side in easy harmony 

PARADISE FOUND: 
(clockwise from 
main) Uga Jungle 
Beach’s elevated 
walkways; 
wildlife abounds 
in Sri Lanka’s 
national parks; the 
serene Uga Bay is 
fringed by 4km of 
immaculate beach
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The waters pour earthward and we’re soon 
soaked, scrambling up the unmarked rocky 
pathway under precipitous overhangs towards 
hopeful wonders awaiting us above the clouds. 

We round a corner and find ourselves 
facing a beatific stone face with a huge 
Buddha carved into the rock. Half destroyed 
by the inexorable march of time, he’s been 
lovingly restored in red brick giving him the 
patina of someone suffering from vitiligo. He 
looks pretty content with his lot though, so we 
tickle his feet and head on, scrambling over 
giant boulders and under withering branches. 
Eventually we drag ourselves onto the summit 
and directly into the thick of the rain cloud – 
not exactly the views we’d hoped for.

But as we sit there alone, smoking ciggies 
in contemplation of the climb and the irony 
of ending up in a real pea souper, the clouds 
begin to thin and hint at the promise beyond. 
Ten more minutes and clear skies reveal an 
extraordinary 360-degree view, a green carpet 
of forest canopy stretching to the horizon 
interrupted only by Sigiriya itself, where we 
can see a long orderly procession of tourists 
slowly inching their way to the top. The fools. 

We stay until it’s almost dark, enjoy a hairy 
descent involving much getting lost and panic, 
before returning safely – to our driver’s great 
relief – in time for a final meal at Ulagalla. 

That last meal sits us next to the wonderful 
Prunella Scales and Timothy West, also 
staying at Ulagalla. Great actors of yesteryear 
still somehow forging on with upper lips 
duly stiffened and an air of indestructibility 
all about them, it strikes me that they’re 
the perfect personification of Ulagalla. Its 
characteristics, idiosyncrasies and enduring 

appeal so clearly reflected in their own 
tenacity, both remain relevant, contemporary 
and impossible not to enjoy. I raise a toast to 
them – and swear we’ll be back. ■
Duncan travelled with Wild Frontiers (020 7736 3968, 

wildfrontierstravel.com) which offers nine 

nights – three each at the Ulagalla, Jungle Beach and 

Uga Bay Uga Resorts – including breakfast, flights and 

transfers, from £2,275 per person. Duncan also stayed 

at OZO Colombo Sri Lanka (ozohotels.com). Rates 

start from £70 per night based on a room only basis, 

exclusive of taxes and surcharges.

 

We round a corner  
and come face to face 
with a huge Buddha 
carved into the rock 

ISLAND LIFE: 
(clockwise from 
top left) Leopards 
are indigenous 
to Sri Lanka; Gal 
Vihara – a rock 
temple of the 
Buddha in the 
ancient city of 
Polonnaruwa; 
local cuisine 
specialises in 
vivid flavour 
combinations 
and fiery curries

➤

EXTEND YOUR BREAK

Looking for even more Sri Lanka? Then 
add Calamansi Cove to your list. The 
latest addition to the Jetwing family of 
hotels is located in the fishing village of 
Balapitiya along the south coast.

Inspired by the calamansi fruit – a 
South Asian citrus that grows within the 
grounds of the property – this luxury 
resort has 12 private residences set over 
two acres overlooking the Indian Ocean.

A combination of contemporary design 
and modern architecture, each residence 
features personalized butler service in 
addition to air conditioning, free wifi, flat-
screen TVs, indoor and outdoor showers, 
a rooftop terrace and secluded gardens.

jetwinghotels.com
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