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About this book

Rough Guides are designed to be good to read and easy to use. The book is
divided into the following sections, and you should be able to find whatever you
need in one of them.

The introductory colour section is designed to give you a feel for Malaysia,
Singapore and Brunei, suggesting when to go and what not to miss, and includes
a full list of contents. Then comes basics, for pre-departure information and
other practicalities.

The guide chapters cover Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei in depth, each starting
with a highlights panel, introduction and a map to help you plan your route.

Contexts fills you in on the region’s history, diverse peoples and wildlife,

while individual colour sections introduce Malay life and visits to longhouses.
Language gives you an extensive menu reader and enough
Malay to get by.
The book concludes with all the small print, including details of
how to send in updates and corrections, and a comprehensive
index.

This sixth edition published
September 2009

The publishers and authors have done their best to ensure the accuracy and
currency of all the information in The Rough Guide to Malaysia, Singapore
and Brunei: however, they can accept no responsibility for any loss, injury, or
inconvenience sustained by any traveller as a result of information or advice
contained in the guide.
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Introduction to

Malaysia,
ngapore and
‘unel

Though Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei don’t possess

the grand ancient ruins of neighbouring Thailand, they do
boast a rich cultural heritage that’s readily apparent to
visitors. Populated by a blend of Malays, Chinese, Indians
and - in the case of Malaysia and Brunei - indigenous
groups, the three countries rejoice in a huge variety of
annual festivals as well as wonderful cuisines, while
traditional architecture and crafts still thrive in rural areas.
There’s astonishing natural beauty to take in, including
gorgeous beaches and some of the world’s oldest tropical
rainforest, much of which is surprisingly accessible.
Malaysia’s national parks are superb for trekking and
wildlife-watching, and sometimes for cave exploration and

river rafting too.

Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei are part of the
Malay archipelago, stretching from Indonesia
to the Philippines, and as such share not only
similarities in their ethnic make-up but also
part of their history. Each became an impor-
tant port of call on the trade route between
India and China, the two great markets of the early world, and later formed
the linchpins of the Portuguese, Dutch and British empires. Malaysia has
only existed in its present form since 1963, when the federation of the
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eleven Peninsula states was joined by

Singapore and the two Bornean territo-
ries of Sarawak and Sabah. Singapore left
the union and became an independent
country in 1965; Brunei, always content
to be its own enclave in Borneo, only lost
its British colonial status in 1984.

Since then, Malaysia, Singapore and
Brunei have been wunited in their
economic predominance among
Southeast Asian nations. While Brunei is
locked into a paternalistic regime, using
its considerable oil wealth to guarantee its
citizens an enviable standard of living, the
city-state of Singapore has long been a
model of free-market profiteering, having
transformed from a port with no natural
resources into a glant in comimerce.
Malaysia is pursuing a similarly ambitious
goal by aiming to achieve First World

e With 28 million inhabit-
ants, Malaysia is divided
into two distinct regions.
Peninsular Malaysia,
where the capital, Kuala
Lumpur, is situated, is
separated by more than
600km of the South China
Sea from East Malaysia,
comprising the states of
Sabah and Sarawak on
the island of Borneo.

e At just 700 square kilo-
metres in size, Singapore
is a crowded nation of
nearly 5 million people, its
main island linked to the
southern tip of Peninsular
Malaysia by two bridges.

* Made up of two enclaves
in eastern Sarawak,
Brunei is nearly ten times
the size of Singapore, but
has less than one-tenth
the population.

¢ Both Malaysia and
Singapore are British-style
parliamentary democ-
racies, the former with

a ceremonial head of
state known as the Yang
di-Pertuan Agung (the post
rotates among the sultans
from each state of the
federation). Brunei is ruled
by its sultan.

* Malaysia’s economy,
historically dominated by
agriculture and mining, now
features a healthy manufac-
turing sector, as does
Singapore, where shipping
and financial services are
also key industries. Brunei
profits handsomely from its
reserves of oil and gas.
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Shophouses

A standard feature of local townscapes
is rows of shophouses - two- or
three-storey buildings traditionally
containing a shop at street level, with
residential quarters behind and above.
For visitors, their most striking feature
is that at ground level the front wall is
usually set back from the street. This
creates a so-called “five-foot way”
overhung by the upper part of the
house, which shelters pedestrians from
the sun and pelting rain.

Shophouses were fusion
architecture: facades have Western
features such as shuttered windows
and gables, while inside there might
be an area open to the sky, in the
manner of Chinese courtyard houses.
Some, especially from the early part of the last century, are bedecked
with columns, floral plaster motifs and beautiful tilework, while later
properties feature simpler Art Deco touches. Sadly, shophouses ceased
to be built after the 1960s and many have been demolished to make
way for modern complexes, though some have won a new lease of life
as swanky restaurants and boutiques.

status by 2020, to which end the country is investing heavily in new infra-
structure, from highways to ports and factories.

Today, the dominant cultural force in the region is undoubtedly Islam,
adopted by the Malays in the fourteenth century, though in Chinese-
dominated Singapore, Buddhism and Taoism together hold sway among
half the population. But it’s the religious plurality — there are also sizeable
Christian and Hindu minorities — that is so attractive, often providing
surprising juxtapositions of mosques, temples and churches. Add to this the
colour and chutzpah evident in Chinese temples and street fairs, Indian

Malaysia and Singapore have something to teach the rest of the

world when it comes to building successful multicultural societies.

festival days and everyday life in Malay kampungs (villages), plus the indig-
enous traditions of Borneo, and it’s easy to see why visitors are drawn into
a vibrant celebration of ethnic diversity; indeed, despite some issues, both
Malaysia and Singapore have something to teach the rest of the world when
it comes to building successful multicultural societies.



Where to go

alaysia’s capital, Kuala Lumpur (usually referred to as KL), is

the social and economic driving force of a nation eager to better

itself, a fact reflected in the relentless growth in air-conditioned

shopping malls and designer bars and restaurants in the city, and
in the continuing sprawl of suburbia and industry around it. But this is also
a city firmly rooted in tradition, where the same Malay executives who
wear suits to work dress in traditional clothes at festival times, and markets
and food stalls are crowded in among high-rise hotels and bank towers,
especially in older areas such as Chinatown and Little India.

Just a couple of hours’ drive south of the capital lies the birthplace of
Malay civilization, Melaka, its historical architecture and mellow atmos-
phere making it a must on anybody’s itinerary. Much further up the west
coast is the island of Penang, site of the first British settlement in Malaysia.
Its capital, Georgetown, still features some beautifully restored colonial
buildings and a vibrant Chinatown district, and is, together with Melaka, a
UNESCO World Heritage Site recognized for its cultural and architectural
diversity. For a taste of Old England, head for the hill stations of Fraser’s
Hill and the Cameron Highlands, where cooler temperatures and lush
countryside provide ample opportunities for walks, birdwatching, rounds of
golf and cream teas. North of Penang, Malay, rather than Chinese, traditions
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hold sway at Alor Star, the last major town before the Thai border. This far
north, the premier tourist destination is Pulau Langkawi, an island with
world-class resorts and picture-postcard beaches.

The Peninsula’s east coast is much more rural and relaxing, peppered
with rustic villages and stunning islands such as Pulau Perhentian and
Pulau Tioman, busy with backpackers and package tourists alike. The
state capitals of Kota Bharu, near the northeastern Thai border, and Kuala
Terengganu, further south, are showcases for the best of Malay traditions,
craft production and performing arts.

Crossing the Peninsula’s mountainous interior by road or rail allows you
to venture into the majestic tropical rainforests of Taman Negara. The
national park’s four thousand square kilometres have enough to keep you
occupied for days: trails, salt-lick hides for animal-watching, aerial forest-
canopy walkways, limestone caves and waterfalls. Here you may well also
come across the Orang Asli, the Peninsula’s indigenous peoples, a few of
whom cling to a semi-nomadic lifestyle within the park.

The ideal time to visit most of the region is between March and
early October, when you will avoid the worst of the rains and there

is less humidity

Across the sea from the Peninsula are the east Malaysian states of Sarawak
and Sabah. For most travellers, their first taste of Sarawak is Kuching,
the old colonial capital, and then the Iban longhouses of the Batang Ai
river system. Sibu, much further to the north on the Rejang River, is the
starting point for trips to less touristed Iban, Kayan and Kenyah longhouses.

nuebBusis] ‘swied JNUOD0D A



In the north of the state, Gunung Mulu National Park is the principal
destination, its extraordinary razor-sharp limestone needles providing
demanding climbing, while within the park’s mountains lay vast chambers
and deep, snaking caves. More remote still are the rarely explored Kelabit
Highlands, further to the east, where the mountain air is refreshingly cool
and flora and fauna abundant.

The main reason for a trip to Sabah is to conquer the 4101m granite peak
of Mount Kinabalu, which is set in its own national park, though the lively
modern capital Kota Kinabalu and its idyllic offshore islands, Gaya and
Manukan, have their appeal, too. Beyond this, Sabah is worth a visit for its
wildlife: turtles, orang-utans, proboscis monkeys and hornbills are just a few
of the exotic residents of the jungle and plentiful islands. Marine attractions
feature in the far east at Pulau Sipadan, pointing out towards the southern
Philippines, which has a host of sharks, other fish and turtles, while neigh-
bouring Pulau Mabul contains hip, but often pricey, diving resorts.

An ideal starting-point for first-time visitors to Southeast Asia, Singapore
scarcely comes across as much more populous and crowded than KL,
thanks to Western standards of organization and hygiene — though prices
that are likewise at Western levels do make an impression. The island
has fascinating Chinese
and Indian quarters, excel-
lent historical museums
and a smattering of colonial
architecture as well as great
shopping, all of which will
keep you occupied for
several days. Singapore also
rightly holds a reputation
as Asia’s gastronomic
capital, a place where you
can just as readily savour
fantastic snacks at simple
hawker stalls or an exqui-
site. Chinese banquet in a
swanky restaurant.

For those who venture
into the tiny kingdom
of Brunei, sandwiched
between Sarawak’s two
most northerly divisions,
there are few more stirring
sights than the spectacle of
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the main mosque in the capital Bandar Seri Begawan, close to Kampung

Ayer water village. In the sparsely populated Temburong district, you can
visit unspoiled rainforest at the Ulu Temburong National Park where
abundant wildlife roams and the rivers are clear.

When to go

emperatures vary little in Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei, hovering

constantly at or just above 30°C by day, while humidity is high year-

round. Showers occur year-round too, often in the mid-afternoon,

though these short, sheeting downpours clear up as quickly as
they arrive. The major distinction in the seasons is marked by the arrival
of the northeast monsoon (ushering in what is locally called the rainy
season). This particularly affects the east coast of Peninsular Malaysia
and the western end of Sarawak, with late November to mid-February
seeing the heaviest rainfall. On the Peninsula’s west coast and in Sabah,
September and October are the wettest months. Monsoonal downpours
can be heavy and prolonged, sometimes lasting two or three hours and
prohibiting more or less all activity for the duration; boats to most of the
islands in affected areas will not attempt the sea swell during the height
of the rainy season. In mountainous areas like the Cameron Highlands,
the Kelabit Highlands and in the hill stations and upland national parks,
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you may experience more frequent rain as the high peaks gather clouds
more or less permanently.

The ideal time to visit most of the region is between March and early
October, when you will avoid the worst of the rains and there is less
humidity, though note that both ends of this period can be characterized
by a stifling lack of breezes. Despite the rains, the months of January and

Although development strategies and environmental and ecological
changes have all made their mark in hindering wildlife-spotting
opportunities, Peninsular Malaysia, Borneo and Singapore remain a
paradise for lovers of the natural world, harbouring over 600 types

of birds and more than 200 mammal species. The national parks of
Peninsular Malaysia are home to Asian elephants, sun bears, cloud
leopards and tigers, as well as tapirs, barking deer, macaques and
gibbons. Hornbills and eagles can be spied overhead, while back at
ground level pythons and cobras can grow up to nine metres long.
Travellers to some of Borneo’s forests and parks stand a good chance of
seeing the elusive proboscis monkey, so-called because of its bulbous,
drooping nose. The island is also one of only two habitats in the world
(the other is Sumatra) for orang-utans in the wild — indeed, the name is
Malay for “man of the forest”.

The region’s marine life is equally diverse: divers off the east coast of
Sabah can swim with white-tip sharks, clown fish and barracuda, while
along the coasts of the Peninsula, as well as northeast Sabah, green
and hawksbill turtles drag themselves ashore in season to lay their eggs
by night. Even cosmopolitan Singapore maintains a pocket of primary
rainforest that’s home to long-tailed macaques and snakes.
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February are rewarding, with
a number of significant festi-
vals, notably Chinese New Year
and the Hindu celebration of
Thaipusam, taking place.Visiting
just after the rainy season can
afford the best of all worlds,
with verdant countryside and
bountiful waterfalls, though there
is still a clammy quality to the air.
Arrive in Sabah a little later, in
May, and you’ll be able to take
in the Sabah Fest, a week-long
celebration of Sabahan culture,
while in Sarawak, June’s Gawai
Festival is well worth attending,
when longhouse doors are flung
open for two days of rice-harvest
merry-making, with dancing, eating, drinking and music.

Average daily temperatures and rainfall

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Cameron Highlands

Max/min °C ~ 21/14 22/14 23/14 23/15 23/15 23/15 22/14 22/15 22/15 22/15 22/15 21/15
Rain (mm) 1204 Tl 1980 2778 2738 1378 1658 1728 24l 3344 3058 202

Kota Bharu

Max/min °C ~ 29/22 30/23 31/23 32/24 33/24 32/24 32/23 32/23 32/23 31/23 29/23 29/23
Rain (mm) 163 60 99 81 114 132 157 168 195 286 651 603

Kota Kinabalu

Max/min °C ~ 30/23 30/23 31/23 32/24 32/24 31/24 31/24 31/24 31/23 31/23 31/23 31/23
Rain (mm) 153 63 71 124 218 311 277 256 314 334 296 241

Kuala Lumpur

Max/min °C ~ 32/22 33/22 33/23 33/23 33/23 32/23 32/23 32/23 32/23 32/23 31/23 31/23
Rain (mm) 159 15498 2234 2768 1828 1198 1208 1334 1738 258§ 2634 223

Max/min °C  30/23 30/23 31/23 32/23 33/23 33/23 32/23 33/23 32/23 32/23 31/23 31/23
Rain (mm) 683 522 339 286 253 199 199 211 271 326 343 465

Penang

Max/min °C ~ 32/23 32/23 32/24 32/24 31/24 31/24 31/23 31/23 31/23 31/23 31/23 31/23
Rain (mm) 70 93 141 214 240 170 208 235 341 380 246 107

Singapore

Max/min °C ~ 32/23 32/23 32/24 32/24 31/24 31/24 31/23 31/23 31/23 31/23 31/23 31/23
Rain (mm) 70 93 141 214 240 170 208 235 341 380 246 107
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things not to miss

It’s not possible to see everything that Malaysia, Singapore and
Brunei have to offer in one trip — and we don’t suggest you try.
What follows is a selective taste, in no particular order, of the
countries” highlights: natural wonders, stunning buildings and a
colourful heritage. They’re arranged in five colour-coded categories,
which you can browse through to find the very best things to see
and experience. All highlights have a page reference to take you
straight into the Guide, where you can find out more.

0 The Perhentian Islands Page 285 © A popular pair of islands off the east
coast, with beautiful beaches, great snorkelling and accommodation for all budgets.
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0 Little India, Singapore Page 631 * On Serangoon Road you can almost
believe you’re in downtown Chennai - the area has all the sights, sounds and smells of
the Indian subcontinent.

Traditional crafts
0 Page 62 * Malaysia boasts a wide
range of crafts, from batik and songket
(brocade) to rattan baskets and /labu,
gourd-shaped ceramic jugs.

Adventure tourism Page 59 ¢
0 White-water rafting, caving and paragliding,
among other activities, are becoming more widely
available in Malaysia.
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0 5 Ulu Temburong Park Page 574 ¢ A beautiful approach by longboat brings you
to Brunei’s only national park; treks and a canopy walkway will keep you busy during
your stay.

0 6 Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque Page 564 ¢ The centre of Brunei’s capital is
dominated by the magnificent Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque.




Sungai Kinabatangan
0 Page 540 * Cruise through pristine
jungle along this spectacular river, spotting
proboscis monkeys and, occasionally,
orang-utans.

0 Taman Negara Page 228 ¢
Malaysia’s premier national park,
Taman Negara, is one of the world’s oldest
rainforests, with hides for wildlife-spotting,
treetop walkways and treks lasting from an

hour to a whole week.
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0 Shopping in KL Page 128 * Malaysia’s capital boasts a host of excellent malls,
as well as vibrant street markets where bargaining is de rigueur.




1 0 Georgetown Page 180 * A bustling Chinese-dominated haven with elaborate
temples, colonial-era mansions and beaches galore.
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1 Kuching Page 395 * Sarawak’s capital is a laid-back place with an excellent
historical museum, decent restaurants and a convivial waterfront.
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1 2 Singapore’s arts scene Page 675 * As befits the largest city in the region,
Singapore hosts a dynamic range of artistic activity — catch anything from Chinese street
opera to indie rock gigs.

Proboscis monkeys,

Bako Page 415 * These odd-
looking creatures roam kerangas forest and
mangrove swamps in the national park, not
far from Kuching.

1 Rainforest Music
Festival Page 415 © Held annually
near Kuching, this world-music festival is an
opportunity to see indigenous performers
alongside musicians from across the globe.

1 Malay entertainments
5 Page 279 & Malay life colour section ®
Ranging from shadow-puppet plays to top-
spinning, Malay pastimes and traditional arts
can be among the most enthralling events
to witness.




Cameron Highlands Page
148 * Misty tea plantations, afternoon
tea and jungle trails in cool mountain air.

1 Melaka Page 338 © The city’s

complex historical heritage is evident
in its Portuguese, Dutch and British buildings
and Peranakan ancestral homes.

Mount Kinabalu Page 519 * Watch dawn over Borneo from the summit of
Southeast Asia’s highest mountain.

SLIN3A3 | JNNSNOI | STILIAILIY
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1 Gunung Mulu National Park Page 465 © A sea of razor-sharp limestone
pinnacles reward the challenging haul up Gunung Api, and the park also boasts
underground caves which teem with wildlife.

2 Kampung Ayer Page 564 * Bandar Seri Begawan’s colourful water village is
reached by boats whose shape means they are sometimes called “flying coffins”.

2 Langkawi Page 208 © Luxurious resorts on sublime beaches pretty much sums up
these west-coast islands, close to the border with Thailand.



Kelabit Highlands Page 474 ¢ These remote uplands offer some excellent
walks and hikes plus encounters with friendly tribal communities along the way.

2 Food Page 47 * Simple stalls in
markets and malls and on the street
serve up mouthwatering noodles, snacks and

desserts.

2 The Petronas Towers

Page 107 * These iconic towers in KL
not only hold your gaze from all angles but
also house one of the city’s best shopping
malls.
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2 5 Diving at Pulau Sipadan Page 545 * The spectacular islands off Sabah offer
the thrill of swimming with sharks and turtles.

2 6 Longhouses in Sarawak Page 46 & Visiting a longhouse colour section
These vast communal dwellings, home to members of indigenous tribes, are found along
rivers and in remote mountain locations.




Basics



26

Basics

Getting there ... 27
Health.. ..o 33
Getting around..........cociiiiii s 37
ACCOMMOAALION..... .o 44
Food and drinK.........cccoiiiiiii e 47
The media

Festivals ... 57
Sports and outdoor activities..........cccurveeiriciriiiciiiesee 59
Culture and etiqUette ..o 60
Shopping and SOUVENIIS ........cccvririiiriri e 62
Travel essentials.........cccooiiiiiiiiici e 64



Getting there

Located at the heart of Southeast Asia, and on the busy aviation corridor between
Europe and Australasia, Malaysia and Singapore enjoy excellent international air
links. Malaysia naturally has sited its chief international airport in the Kuala
Lumpur (KL) area, but also has international airports in Johor Bahru, Kuching,
Kota Kinabalu, Langkawi and Penang; note, however, that for the most part these
handle flights within East Asia only. If you're flying long-haul to east Malaysia or,
for that matter, Brunei, you may well find yourself having to transit in Kuala

Lumpur or Singapore.

Singapore and Bangkok are very much the :
regional air hubs, and fares to these two :
airports are especially competitive. If your :
focus is Malaysia, you could look for a good :
fare to Singapore or perhaps Bangkok, then
head to Malaysia overland or on one of the :
region’s budget flights. If you do pay slightly
more to fly into KL, you recoup this by not :
allotting additional time and expense to In most cases the trip from North America,
stays including a stopover, will take at least twenty
© hours if you fly the transatlantic route from
The peak seasons for fares to Southeast : )
. ] - : the eastern seaboard, or nineteen hours
Asia are the Christmas/New Year period, @ . . ) -
carly © minimum if you cross the Pacific from

ly and August. F ng -

January, ?nd July and ugusT ares dyrlng © necessarily the most economical choices
these periods can be up to twice the price at : ) )
. .+ however — it can sometimes be cheaper to fly

other times of year, unless you book well in :
advance. Note that fares can also rise at :
weekends and around major local festivals, :
such as Islamic holidays and the Chinese :
New Year. Sample fares given throughout :

include taxes and any fuel surcharges at the :
: of Singapore Airlines’ nonstop flights from

Los Angeles (17hr) or New York (18hr) to
Singapore. Malaysia Airlines also operates

. direct to KL from the same two cities.
London Heathrow has daily nonstop :

flights to KL (with Malaysia Airlines) and to

Singapore  (British Airways, Qantas and If your target is Borneo, it’s worth investi-
Singapore Airlines), taking around thirteen : ) . ' ) )
hours. It’s also possible to fly nonstop to : gating ,the, POSSIbImy of conneoltlngl ,Wlth
KL from London Stansted with the Malaysia Airlines or Royal Brunei Airlines,
budget carrier AirAsia X, and to Singapore : ) :
from Manchester with Singapore Airlines. and Bandar Seri Begawan respectively.
Flying with any other airline will involve a : .
change of plane in Europe or the Middle From Australia and
East, and possibly an additional stopover :
If youre starting from the :

Ireland, you’ll have to change planes at :

onward journeys or overnight
elsewhere, notably pricey Singapore.

typically from mid-December until

time of writing.

From the UK and Ireland

elsewhere.

London Heathrow or Manchester or at a
hub elsewhere in Europe. The very best
fares to KL or Singapore are around the
£400/€450 mark outside high season,
either on full-cost airlines operating indirect
flights or on AirAsia.

From the US and Canada

the west coast. These two routes aren’t

westwards from the east coast, stopping off in
Northeast Asia en route. Fares start at around
US$900 or Can$1500 if you're flying from a
major US or Canadian airport on either coast.
If you're in a rush, you could take advantage

Otherwise, plenty of airlines operate to
East Asia from major North American cities.

which fly from Hong Kong to Kota Kinabalu

New Zealand

There’s a particularly good range of flights
from Australia and New Zealand into

eIy} Bumen \ soisva @

27



] saIsve @

28

At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel strongly that only
through travelling do we truly come to understand the world we live in and the
people we share it with — plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to
developing economies around the world over the last few decades. But the
extraordinary growth in tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and of
course climate change is exacerbated by most forms of transport, especially flying.
This means that now more than ever it’s important to travel thoughtfully and
responsibly, with respect for the cultures you’re visiting — not only to derive the
most benefit from your trip but also to preserve the best bits of the planet for
everyone to enjoy. At Rough Guides we feel there are six main areas in which you

can make a difference:

e Consider what you’re contributing to the local economy, and how much the
services you use do the same, whether it’s through employing local workers and
guides or sourcing locally grown produce and local services.

¢ Consider the environment on holiday as well as at home. Water is scarce in
many developing destinations, and the biodiversity of local flora and fauna can
be adversely affected by tourism. Try to patronize businesses that take account

of this.

* Travel with a purpose, not just to tick off experiences. Consider spending longer
in a place, and getting to know it and its people.
e Give thought to how often you fly. Try to avoid short hops by air and more harmful

night flights.

¢ Consider alternatives to flying, travelling instead by bus, train, boat and even by

bike or on foot where possible.

e Make your trips “climate neutral” via a reputable carbon offset scheme. All
Rough Guide flights are offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of
charities devoted to combating the effects of climate change.

Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei, including
several direct connections into Borneo with
Royal Brunei Airlines, plus budget flights
from Australia to KL with AirAsia X and to
Singapore with Tiger Airways and Jetstar.

If you're flying from Darwin to Singapore,
fares are as little as A$120 return in low
season with Tiger Airways, while Melbourne
to KL with AirAsia will set you back at least
A$350. Auckland to Singapore generally
starts at NZ$1500 return on full-cost airlines.

The quickest way to reach Malaysia or
Singapore from South Africa is to fly with
Malaysia Airlines or Singapore Airlines,
both of which offer nonstop flights to their
home countries from Johannesburg, with
connections from Cape Town. Reckon on
around ten hours’ flying time with either
airline. Fares from South Africa to Malaysia

or Singapore aren’t cheap, starting at around
R7200 return, including taxes.

It's both a cliché and a fact: budget air
travel has taken off in a big way in Asia. If
you plan it right, you can easily take in
Malaysia, Singapore or Brunei as part of a
general meander through the region, taking
advantage of efficient, cheap air connections
with many Southeast Asian capitals and
provincial cities, and with a minimum of
backtracking.

The most useful no-frills carriers for the
three countries covered in this book are the
Malaysia’s AirAsia and Firefly, and Singa-
pore’s Jetstar and Tiger Airways. Though
fuel surcharges and taxes do take some of
the shine off the fares, prices can still be
keen, especially if you book well in advance



of your journey: on AirAsia, for example, Bali
to Johor Bahru one way starts at £12/$18
all-in, while Chiang Mai to KL starts at
around £55/$80.

You can, of course, reach Malaysia or
Singapore from their immediate neighbours
by means other than flying. There are road
connections  from Thailand and from
Kalimantan (Indonesian Borneo), ferries
from the Indonesian island of Sumatra and
from the southern Philippines, and trains
from Thailand. Below is a round-up of the
most popular routes.

From Thailand

There are two daily rail services between
Thailand and Malaysia, supplemented by
the luxurious Eastern and Oriental Express,
which runs all the way to Singapore (see
box below). The two ordinary rail services
comprise an express run between the
southern Thai city of Hat Yai and KL, run by
the Malaysian rail company KTM (@www
ktmb.com.my), and an express between
Bangkok and the Malaysian west-coast city
of Butterworth (close to Penang island), run
by State Railway of Thailand (@www
.railway.co.th). The KTM service leaves Hat
Yai at 2.50pm, taking sixteen hours to reach
KL; the Bangkok train leaves Hualamphong
Station at around 2pm, stopping ten times
en route (notably at Hua Hin, Surat Thani,
Hat Yai and Alor Star in Kedah), and arriving
in Butterworth 24 hours later. Also useful is

the Thai rail service from Hat Yai, which is
on the west coast of southern Thailand,
across to Sungai Golok on the east coast,
close to the Malaysian border crossing at
Rantau Panjang, from where buses run to
Kota Bharu.

Hat Yai-KL fares start at RM44 in an
ordinary seat, rising to RM57 in a lower-berth
sleeper. For more on the Malaysian rail
network, see p.38.

As regards flights, there are plenty of
services connecting Bangkok and Chiang
Mai with KL and Singapore. Some of the less
obvious connections include Bangkok to
Penang (AirAsia); Ko Samui to KL (Berjaya
Air), Penang (Firefly) and Singapore (Bangkok
Airways); and Phuket to KL (AirAsia), Penang
(Firefly) and Singapore (Tiger Airways). Note
that Bangkok Airways (@www.bangkokair
.com) and Berjaya Air (@www.berjaya-air
.com) are not budget operators.

A few scheduled ferry services sail from
the most southwesterly Thai town of Satun
to the Malaysian west-coast town of Kuala
Perlis (30min) and to Pulau Langkawi (1hr
30min). Departing from Thailand by sea for
Malaysia, ensure your passport is stamped
at the immigration office at the pier to avoid
problems with the Malaysian immigration
officials when you arrive. Another option is
the ferry from the southern Thai town of Ban
Taba to the Malaysian town of Pengkalan
Kubor, where frequent buses run to Kota
Bharu, 20km away. There are buses to Ban

Unlike some luxury trains in other parts of the world, the Eastern & Oriental Express
isn’t a re-creation of a classic colonial-era rail journey, but a sort of fantasy realization
of how such a service might have looked had it existed in the Far East. Employing
1970s Japanese rolling stock, given an elegant old-world cladding with wooden inlay
work and featuring Thai and Malay motifs, the train departs from Bangkok on certain
Sundays bound for Singapore, returning on Thursdays. En route there are extended
stops at Kanchanaburi for a visit to the infamous bridge over the River Kwai, and at
Butterworth, where there’s time for a half-day tour of Georgetown. An observation
deck at the rear of the train makes the most of the passing scenery.

The trip takes four days and three nights (three days and two nights if done from
Singapore) and costs around £1200/US$1750 per person in swish, en-suite
Pullman accommodation, including meals of Eurasian fusion food, though alcohol
costs extra. On the southbound leg, leaving the train at KL is not a bad idea, as this
eliminates the third night of the journey and brings the fare down to £1000/
US$1500. For bookings contacts in various countries and more details of the trip,

see @www.orient-express.com.
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Taba from the provincial capital, Narathiwat
(1hr 30min).

The easiest road access from Thailand is
via Hat Yai, from where buses and shared
taxis run regularly to Butterworth (4hr) and
nearby Georgetown on Penang island. From
the interior Thai town of Betong, there’s a
road across the border to the Malaysian
town of Keroh, from where Route 67 leads
west to meet Route 1 at Sungai Petani;
shared taxis run along the route. You can
also get a taxi from Ban Taba for the few
kilometres south to Kota Bharu.

From Indonesia

There are plenty of budget flights from
Indonesia to Malaysia and Singapore.
From Java, AirAsia operates flights to KL
from Bandung, Jakarta, Surabaya and
Yogyakarta, while there are flights to
Singapore from Jakarta and Surabaya with
Jetstar. You can reach northern Borneo from
Jakarta and Surabaya with Royal Brunei
Airways into Bandar Seri Begawan. From
Sumatra, AirAsia operates from Medan,
Padang and Pekanbaru to KL, as well as
from Medan to Penang (also served by
Firefly) and Johor Bahru; there are also flights
to Singapore from Medan and Palembang
(with Singapore Airlines subsidiary SilkAir,
not a budget carrier; @ www.silkair.com), and
from Padang (Tiger Airways). There are also
flights from Bali to Bandar Seri Begawan
(Royal Brunei), Johor Bahru and KL (AirAsia)
and Singapore (Jetstar); and from Lombok
to Singapore (SilkAir). Surprisingly there
aren’t any flights from Kalimantan to
Malaysian Borneo, though AirAsia does
operate from Balikpapan to KL.

It's possible to reach Sarawak from
Kalimantan on just one road route, through
the border town of Entikong and onwards
to Kuching. The bus trip from the western
city of Pontianak to Entikong takes seven
hours, crossing to the Sarawak border
town of Tebedu; you can stay on the same
bus for another three hours to reach
Kuching.

As for ferries, a service operates from
Medan in northern Sumatra to Penang (4hr)
and, from Dumai further south, there’s a
daily service to Melaka (2hr), with more
sailings from Dumai and Tanjong Balai to

Port Klang near KL (3hr). There are also a
few services from Bintan and Batam islands
in the Riau archipelago (accessible by plane
or boat from Sumatra or Jakarta) to Johor
Bahru (30min) or Singapore (30min); and a
minor ferry crossing from Tanjung Balai to
Kukup (45min) just to the southwest of
Johor Bahru. Over in Borneo, there are daily
ferries to Tawau in Sabah from Nunakan in
Kalimantan (1hr).

From the Philippines

Despite the proximity of Sabah to the
southern Philippines, there aren’t many
transport links between the two, though a
ferry service operates between Zamboanga
and Sandakan. As for flights, there are
low-cost options from Manila to KL
(AirAsia), Kota Kinabalu (AirAsia) and
Singapore (Jetstar and Tiger Airways). Full-
cost flights on Philippine Airlines (@®www
.philippineairlines.com) include Cebu to KL
and to Kota Kinabalu, and Manila to Bandar
Seri Begawan.

Online booking

A selection of good online booking websites
is listed below.

(in UK),
(in Ireland)
(in UK),
(in US), (in Canada)
(in UK)
(in UK)
(in US)
(in South Africa)
(in UK),
(in US),
(in Canada), (in New
Zealand)
(in South Africa)
(in Australia)
Airlines

@ www.airasia.com. Budget flights to KL
from Southeast Asia, plus long-haul from Australia
and London Stansted via its sister company AirAsia X;
also Bangkok, Phuket and Pekanbaru to Singapore.

@ www.airfrance.com. Paris to
Singapore, with connections from UK and Irish airports.



Air India @ www.airindia.com. Flights to KL and to
Singapore via Bombay, Delhi or Madras.

British Airways @www.ba.com. Nonstop

from London Heathrow and Sydney to Singapore.
Connections available from North America.

Cathay Pacific @www.cathaypacific.com. London
Heathrow to Hong Kong, with onward connections

to KL, Penang and Singapore. Connections available
from North America.

China Airlines @www.china-airlines.com. From
several North American cities to Taipei, with onward
connections to KL, Penang and Singapore.
Emirates @www.emirates.com. Auckland to
Singapore via Brishane, and Melbourne to Singapore;
Jo’burg, New York and various UK airports to KL and
Singapore via Dubai.

Etihad @www.etihadairways.com. London to
Singapore via Abu Dhabi.

EVA Air @www.evaair.com. To Singapore and KL,
via Taipei, from North American cities.

Firefly @www fireflyz.com.my. Malaysia Airlines
subsidiary with low-cost flights to Penang and KL
from Thailand and Indonesia.

Gulf Air @ www.gulfairco.com. London Heathrow
to KL via Bahrain.

Japan Airlines @www.japanair.com. From North
America to KL and Singapore, via Tokyo.

Jetstar @ www.jetstar.com. Low-cost flights to
Singapore from the main Australian cities.

KLM @ www.kIm.com. Daily flights via Amsterdam
to both KL and Singapore; connections from UK and
Irish airports.

Korean Airlines @ www.koreanair.com. From
several major North American cities to Seoul, with
onward flights to Singapore.

Lufthansa @www.lufthansa.com. Frankfurt to
Singapore nonstop and to KL, with connections from
UK and Irish airports.

Malaysia Airlines (MAS) @www.mas.com.my.
Nonstop to KL from London Heathrow, Auckland and
several Australian cities; LA and New York to KL via
Taipei and Stockholm respectively; Cape Town to KL
via Jo’burg.

Northwest @www.nwa.com. Flights to Singapore
from its Asian hub in Tokyo, with connections from
North American cities.

(antas @www.gantas.com.au. Adelaide, Brisbane,
London, Melbourne, Perth and Sydney nonstop to
Singapore.

Oatar Airways @www.gatarairways.com. London
Gatwick, Heathrow and Manchester to KL and
Singapore, via Doha.

Royal Brunei Airlines @www.bruneiair.com.
Auckland, Brisbane, London and Perth to Bandar Seri
Begawan.

Singapore Airlines (SIA) @www.singaporeair
.com. To Singapore from the main Australian cities
plus Auckland and Christchurch, as well as Cape Town,
Johannesburg, LA, London Heathrow, Manchester and
New York; most of these flights are nonstop. Also San
Francisco to Singapore via Hong Kong.

Thai Airways @www.thaiair.com. Daily nonstop to
Bangkok from London Heathrow and LA, with onward
connections to Bandar Seri Begawan, KL, Penang and
Singapore.

Tiger Airways @www.tigerairways.com.
Singapore budget airline with flights from Australian
cities and a few Southeast Asian countries too.
United Airlines @www.united.com. Washington
DC and Chicago to Singapore, via Tokyo and Hong
Kong respectively.

Agents and operators

Adventure Center US ® 1-800/228-8747,

@ www.adventurecenter.com. Offers a good range
of packages, mainly focused on east Malaysia.
Adventure World Australia ®02/8913 0755,

@® www.adventureworld.com.au; New Zealand

@ 0800/238368, @ www.adventureworld.co.nz.

A range of East Malaysia and Brunei options, with
mid-range or upmarket accommodation.

Allways Dive Expedition Australia ® 1800/338
239, @ www.allwaysdive.com.au. Dive holidays to
the prime dive sites of Sabah.

Asialuxe Holidays US ®1-800/742-3133, @ www
.asialuxeholidays.com. Deluxe packages from the US
featuring Langkawi and east Malaysia, plus two-centre
holidays featuring Singapore and one other destination.
Asian Pacific Adventures US ® 1-800/825-
1680, @ www.asianpacificadventures.com. A
handful of Malaysia packages, dominated by Borneo.
Bales Worldwide UK ®0845/057 1819, @ www
.balesworldwide.com. Upmarket packages featuring
several mix-and-match Borneo tours.

Bestway Tours US & Canada ® 1-800/663-0844,
@ www.bestway.com. A handful of cultural tours
featuring Malaysia and Singapore.

Borneo Lifestyles US ®310/672-9473, @ www
.borneolifestyles.com. A limited range of east

: Malaysia tours, but with the possibility of adding on
- customized trips.

: Borneo Tour Specialists Australia ®07/3221

© 5777, @www.borneo.com.au. Small-group,

* customizable tours of all of Borneo, covering nature,
© wildiife, trekking and tribal culture.

- Deep Discoveries US & Canada ®1-800/667-

: 5362, @www.deepdiscoveries.com. Sabah dive

: packages with optional extensions to wildlife sites

- on land.
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Australia ® 1800/222234,
@ www.deepdiscoveries.com. Sabah and Labuan
dive packages.
UK ©01473/214305, @ www.eastravel
.co.uk. A small range of Malaysia and Singapore trips.
US ®1-800/747-5551,

@ www.edtrav.com. Student/youth discount agent.

US ®618/529-8033,
@ www.emalaysiatravel.com. Various Malaysia
offerings — KL city breaks, diving off Sabah, Taman
Negara trips and so forth.

UK ®020/7312 1708, @ www
.etours-online.com. Malaysia packages based in
cities or resorts; Singapore t00.

UK ®0845/863 9600, @ www.exodus
.co.uk. A small number of adventure-slanted
packages covering Malaysia and Singapore.
UK ®0845/013 1539,
@ www.exploreworldwide.com. Adventure trips to
Malaysia, plus Singapore.

US ®1-800/785-1233, @ www
.explorient.com. A range of short tours, focused on
major cities and with a cultural emphasis, which can
be combined with one another.

US ®1-866/967-5351, Canada
®1-877/967-5302, UK ® 0870/499 0040,
Australia ®133 133, New Zealand ® 0800/243544,
South Africa ® 0860/400 727; @ www.flightcentre
.com. Budget travel specialist with a few Malaysia
packages as well as flights.

US &562/692-5000, W www.galatour
.com. A range of short breaks taking in KL plus
Penang, Kuching or Kota Kinabalu.

UK ®020/8893 1781,

@ www.goldendays.co.uk. A good range of Malaysia
itineraries, with the option of taking in Singapore and
Brunei too.

US ®1-800/970-7299,
Canada ®1-866/360-1151, UK ®©020/3147
7777, Australia ©1300/364 512, New Zealand
®0800/600 610; @ www.intrepidtravel.com.
Several Malaysia offerings, mainly focused on Borneo,
to suit different budgets and tastes.

US & Canada ® 1-800/517-0867, UK
®0800/092 9595, Ireland @ 1800/946843,
Australia © 1300/667277, New Zealand
®0800/440499; @ www.kumuka.com. Small-group
east Malaysia packages.

Ireland ©021/427 7111, @ www
leetravel.ie. Flights worldwide.

UK ®0871/855 33 88, ®www
.leestravel.com. Far Eastern travel deals, including
discounted Malaysia and Singapore Airlines tickets.

US & Canada ® 1-888/962-6111,
@ www.ltitours.com. A good range of Malaysia and
Singapore packages.

UK ®01249/467164,
@ www.malaysiaexperience.co.uk. Upmarket resort-
and city-based packages.
UK ®&® 01245/608 291,
@ www.northsouthtravel.co.uk. Discounted fares
worldwide; profits are used to support projects in the
developing world.

US 1-800/798-4223, UK
®0131/514 5035; @ www.pandaw.com. Luxury
cruises up the Rejang River in Sarawak.

South Africa ®0860/106264, @ www
.pentravel.co.za. Budget flights plus KL-, Penang-
and Singapore-based holidays.

UK ®0844/736 0170,
Australia ®03/8601 4444; @ www
.peregrineadventures.com. Experienced operator
with a handful of east Malaysia packages.

UK ®0844/493 7080, @ www
.premierholidays.co.uk. Tours of east Malaysia and
Brunei, plus resort-centred holidays in Peninsular
Malaysia and Singapore.

UK
®01707/331133, @ www.ramblersholidays
.co.uk. Two-week walking holidays in Sabah, covering
Kinabalu and the usual wildlife spots.

US ®1-800/794-9767,

@ www.reefrainforest.com. Sabah dive packages
based in resorts or a liveaboard.

UK ®020/7439 1898, @ www.rexair
.co.uk. Specialist in discounted flights to the Far East,
with a few package tours to boot.

UK ©020/8682 5000, ® www
.scottdunn.com. Top-end package holidays centred
on Malaysia’s island and beach resorts.

UK ©020/8875 9090, ® www
.silverbird.co.uk. Far East travel specialist, all of
whose tours are individually customized.

®0191/265 1110, @ www.skedaddle
.co.uk. Cycling tours worldwide including itineraries
around east Malaysia, using specialist knowledge of
suitable routes.

US ®1-800/781-4040, @ www
.statravel.com; UK @ 0871/230 0040, ® www
.statravel.co.uk; Australia ® 134 782, @ www
.statravel.com.au; New Zealand ® 0800/474 400,
W www.statravel.co.nz; South Africa ®0861/781
781, @ www.statravel.co.za. Worldwide specialists
in low-cost flights for students and under-26s; other
customers also welcome.

US @ 1-866/723 7903, UK ®0845/123
2844; @www.symbiosis-travel.com. Cycling, diving,
trekking and other adventure activities in various
Malaysian locations, plus a few resort-based holidays.

South Africa ®0861/846677,
@ www.thompsons.co.za. Flights and various
packages to Southeast Asia.



Tour East Canada ®1-877/578-8888, @ www
.toureast.com. Packages combining Singapore with
another Southeast Asian attraction.

Trailfinders UK ®0845/058 5858, @ www
trailfinders.com; Ireland ®01/677 7888, @ www
trailfinders.ie; Australia & 1300/780 212, @ www
trailfinders.com.au. Efficient agent selling flights and
a variety of Malaysia tours.

Transindus ®020/8566 2729, @ www.transindus
.co.uk. Peninsular and east Malaysia packages, with
the option of visiting Singapore.

Travel Bag UK ®0871/703 4700, @ www.travelbag
.co.uk. Far Eastern packages and discount flights.
Travel Clearance Australia ® 1300/900 800,

@ www.travelclearance.com.au. Discounted deals
on flights and holidays.

Health

. Travel Cuts Canada ®1-866/246-9762, US

. ®1-800/592-2887; @ www.travelcuts.com.

. Canadian student-travel organization. @
: Travel Masters US ®512/323-6961, @ www
©travel-masters.net. Dive packages at Sipadan plus
© side trips in Sabah.

- Travelmood UK ©0800/011 1945, @ www

. .travelmood.com. Discount flights plus resort-based
. Malaysia packages.

. Trips Tailormade UK ®0117/311 6050, @ www
:tripsworldwide.co.uk. Luxury Malaysia trips, with

* plenty of Borneo offerings.

© USIT Ireland ®01/602 1904, ®@ www.usit.ie.

© Student and youth travel.
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No inoculations are required for visiting Malaysia, Singapore or Brunei, although
the immigration authorities may require a yellow-fever vaccination certificate if
you have transited an endemic area, normally Africa or South America, within the

preceding six days.

It's a wise precaution to visit your doctor no
less than two months before you leave to

which is widely available.

Medical resources for travellers

US and Canada

CDC ®1-800/311-3435, @ www.cdc.gov/travel.
Official US government travel health site.

Canadian Society for International Health
@www.csih.org. Extensive list of travel health
centres.

International Society for Travel Medicine
®1-770/736-7060, ®www.istm.org. Has a full list
of travel health clinics.

. Australia, New Zealand and
. South Africa

Ch‘?Ck thatlyou are up to datel ,W'_th your ¢ Travellers’ Medical and Vaccination Centre
polio, typhoid, tetanus and hepatitis inocula- :
tions. Tap lwater is drinkablg throughogt © clinics in Australia, New Zealand and South Africa.
Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei, although in

rural areas it's best to buy bottled water, :

@®1300/658 844, @ www.tmvc.com.au. Lists travel

UK and Ireland

: Hospital for Tropical Diseases Travel Clinic
. ®020/7387 4411 or 0845/155 5000, @ www
©thehtd.org.

i MASTA (Medical Advisory Service for

- Travellers Abroad) ®0870/606 2782, @ www
. .masta.org for the nearest clinic.

¢ Travel Medicine Services ©028/9031 5220.
: Tropical Medical Bureau Ireland ®1850/487
© 674, @www.tmb.ie.

Medical problems

The levels of hygiene and medical care in
: Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei are higher
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The ideal way to get the most out of your h

Learn a language with our
acclaimed Routledge Colloquials

. Ianguage courses.

o self taught courses — easy and
fun to use —a

e over 70 languages from
Afrikaans-to-Zulus=s

o learn the language the Way it
is spoken by native speake_rs 5

* communicate confidently
with-the locals by ‘the end-of
each course

‘Undoubtedly the best
series of..."Tanguage
courses-on,the market.’

—Waterstone’s-Booksellers

enter the discount code RG09

To claim your 20% discount on all Colloguial packs (containing a book and CD),
just visit www.routledge.com/colloquials, search for your language of choice and

For a full list of the 70 languages offered visit www.routledge.com/colloquials
or email colloquials@routledge.com for a free catalogue.
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than in much of the rest of Southeast Asia;
with any luck, the most serious thing you’ll
go down with is an upset stomach or insect
or leech bites.

Heat problems

Travellers unused to tropical climates periodi-
cally suffer from sunburn and dehydration.
The easiest way to avoid this is to restrict
your exposure to the midday sun, use high-
factor sun screens, wear sunglasses and a
hat. You should also drink plenty of water
and, if you do become dehydrated, keep up
a regular intake of fluids. Rehydration prepa-
rations such as Dioralyte are handy; the DIY
version is a handful of sugar with a good
pinch of salt added to a litre of bottled water,
which creates roughly the right mineral
balance. Heat stroke is more serious and
can require hospitalization: its onset is
indicated by a high temperature, dry red skin
and a fast pulse.

Stomach problems

The most common complaint is a stomach
problem, which can range from a mild dose of
diarrhoea to full-blown dysentery. The majority
of stomach bugs may be unpleasant, but are
unthreatening; however, if you notice blood or
mucus in your stools, then you may have
amoebic or bacillary dysentery, in which case
you should seek medical help.

Since stomach bugs are usually trans-
mitted by contaminated food and water,
steer clear of raw vegetables and shellfish,
always wash unpeeled fruit, and stick to
freshly cooked foods, avoiding anything
reheated. But however careful you are, food
that’s spicy or just different can sometimes
upset your system, in which case, try to
stick to relatively bland dishes and avoid
fried food.

Dengue fever and malaria

The main mosquito-borne disease to be
aware of — and the chief reason to take
measures to avoid mosquito bites (see p.36)
—is dengue fever. The disease is caused by
a virus spread by the Aedes aegypti
mosquito, which has distinctive white marks
on its legs, and flares up periodically, not just
in rural areas but also in the major cities.

Symptoms include severe headaches, pain
in the bones (especially of the back), fever
and often a fine, red rash over the body.
There’s no specific treatment, just plenty of
rest, an adequate fluid intake and painkillers
when required.

Although the risk of catching malaria is
extremely low, if you think you might be
staying in remote areas for some time
then you should consider protection against
it. Most doctors will advise the use of
antimalarial tablets which, though not
completely effective in protecting against
the disease, do considerably lessen the risk
and can help reduce the symptoms should
you develop the disease. Bear in mind you
have to start taking the tablets before you
arrive in a malaria zone, and continue
taking them after you return — ask your
doctor for the latest advice.

Altitude sickness

Altitude sickness (or acute mountain
sickness) is a potentially life-threatening
illness affecting people who ascend above
around 3500m. Symptoms include dizziness,
headache, shortness of breath, nausea; in
severe cases it can lead to a swelling of the
brain and lungs which can prove fatal. In
Malaysia it's only likely to be relevant to those
climbing Mount Kinabalu (4101m), and
most people report only mild symptoms at
this altitude. If you're affected, there’s little
you can do apart from descending to lower
altitude, although there are prescription
drugs which may temporarily control the
symptoms.

Cuts, bites and stings

Wearing protective clothing when swimming,
snorkelling or diving can help avoid sunburn
and protect against any sea stings. Sea lice,
minute creatures that cause painful though
harmless bites are the most common
hazard; more dangerous are jellyfish, whose
stings must be doused with vinegar to
deactivate the poison before you seek
medical help.

Coral can also cause nasty cuts and
grazes; any wounds should be cleaned and
kept as dry as possible until properly healed.
The only way to avoid well-camouflaged sea
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urchins and stone fish is by not stepping on
the seabed: even thick-soled shoes don’t
provide total protection against their long,
sharp spines, which can be removed by
softening the skin by holding it over a
steaming pan of water.

As for mosquitoes, you can best avoid
being bitten by covering up as much as is
practical, and applying repellent to exposed
flesh. Note that most locally sold repellent is
based on citronella; if you want a concen-
trated repellent containing DEET, which
some say is more effective, it's best to buy it
at home. Rural or beachside accommoda-
tion often features mosquito nets, and
some places also provide slow-burning
mosquito coils which generate a little bit of
smoke that apparently deters the insects.

For many people, the ubiquitous leech —
whose bite is not actually harmful or painful
— is the most irritating aspect to jungle
trekking. Whenever there’s been rainfall, you
can rely upon the leeches to come out.
Always tuck your trousers into your socks
and tie your bootlaces tight. The best anti-
leech socks are made from calico and
available in specialist stores. If you find the
leeches are getting through, the best
remedy is to soak the outside of your socks
and your boots in insect repellent, or
dampen tobacco and apply it in between
your socks and shoes.

Poisonous snakes are rare, but if you are
bitten you must remain absolutely still and

calm until help arrives. Meanwhile, get
someone to clean and disinfect the wound
thoroughly (alcohol will do if nothing else can
be found), and apply a bandage with gentle
pressure to the affected area.

Medical services in Malaysia, Singapore and
Brunei are excellent, with staff almost every-
where speaking English and using up-to-date
treatments. Details of pharmacies and
hospitals are in the “Listings” sections of the
Guide for cities and major towns.

Pharmacies stock a wide range of
medicines and health-related items, from
contraceptives to contact lens solution;
opening hours are the same as for other
shops. Pharmacists can recommend
products for skin complaints or simple
stomach problems, though it always pays to
get a proper diagnosis.

Private clinics are found even in the
smallest towns - your hotel or the local
tourist office will be able to recommend a
good English-speaking doctor. A consulta-
tion costs around RM30, not including the
cost of any prescribed medication; don’t
forget to keep the receipts for insurance-
claim purposes. Finally, the emergency
department of each town’s general hospital
will see foreigners for a small fee, though
obviously costs rise rapidly if continued
treatment or overnight stays are necessary.



Getting around

Public transport in Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei is reliable, though not as
cheap as in other Southeast Asian countries. Much of your travelling, particularly
in Peninsular Malaysia, will be by bus, minivan or, less often, long-distance taxi.
Budget flights are a great option for making hops within the Peninsula or around
the region, especially in view of the fact that there are no ferries between Penin-
sular and east Malaysia. The Malaysian train system, limited to the Peninsula
(apart from a small stretch of rail line in Sabah), has to a degree been superseded
by fast highways which ensure buses actually outpace the trains, though it still
has its uses, particularly in the interior and on the express run north from Butter-

worth to Bangkok.

Sabah and Sarawak have their own travel :
. and towns. Besides intercity services, which
you're reliant on boats, and occasionally :
long-distance travel. :
: up to 100km away, though being stopping
through the main towns, is supplemented
by boats in remote areas such as the :

peculiarities — in Sarawak, for instance,

planes, for some

Brunei’'s bus service, covering routes

Temburong district. The chapters on

contain  detailed information on
respective transport systems; the emphasis

in the rest of this section is largely on
Peninsular Malaysia.

Muslim festivals, the Chinese New Year,

number of jams.

Guide chapter.

Buses

easiest,

getting around Malaysia, with

services between all major Peninsular cities

operate largely on an express basis, there
are also local buses that run to destinations

services they may well take up to three hours
to cover this relatively short distance. For

: more on local buses, see p.44.
Sarawak, Sabah, Brunei and Singapore :
their using buses is simply the sheer profusion of
. options, for the network is about as far from
being integrated as it's possible to get. Any
:© major bus station in Malaysia feels not unlike

Note that the transport system is subject :
to heavy pressure whenever there’s a nation-

wide public holiday - particularly during

The chief difficulty you might experience in

a traditional street market; turn up and you'll
find a zillion and one vendors with broadly
similar offerings at similar prices. While all

this might seem like a recipe for chaos, in
Deepavali, Christmas and New Year. A day :

or two before each festival, whole communi- * Finding out about available bus connections

ties embark upon what’s called balik :
kampung, which literally means returning to : tourist offices should be able to help. In any
their home villages (and towns) to be with case, on the main routes (in practice, along
family. You should make bus, train or flight : the major highways), the plethora of bus
reservations at least one week in advance companies means departures are pretty
to travel at these times; if you're driving, :

steel yourself for more than the usual : nour during daylight hours). Much of the time

© you can just turn up and get a ticket for the
For a run-down of public transport routes

in each region covered by this book, see the :

“Travel details” sections at the end of each © yourseff relying on a handful of well-established

: bus companies. The largest of these is
: Transnasional
S omy),
The national bus network is generally the :
quickest and cheapest way of :
regular

practice things do work reasonably well.

is usually straightforward, but if not, local

frequent (in practice, hourly or every other

next available bus.

For intercity journeys, you'll often find

(@www.transnasional.com
whose services have the entire
Peninsula pretty well covered. Their website
has a useful timetable search facility which
allows you to establish likely departure and
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journey times, with fares, for a large number
of routes. Other major bus companies include
Plusliner (W www.plusliner.com) and Konsor-
tium Bas Ekspres (Wwww.kbes.com.my).
Complementing these outifts are numerous
small-scale intercity operators which generally
focus on services between their home state
and one or two adjacent states.

Whichever bus company you travel with,
you'll find that practically all intercity buses
are reasonably comfortable, with air condi-
tioning and curtains to help screen out the
blazing tropical sun, though on the down
side, the way seats are packed together can
make things awkward for taller travellers. The
buses generally don’t have toilets, but on the
longer journeys there’ll be an extended rest
stop every couple of hours or so, and there’s
often a half-hour meal stopover at lunchtime
or dinnertime as well. On a few plum routes,
notably KL-Singapore and KL-Penang, there
are additional luxury or “executive” coaches
to choose from, charging double the regular
fares and featuring greater legroom and on-
board TVs and toilets.

All intercity fares are eminently reasonable
(see box, p.41), but note that if you want to
leave the bus at a small town en route, you
may be charged the full fare or the fare until
the next major town. Local buses, where
available, are more cost-effective for such
journeys, though they take much longer.

Finally, note that express and local buses
usually operate from separate stations; the
local bus station is often fairly central, the
express-bus station a little further out. In
some towns, buses may call at both stations
before terminating.

Various buses ply the long-distance routes
across Sabah, but they are heavily outnum-
bered by the minivans that buzz around the
state, which generally leave from the same
terminals. Faster and slightly more expensive
than the scheduled bus services, minivans
only leave when jam-packed and are often
very uncomfortable as a result. Also
prevalent in Sabah are four-wheel-drives
(4X4s), usually Toyota Land Cruisers, which
take only eight passengers and whose fares
are at least twenty percent higher than going
by minivan.

In  Sarawak, modern air-conditioned
buses ply the trans-state coastal road

between Kuching and the Brunei border,
serving Sibu, Bintulu and Miri en route.
Again, fares are very reasonable: the fifteen-
hour trip from Kuching to Miri costs around
RM80, for example. In addition, local buses
serve the satellite towns and villages around
the state’s main settlements. These buses
are particularly useful when exploring south-
western Sarawak and for the cross-border
trip to Pontianak in Indonesian Kalimantan.
Four-wheel-drives are being used for
navigating the logging tracks that have
opened up remote inland areas; details of
routes are given in the Guide.

The Peninsula’s intercity train  service,
operated by KTM (short for “Keretapi Tanah
Melayu” or Malay Land Trains; ®www.ktmb
.com.my), is limited to a network shaped
roughly like a'Y, the arms of which, for histor-
ical reasons, don't intersect at KL, but an
annoying 170km further south at Gemas,
close to the Negeri Sembilan/Johor
boundary. One arm goes from Gemas up to
Thailand, another down to Singapore; the
remaining branch cuts its way through the
jungled interior up to Tumpat, on the east
coast near the Thai border. KTM also runs
the Komuter rail service in KL and its
environs, for details of which, see p.89.

There are two main classes of train:
express services, which call mostly at major
stations and are generally modern, fully air-
conditioned and well maintained; and local
(“Mel” on timetables) trains, often not air-
conditioned and of variable quality, which
operate on various segments between
Singapore and Tumpat and call at every
town, village and hamlet en route.

Unfortunately, not even the express trains
can keep up with buses where modern
highways exist alongside. The 370-kilometre
journey from KL to Johor Bahru, for example,
takes the train five and a half hours at best; on
a good day on the roads, buses are roughly
an hour quicker. Until the rail tracks themselves
and the infrastructure attending them are
modernized, you’re unlikely to be heavily
reliant on the trains for journeys along the west
coast and in the south.

The rail system does, however, retain a
couple of advantages. Sleeper services —
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between KL and Singapore, between KL and
Hat Yai, and between Singapore and
Tumpat, not to mention the international
service from Butterworth to Bangkok — can
save on a night's accommodation. Express
trains also remain the quickest way to reach
some parts of the forested interior, and local

trains through the interior can also be handy

for reaching certain small settlements; for
more on the interior's rail service, see the
box on the “Jungle Raiway”, p.227.
Moreover, there’s still a certain thrill in arriving
at some of the splendidly solid colonial
stations, built when the train was the prime
means of transport.

Ticket types

Many express trains run by night and so
offer the option of sleeper berths, which
come in superior and premier class, while
the seats divide into economy and superior
versions. The chief distinction between these
labels boils down to nothing more complex
than how many berths or seats are packed
into each carriage. Superior seats are less
crammed together than their economy
counterparts and come with minor extras
like aircraft-style trays on seat backs and the
odd TV screen.

There are exceptions to this picture,
notably on the Senandung Malam KL-
Singapore service, which has an additional
tier of comfort in the form of a premier

deluxe carriage, featuring six en-suite cabins :
each containing two berths; lone travellers :
can pay a supplement to have the whole
cabin to themselves. As for the two daytime :

express services which run between KL and

Singapore, they have superior and premier
seats, the latter smarter and offering more

legroom.
Local trains, plus the Ekonomi Siang
Singapore-Gemas service, feature economy-

class seats only. Note, however, that these
trains are older and scruffier than their :
express counterparts (some Gua Musang- :

Tumpat services are positively dilapidated).
For sample fares, see the box on p.41.

Note that premier berths cost double relative
to superior ones, while premier deluxe berths :

cost three times as much. At the other end

of the scale, tickets on local trains are very

cheap; the longest possible local train
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(International Express)

Hat Yai
(Thailand)

Padang Besar
Arau

Alor Setar
Gurun
Sungai Petani

Bukit Mertajam
Butterworth

Nibong Tebal
Parit Buntar
Bagan Serai
Taiping
Kuala Kangsar
Sungai Siput
Ipoh
Batu Gajah
Kampar
Tapah Road
Sungkai
Slim River

Tanjung Malim
Rawang

Kuala

Sungai Buloh

S KL KL SENTRAL

Transport’ map, .
Chapter 1 Kajang

Seremban

Rembau
Tampin
Batang Melaka

Gemas

Segamat

Labis

Paloh

Kluang

Kulai

Kempas Bahru

Johor Bahru
SINGAPORE (Singapura)

(Kelantan coast)

Wakaf Bharu
(for Kota Bharu)
Pasir Mas

Tanah Merah

Dabong

Gua Musang

Tumpat

Krai

Kuala
Lipis

Jerantut

Bahau

Malaysian long-distance rail services

Express

Kuala Lumpur—Butterworth

Kuala Lumpur-Ipoh (weekends)

Kuala Lumpur-Tumpat

Kuala Lumpur-Hat Yai (Thailand)
Butterworth—Bangkok (International Express)
Singapore—Butterworth

Singapore-Tumpat

Local

Gemas—Kuala Lipis

Kuala Lipis-Tumpat

Gua Musang-Tumpat
Singapore—Kluang (Tebrau Express)

Local trains call at virtually every station on the network.
This map shows only stations served by most express trains.

punose Buien ‘ soisya @

39


pc
Machine à écrire
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Livreuniverselpourtous/148725225302229


] saIsve @

40

journey, Kuala Lipis—=Tumpat (7hr 30min,
compared to 5hr 30min by express train),
costs RM11 as compared to RM19 for a
superior-class seat on an express train.

Buying tickets

While tickets can be bought in advance for
any train, it's only on express trains that seat
and berth reservations can be made.
Reserving a day or two in advance is
certainly recommended, particularly if you
want a berth. Bookings can be made at
major stations, by phone on ®03/2267
1200 for collection at your starting station
the next day, and online at KTM’s website.
Timetables are usually available at major
train stations and, depending on the state of
KTM’s website, may be available for
download along with fare tables.

Most towns in Malaysia have a long-distance
taxi rank, usually close to or in the express
bus station. The taxis run between cities and
towns throughout the country, and can be a
lot quicker than the buses. The snag is that
they operate on a shared basis, meaning you
have to wait for enough people show up to fill
the four passenger seats in the vehicle, but in
most major towns this shouldn’t take more
than thirty minutes, especially to set off before
10am; afternoon journeys can involve a bit of
thumb-twiddling. Fares usually work out to
be two to three times the corresponding fare
in an express bus; see the table opposite for
sample prices. Note that long-distance taxi
fares, in particular, may be subject to jumps
when fuel prices are rising rapidly.

For many visitors travelling in small groups,
the real advantage of these taxis is that you
can charter one for your journey, the price
for which is the same as paying for all four
passenger places. Not only does this mean
you'll set off immediately, but it also allows
you to access destinations that may not be
served directly by buses or, indeed, by
shared taxis. There’s no danger of being
ripped off: charter prices to a large number of
destinations, both the popular and the
obscure, are set by the authorities and are
usually chalked up on a board in the taxi
office or listed on a laminated tariff card
(senarai tambang), which you can ask to see.

Some taxi operators assume any tourist
who shows up will want to charter a taxi; if
you want to use the taxi on a shared basis,
say “nak kongsi dengan orang lain.”

Ferries sail to all the major islands off Penin-
sular Malaysia’s east and west coasts. The
traditional penambang (sometimes called
“bumboats”), compact motorized craft origi-
nally used for fishing, are rapidly being
replaced by larger, sleeker express models.
On most ferries, you buy your ticket in
advance from booths at the jetty (on some
you can pay on the boat as well); details are
given in the text. Barring rainy-season
storms, there are daily services from the
mainland to Tioman and the Perhentian
islands (other east-coast islands are hard to
reach off-season).

Within Sarawak, the most common form
of public transport, buses aside, are the
long, low and narrow express boats which
ply the state’s river systems. A lifeline for the
inhabitants of the interior, these craft run to a
regular timetable; buy your ticket on board,
preferably half an hour before departure, and
reserve a seat. On the smaller tributaries,
travel is by longboat.

Sabah has no express-boat river
services, though regular ferries connect
Pulau Labuan with Kota Kinabalu, Sipitang
and Menumbok, all on the west coast;
details are given in the text. In Brunei, there
are some useful boat services, including the
speedboat service from Bandar Seri
Begawan to Bangar for Temburong Park,
and the regular boats from Bandar to
Lawas or Limbang in Sarawak and Pulau
Labuan in Sabah.

With the advent of Far Eastern low-cost
airlines, flying around the region is now
within the reach of all but the most thrifty of
backpackers. Malaysian domestic flights are
operated by Malaysia Airlines (MAS) and the
budget carriers AirAsia and Firefly. From
Singapore, Singapore Airlines and the
budget companies Tiger Airways and
Jetstar offer a range of connections to the
major Peninsular and east Malaysian cities,
while Royal Brunei Airlines operates from



Bandar Seri Begawan to Kuching, Kota
Kinabalu and KL.

If you're flying within Malaysia, note that
many connections between regional airports
require a change of plane in KL, making
flying much less of a time-saver than it might
appear at first sight. Note also that flights
between Malaysia and Singapore or Brunei
are more expensive than the distances
involved would suggest, as these count as
international services.

Airfares throughout this section are for
one-way tickets (return fares are usually
double the cost) and include taxes and any
fuel surcharges.

MAS and Firefly

MAS (Malaysia ®1300/883000, @www
.malaysiaairlines.com) flies from KL to most
of the state capitals as well as Langkawi
and Labuan. It also operates flights within
East Malaysia through its subsidiary
MASwings  (@www.MASwings.com.my),
some of whose services use tiny propeller-
driven Twin Otter planes that are something
of a lifeline for rural communities. To take
on AirAsia, MAS even has a budget
subsidiary called Firefly (@www.fireflyz
.com.my) with the added attraction that it
operates mainly out of Penang rather than

Journey By bus By
shared
taxi

KL-Johor Bahru RM32; RM80;

4hr 30min 4hr

KL-Penang RM35 RM110;

(RM55 4hr 30min
executive

coach);

5hr 30min

KL—Kota Bharu ~ RM40; 8hr 30min  RM115;
8hr

Johor Bahru-
Kota Bharu

RM64; 12hr =

KL, though it also has flights out of KLs
small Subang airport.

Short hops within the Peninsula start at
around RM120 on MAS; going with Firefly
can halve fares if they operate on the same
route. As for Borneo flights, MASwings’ fare
for Kuching to Kinabalu is around RM170 if
booked early. Note that booking online is
becoming the norm; many Malaysian cities
no longer have a downtown MAS office.

AirAsia

The no-frills carrier AirAsia (©03/2171 9333,
@www.airasia.com) offers a network of
internal flights rivalling those of MAS and is
reasonably efficient, though delays of up to
an hour aren’t uncommon. Most of its flights
are to and from KL airport’s low-cost-carrier
terminal, though conveniently it also has
services between Senai airport near Johor
Bahru and Penang, Kuching, Miri, Sibu and
Kota Kinabalu.

Despite the inevitable fuel surcharges and
taxes, AirAsia’s prices are attractive — fares
for short hops within the Peninsula are as
low as RM40 all-in, while the very longest
domestic route offered, from KL to Kota
Kinabalu in eastern Sabah (2hr 30min),
weighs in at around RM170 one way if
booked early enough. Note, however, that

By rail By air

(superior (including

class, upper any taxes and

berth/seat) fuel surcharges)

RM33 (seat only, RM120 (MAS);

daytime express); from RM40

5hr 30min (AirAsia); 40min

RM38/30; from RM125 (MAS);

9hr 30min from RM50 (AirAsia);
45min

RM51/46; 12hr 30min  from RM125 (MAS);

to Wakaf Bharu, from RM40 (AirAsia);
then a short 50min

bus/taxi ride

RM48/RM35; from RM80 (two AirAsia
11hr 30min single tickets via KL);

1hr
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hefty surcharges apply if your checked-in
baggage weighs more than 15kg, and that
the lowest fares are hard to come by for
travel on or close to public holidays, and
during the school holidays.

Other airlines

Singapore Airlines (Singapore ®6223 8888,
Malaysia ®03/2692 3122, Brunei
®02/244901; @www.singaporeair.com) and
its subsidiary SilkAir (Singapore ®6223 8888,
Malaysia 03/2698 7033; @www.silkair.com)
between them fly from Singapore to several
key Malaysian destinations, including KL, Kota
Kinabalu, Kuching, Langkawi and Penang,
plus Brunei. Expect to pay around S$250 to
Penang, S$$270 to Kuching, S$470 to Kota
Kinabalu. Similar prices are charged by Royal
Brunei Airways (Brunei ®02/212222,
Malaysia ®03/2070 7166, Singapore ®6235
4672; @www.bruneiair.com), which flies to
KL, Singapore and Kota Kinabalu from Brunei.
Much cheaper are Jetstar (Singapore
®800/616 1977, @www.jetstar.com) and
Tiger Airways (Singapore ®6538 4437,
@www.tigerairways.com), on  which it's
sometimes possible to turn up Singapore—
Kota Kinabalu tickets for as little as S$65.

It’s no accident that three Malaysian resort
islands, Pangkor, Redang and Tioman,
have airstrips served by Berjaya Air
(Malaysia ®03/2141 0088, Singapore
®6227 3688; @www.berjaya-air.com), for
al play host to resorts owned by the
Malaysian conglomerate Berjaya Corpora-
tion. Berjaya Air flies to all three from KL, and
to Redang and Tioman from Singapore.
Unsurprisingly, prices are distinctly elevated
— for example, RM250 to Pangkor from KL,
S$$180 to Redang from Singapore.

The roads in Peninsular Malaysia are
generally excellent, making driving there a
viable prospect for tourists. It's mostly the
same story in Sarawak and Brunei, though
Sabah is the odd one out; a sizeable
minority of roads there are rough, unpaved
and highly susceptible to flash flooding.
Singapore is another tale altogether,
boasting modern highways with a built-in

road-use charging system that talks to a
black-box gizmo fitted in every car.

Despite these disparities, the three
countries do share certain rules of the road.
All use the UK system of driving on the left.
It's compulsory to wear seat belts in the front
of the vehicle (and in the back too, in
Singapore). To rent a vehicle, you must be
23 or over and have held a clean driving
licence for at least a year; a national driving
licence, particularly if written in English, is
sufficient, though there’s no harm in acquiring
an International Driving Licence.

Because of Singapore’s unique road-
pricing technology, and the fact that some
car rental outlets don’t allow their cars to be
driven between Malaysia and Singapore, the
rest of this section concentrates on Malaysia.
For information on driving in Singapore and
Brunei, see the respective chapters.

Malaysian roads

Malaysian highways — called expressways
and usually referred to by a number prefixed
“E” — are a pleasure to drive; they're wide
and efficient, and feature convenient rest
stops with toilets, shops and small food
courts. In contrast, the streets of major cities
can be a pain, regularly traffic-snarled, with
patchy signposting and confusing one-way
systems to boot. At least most cities and
towns do boast a liberal sprinkling of car
parks, and even where you can’t find one,
there’s usually no problem with parking in a
lane or side street.

Speed limits are 110kph on expressways,
90kph on the narrower trunk and state roads
(prefixed “route” in this book, though on
signage you tend to see just the road
number, sometimes preceded by a letter
specific to the state — for example D for
Kelantan), and 50kph in built-up areas. For
intercity journeys, expressways are almost
always quicker than using a trunk road, even
if the latter passes through the town where
you're starting out while the expressway is a
little way away. Whatever road you’re on, it’s
wise to stick religiously to the speed limit as
speed traps are commonplace and fines
hefty. In the event you are pulled up for a
traffic offence, note that it's not unknown for
Malaysian police to ask for a bribe, which will
set you back less than the fine. Never offer



The following list should help decipher road signage in Peninsular Malaysia and

parts of Brunei, much of which is in Malay.

Utara North
Selatan South
Barat West
Timur East
Di belakang Behind
Di hadapan Ahead
Awas Caution
Berhenti Stop
Beri laluan Give way
Dilarang meletak  No parking
kereta

Dilarang memotong No overtaking
Had laju/jam Speed limit/
per hour
Keep left/right
One-way street

Ikut kiri/kanan
Jalan sehala

to bribe a police officer and think carefully
before you give in to an invitation to do so.
All expressways are built and run by private
concessions and as such attract tolls,
generally at a rate of around RM20 per
100km, though on some roads a flat fee is
levied. At toll points (signed “Tol Plaza”), you
can pay in cash (there are cashiers on hand to
dispense change) or by waving a stored-value
Touch ’n Go card in front of a sensor; see
@www.touchngo.com.my for a list of card
vendors. Get in the appropriate lane as you
approach the toll points: some lanes are for
certain types of vehicle only, some (signed
“Touch 'n Go sahaja”) require card payments.
Once out on the roads, you'll rapidly
become aware of the behaviour of quite a few
Malaysian motorists, which their compatriots
might term gila (Malay for “insane”). Swerving
from lane to lane in the thick of the traffic,
overtaking close to blind corners and
careering down hill roads are not uncommon,
as are tragic stories in the press of pile-ups
and road fatalities. Not for nothing does the
exhortation “pandu cermat” (drive safely)
appear on numerous highway signboards,
though the message still isn't getting through.
If you're new to driving in Malaysia, the best
approach is to take all of this with equanimity
and drive conservatively; concede the right of
way if you're not quite sure of the intentions of

Kawasan rehat Highway rest
stop
Kurangkan laju Reduce speed
Lebuhraya Expressway/
highway
Lencongan Detour
Pembinaan di Road works
hadapan ahead
Pusat bandar/ Town/city
bandaraya centre
Simpang ke... Junction/
turning for...
Zon had laju Zone where
speed limit
applies

others. One confusing habit that some local
drivers have is that they flash their headlights to
claim the right of way rather than concede it.

Car and bike rental

Car rental rates begin at around RM220 per
day for rental of a basic 1.5-litre Proton,
including unlimited mileage and collision
damage waiver insurance. The excess can
be RM1500 or more but this can be reduced
or set to zero by paying a surcharge of up to
ten percent on the daily rental rate. The cost
of fuel is held down by a national subsidy
and was at RM2 per litre at the time of
writing, though the price has been known to
spike if oil soars on global markets.
Motorbike rental is much more informal,
usually offered by Malaysian guesthouses
and shops in more touristy areas. Officially,
you must be over 21 and have an appro-
priate driving licence, though it’s unlikely
you'll have to show the latter; you'll probably
need to leave your passport as a deposit,
however. Wearing helmets is compulsory.
The cost of rental is around RM25 per day,
while bicycles, which can be useful in rural
areas, can be rented for a few ringgit a day.

Car rental agencies

®1800/881 054, @ www.avis.com.my. Offices
in KL, KL airport, Johor Bahru, Kuantan and Penang.
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Hawk ®03/5631 6488, @ www.hawkrentacar
.com.my. KL, KL airport, Johor Bahru, Melaka, Kota
Bharu, Kuantan and Penang.

Hertz ®03/2148 6433, @ www.hertz.com.
Locations include KL, Alor Star, Johor Bahru, Kuantan,
Kuching, Kota Kinabalu and Penang.

Mayflower ®1800/881 688, @ www
.mayflowercarrental.com. KL, Johor Bahru, Kota
Kinabalu, Kuantan, Kuching and Langkawi.

Orix ®03/9284 7799, W www.orixcarrentals.com
.my. KL, KL airport, Johor Bahru, Kuantan and Penang.

City and local transport

Most Malaysian cities and towns have some : people, are seen less and less these days,

kind of bus service serving both urban : but they're still very much part of the tourist
. scene in places like Melaka, Penang and
: Singapore. Taking a trishaw tour can be a
- useful, atmospheric introduction to the town
©and some drivers
absolutely unfathomable to visitors (and to :

some locals); journeys of up to an hour :

areas and hinterland; details are given in the
text wherever appropriate. Fares are always
very low even if some of the bus networks —
in places like KL and Georgetown — appear

often cost no more than a couple of ringgit.

: metro-style light rail and monorail systems,
. which are fairly efficient.

Taxis are always metered, but you may

find that taxi drivers would prefer to turn off
© the meter and negotiate a fare, which isn’t
* legal. If you want to charter a vehicle for a
. specific itinerary (if not a taxi, your accom-
: modation can usually find you a car with a
. driver), spending several hours meandering
around town and out to the surrounding
: countryside, reckon on paying at least RM30
: per hour.

Trishaws (bicycle rickshaws), seating two

provide interesting,
anecdotal information. In most cases, they
aren’t much cheaper than taking a taxi —

© bargain hard to fix the price in advance. You
As aresult, fares for local buses are given in
the text only where they exceed RM3. In :
KL, there are also the Komuter train and :

can expect to pay a minimum of RM3 for a
short journey, while chartering by the hour
can cost as much as RM25.

Accommodation

While accommodation in Malaysia is not the cheapest in Southeast Asia, it is
often still possible to find basic double rooms for under RM40 (£7.50/US$11),
while mid-range en-suite rooms can go for as littte as RM100 (£20/US$30),
including breakfast. With a little shopping around, you may well turn up a room in
a plush four-star hotel for RM200 (£35/US$55). This section focuses mainly on
accommodation across Malaysia; for more on Singapore and Brunei, where
prices are significantly higher, see p.596 and p.558 respectively.

The very cheapest form of accommodation is
a dormitory at a backpacker hostel, guest- :
house or lodge. These generally exist in well-
. somewhere without a reservation. It's also

touristed spots — Kuala Lumpur, Georgetown,

Kota Bharu, Cherating, Kuching, Mir, Kota :
Kinabalu and Sandakan, to name a few :
popular locations. At the other end of the :
© are essential to be sure of getting a budget
comfort and style to rank with any in the
world. What's more, many mid-range and :
promotional '

scale, the region’s luxury hotels offer a level of

top-bracket  hotels  offer

discounts which can slash twenty percent or
more off the rack rate; it's worth seeking out
such deals online or if you tun up

worth seeking a discount if you're staying for
a couple of weeks in one place.
Reservations a week or two in advance

or mid-range room during a major festival
(including Chinese New Year, Hari Raya and
Deepavali — see p.70 for dates) or the school



holidays (see p.70). Rates remain relatively
stable throughout the year, rising slightly
during the major holiday periods.

At the budget end of the market you'll have
to share a bathroom, which in most cases
will feature a shower and Western-style toilet.
Air-conditioning is standard in most hotels,
and is becoming increasingly common at the
budget end of the market. Note that a single
room may contain a double bed, while a
double can have a double bed, two single
beds or even two double beds; a triple will
usually have three doubles or a combination
or doubles and singles. Baby cots are usually
available only in more expensive places.

The mainstay of the travellers’ scene in
Malaysia (and Singapore) are the guest-
houses or, as they are sometimes called,
B&Bs or backpackers, located in popular
tourist areas. These can range from simple
affairs in renovated shophouses to modern
multistorey buildings complete with satellite
TV, DVD players and internet. Their advantage
for travellers on a tight budget is that almost
all offer dorm beds, costing anywhere between
RM10 and RMB30. There are usually basic
double rooms available, too, with a fan and
possibly a mosquito net at the cheaper end of
the market, from RM20 upwards. Malaysia
also has a handful of internationally affiliated
youth hostels, but these are often hopelessly
far-flung and no cheaper than guesthouses;
rare exceptions are noted in the text.

In national parks, islands and in resort-style
compounds you'll often come across
accommodation in  so-called chalets,
ranging from simple A-frame huts to luxury
affairs with a veranda, sitting area, TV, mini-
bar, etc. The cheapest chalets cost the same
as a basic double in a guesthouse, while at
the top end you could pay upwards of
RM1000 for a two-night chalet package at
the dive resorts off Sabah’s east coast.

The cheapest hotels in Malaysia tend to
cater for a local clientele and seldom need to
be booked in advance: just go to the next
place around the corner if your first choice is
full. Rooms are usually divided from one
another by thin partitions and contain a
washbasin, table and ceiling fan, though
never a mosquito net. In the better places —
often old converted mansions — you may
also be treated to polished wooden floors
and antique furniture. That said, showers
and toilets are often shared and can be
pretty basic. Another consideration is the
noise level, which can be considerable since
most places are on main streets. A word of
warning: some of the hotels at the cheaper
end of the scale also function as brothels,
especially those described using the Malay
term rumah persinggahan or rumah
tumpangan, or those which allow rooms to
be paid for by the hour.

Mid-range hotels are often the only alterna-
tive in smaller towns, though they're rarely
better value than a well-kept budget place.

Accommodation in the Malaysia chapters of this book has been categorized
according to the following price codes, reflecting the price of the cheapest double
room (for Singapore and Brunei price codes see p.596 & p.558 respectively). In view
of the fact that many Malaysian hotels offer frequent promotional discounts, the
price codes represent discounted rates if these are likely to be available most of the
year; otherwise the published rates are used. Promotional rates become much
harder to come by during major festivals or during the school holidays. Taxes — ten
percent service charge and five percent government tax, often signified by “++”
after the rate — are levied by expensive and the better mid-range hotels, and have
been factored into the price codes where they apply. Breakfast isn’t usually
included in the rate, unless otherwise stated.

RM25 and under RM76-100 RM221-300
RM26-50 RM101-150 RM301-400
RM51-75 RM151-220 RM401 and over
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The big difference is in the comfort of the
mattress — nearly always sprung — and getting
your own Western-style, but cramped,
bathroom. Prices start at around RM60, for
which you can expect air-conditioning, en-
suite facilities and, relatively decent furnishings
and, sometimes, a telephone and refrigerator.
In these places, too, a genuine distinction is
made between single rooms and doubles.

The high-end hotels are as comfortable as
you might expect, and many have state-of-
the-art facilities, including a swimming pool,
spa and gym. Some may add a touch of
class by incorporating kampung-style archi-
tecture, such as saddle-shaped roofs with
woodcarving. While rates can be as low as
RM200 per night, in popular destinations
such as Penang and Kota Kinabalu they can
rocket above the RM300 mark, though this
is obviously still great value compared to
equivalent hotels in Western cities. Note that
many five-star hotels adjust their rates on a
daily basis depending on their occupancy
level; the latest rates can usually be looked
up on their website.

Despite the rural nature of much of
Malaysia, there are few official opportunities
for camping, perhaps because guesthouses
and hotels are so reasonable, and because
the heat and humidity, not to mention the
generous supply of insects, make camping
something that only strange foreigners
willingly do. Where there are campsites,
typically in nature parks, they are either free
to use or charge around RM10 per person
per night; facilities are basic and may not
be well maintained. A few lodges and
camps have sturdy A-frame tents for hire.

If you go trekking in more remote regions,
for example in Endau Rompin National Park
in Peninsular Malaysia and parts of the
Kelabit Highlands in Sabah, camping is
about your only option. Often, visitors find it
easier to go on package trips organized by
specialist tour operators who will provide
tents and equipment, if necessary.

Staying in a longhouse is de rigueur for many
travellers visiting Sarawak, and offers the

chance to try activities such as weaving and
cooking, even using a blowpipe. It used to be
that visitors would simply tun up at a
longhouse and would be granted a place to
stay by the headman, paying only for meals
and offering some gifts as an additional token
of thanks for the community’s hospitality.
These days, however, visits are invariably
arranged through a tour operator.

The cheaper packages (costing around
RM150 a night, including transport and
meals) generally have you sleeping on mats
rather than beds, either in a large communal
room or on the veranda, and the main
washing facilities may well be the nearest
river. For meals the party will be divided up
into smaller groups, each of which will eat
wilth a different family. At the pricier end of
the scale (expect to pay at least RM200 a
night), visitors may sleep six to a room on
proper beds, have access to washing facili-
ties in a modern block with hot water and
eat separately from the host community, with
more Western-style food available.

Note that while it might seem a fantastic
idea to visit a longhouse during a festival
and witness traditional celebrations, the place
may be so crowded that people end up
sleeping sardine-fashion in the communal
areas; in fact many tour operators will advise
that it's impractical to try anything more
ambitious than a day-trip during a festival.
For more background on longhouses,
including information on etiquette to observe
during your stay, see the Visiting a longhouse
colour section.

In certain areas homestay programmes are
available, whereby you stay with a Malaysian
family, paying for your bed and board.
Though facilities are likely to be modest,
homestays can be a good way of sampling
home cooking and culture. Tourist offices
can usually furnish a list of local homestays if
requested; the main things to ask about are
whether a special programme will be laid on
for you — not necessarily a good thing if you
simply want to be left to relax — and whether
your hosts are able to speak English, without
which you may find yourself somewhat cut
off from them and the community.



Food and drink

One of the best reasons to come to Malaysia and Singapore (even Brunei, to a
lesser extent) is the food, comprising two of the world’s most venerated cuisines
- Chinese and Indian — and one of the most underrated - Malay. Even if you think
you know two out of the three pretty well, be prepared to be surprised: Chinese
food here boasts a lot of the provincial diversity that you just don’t find in the
West’s Cantonese-dominated Chinese restaurants, while Indian fare is predomi-
nantly southern Indian, lighter and spicier than northern food.

Furthermore, each of the three cuisines has :
learnt more than a few tricks off the other :

two - the Chinese here do curries, for
example — giving rise to some distinctive

fusion food. Add to this cross-fertilization the hygiene are usually good, and as most food

existence of a range of regional variations " is cooked to order (or, in the case of rice-

and specialities, plus excellent seafood and ) with-toppings spreads, only on display for a

unusual tropical produce, and the result is - - few hours), it's generally pretty safe

if you dare to order enterprisingly — a dazzling :

gastronomic experience.
None of this need come at great expense.

From the ubiquitous food stalls and cheap :
kopis, the :
standard of cooking is high and food every-
where is remarkably good value. Basic :
: few wobbly tables with stools to sit at. Most

street diners called kedai

noodle- or rice-based one-plate meals at a
stall or kedai kopi rarely come to more than a
few ringgit or Singapore dollars. Even a full

meal with drinks in a fancy restaurant seldom
runs to more than RM50 a head in Malaysia, :
though expect to pay Western prices at quite : even come across stalls selling burgers and
a few places in Singapore. The most
: There’s usually a drinks stall on hand too.

renowned culinary centres are Singapore,
Georgetown, KL, Melaka and Kota Bharu,

although other towns have their own distinc-
: roadside. To ease yourself into the modus

tive dishes too.

Places to eat

One myth to bust immediately is the notion
that you will get food poisoning eating at
street stalls and cheap diners. Standards of

Food stalls and food courts

Some of the cheapest and most delicious
food available in Malaysia and Singapore
comes from food stalls, traditionally wooden
pushcarts on the roadside, surrounded by a

stalls serve one or a few standard noodle
and rice dishes or specialize in certain
delicacies, from oyster omelettes to squid
curry. Particularly in Singapore and KL, you'll

steak, or even Japanese and Korean food.

For many visitors, however, there is a
psychological barrier to having a meal by the

Malays and Indians often eat with the right hand, using the palm as a scoop and
the thumb to help push food into the mouth. Chopsticks are, of course, used for
Chinese food, though note that a spoon is always used to help with rice, gravies
and slippery fare such as mushrooms or tofu, and that you don’t attempt to pick up
rice with chopsticks (unless you’ve a rice bowl, in which case you lift the bowl to
your mouth and use the chopsticks as a sort of shovel). If you can’t face either
local style of eating, note that cutlery is universally available - for local fare, always
a fork and spoon, the fork serving to push food on to the spoon.
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operandli of stalls, take advantage of the fact
that many are nowadays assembled into
user-friendly medan selera (literally “appetite
square”) or food courts, also known as
hawker centres in Singapore. Usually taking
up a floor of an office building or shopping
mall, or housed beneath pavilions, food
courts conveniently feature stall lots with
menus displayed and fixed tables, plus
toilets. You don’t have to sit close to the stall
you’re patronizing: find a free table, and the
vendor will track you down when your food
is ready (some Singapore food centres have
tables with numbers that must be quoted
when ordering). You generally pay when your
food is delivered, though payment is
sometimes asked for when you order.

Stalls open at various times from morning
to evening, with most closing well before
midnight except in the big cities. During the
Muslim fasting month of Ramadan, however,
Muslim-run stalls don’t open until mid-
afternoon, though this is also when you can
take advantage of the pasar Ramadan,
afternoon food markets at which stalls sell
masses of savouries and sweet treats to
take away; tourist offices can tell you where
one is taking place. Ramadan is also the
time to stuff yourself at the massive fast-
breaking buffets which most major hotels lay
on throughout the month.

The kedai kopi

Few downtown streets are without a kedai
kopi, sometimes known as a kopitiam in
Hokkien Chinese. Both terms literally mean
“coffee shop”, but despite the name, a kedai
kopi is actually an inexpensive diner rather
than a café. Most serve noodle and rice
dishes all day, often with a campur-style
spread (see below) at lunchtime, sometimes
in the evening too. Some kedai kopis
function as miniature food markets, housing
a handful of vendors — perhaps one offering
curries and griddle breads, another doing a
particular Chinese noodle dish, and so on.
Menus, where available, are often written up
on a board, though a few of the slicker
places have printed menus of meat and
seafood dishes.

Most kedai kopis open at 8am to serve
breakfast, and don’t shut until the early
evening, a few staying open as late as 10pm.

Culinary standards are seldom spectacular
but are satisfying all the same, and you're
unlikely to spend more than small change for
a filling one-plate meal. It’s worth noting that
in some Malaysian towns, particularly on the
east coast, the Chinese-run kedai kopis are
often the only places where you'll be able to
get alcohol.

Restaurants, cafés and bakeries

More sophisticated restaurants only exist in
the big cities. Some are simply upmarket
versions of kedai kopis, serving a more
diverse list of local favourites in slick
surroundings. Don’t expect a stiffly formal
ambience in these places, however — while
some places can be sedate, the Chinese, in
particular, prefer restaurants to be noisy,
sociable affairs.

Where the pricier restaurants come into
their own is for international fare — anything
from Vietnamese to Tex-Mex. KL, Singapore
and Georgetown all have dynamic restaurant
scenes, and the five-star hotels usually boast
a top-flight restaurant of their own. The chief
letdown is that the service can be
amateurish, reflecting how novel this sort of
dining experience is for many of the staff.

Most large Malaysian towns feature a few
attempts at Western cafés, serving passable
fries, sandwiches, burgers, shakes and so
forth. It's also easy to find bakeries, which
can represent a welcome change from the
local rice-based diet — though don’t be
surprised to find chilli sardine buns and other
Asian/Western hybrids, or cakes with
decidedly artificial fillings and colourings. For
anything really decent in the café or bakery
line, you'll need to be in one of the big cities.

Phone numbers are included in our restau-
rant reviews where it's advisable to make
reservations. Note that tipping is not
expected in restaurants where bills include a
service charge (as they usually do).

A convenient and inexpensive way to get
acquainted with a variety of local dishes is to
sample the food spreads available at many
of the kedai kopis, particularly at lunchtime.
The concept is pretty much summed up by
the Malay name for such spreads, nasi



campur (“mixed rice”), though Chinese and
Indian kedai kopis, too, offer these arrays of
stir fries, curries and other savouries, set out
in metal trays or plates. As in a cafeteria, you
simply tell the person behind the counter
which items appeal to you, and a helping of
each will be piled atop a largish serving of
rice. If the plainness of the rice soon palls,
ask for it to be doused with a scoopful of
gravy (kuah in Malay) from any stew or stir fry
on display, for which you'll be charged little
extra (if anything).

Campur food is not haute cuisine — and
that's precisely the attraction. Whether you
have, say, ikan kembong (mackerel) deep
fried and served whole, or chicken pieces
braised in soy sauce, or bean sprouts stir-
fried with salted fish or shrimp, any campur
spread is much closer to home cooking
than anything served in formal restaurants.

Nasi campur and noodle dishes are meals
in themselves, but otherwise eating is
generally a shared experience — stir fries and
other dishes arrive in quick succession and
everyone present helps themselves to
several servings of each, eaten with rice, as
the meal progresses.

Breakfast can present a conundrum in
small towns, where the rice and noodle
dishes that locals enjoy at all times of day
may be all that’s easily available. If you can’t
get used to the likes of rice porridge at
dawn, try to find a stall or kedai kopi offering
roti bakar, toast served with butter and kaya.
The latter is a scrumptious sweet spread not
unlike English lemon curd in that it's made
with eggs, though creamed coconut is the
magic ingredient that accounts for most of
the flavour. Kaya is often an orangey colour,
but don'’t fret if you're served some that’s a
murky green thanks to the aromatic pandan
leaf having been added to the mixture during
cooking.

Malay food

In its influences, Malay cuisine looks to the
north and east, most obviously to China in
the use of noodles and soy sauce, but also
to neighbouring Thailand, with which it
shares an affinity for ingredients such as
lemon grass, the ginger-like galingale and
fermented fish sauce (the Malay version,
budu, is made from anchovies). But Malay

fare also draws on Indian and Middle East
cooking in the use of spices, and in dishes
such as biriyani rice. The resulting cuisine is
characterized by being both spicy and a little
sweet. Naturally there’s a particular emphasis
on local ingredients: santan (coconut milk)
lends a sweet, creamy undertone to many
stews and curries, while belacan, a pungent
fermented prawn paste (something of an
acquired taste), is found in chilli condiments
and sauces. A range of unusual herbs,
including curry, kaffir lime and turmeric
leaves, also play a prominent role.

The cuisine of the southern part of the
Peninsula tends to be more lemak (rich) than
further north, where the Thai influence is
strongest and where you'll thus find many a
tom yam stew — spicy and sour (the latter by
dint of lemon grass) — on offer. The most
famous Malay dish is arguably satay (see
box, p.50), though this can be hard to find
outside the big cities; another classic, and
this time ubiquitous, is nasi lemak (see box,
p.50), standard breakfast fare. Also quintes-
sentially Malay is rendang, a dryish curry
made by slow-cooking meat (usually beef) in
coconut milk flavoured with galingale and a
variety of herbs and spices.

For many visitors, one of the most striking
things about Malay food is the bewildering
array of kuih-muih (or just kuih), or sweet-
meats, on display at markets at street stalls.
Often featuring coconut and sometimes gula
melaka (palm-sugar molasses), kuih come in
all shapes and sizes, and in as many colours
(often artificial nowadays) as you find in a
paints catalogue — rainbow-hued layer cakes
of rice flour are about the most extreme
example.

Chinese food

The range of Chinese cooking available in
Malaysia and Singapore represents a
mouthwatering sweep through China’s
southeastern seaboard, reflecting the histor-
ical pattern of emigration from Fujian,
Guangzhou and Hainan Island provinces.
This diversity is evident in popular dishes
served at any collection of stalls or kopitiams.
Cantonese char siew (roast pork, given a
reddish honey-based marinade) is frequently
served over plain rice as a meal in itself, or
as a garnish in noodle dishes such as

sdisvd

49



] saIsve @

50

The culinary highlights listed below are mostly fairly easy to find, and many of these
foods cut across racial boundaries as well, with each ethnic group modifying the
dish slightly to suit its own cooking style. For more local dishes see pp.749-755.
Nasi lemak Rice fragrantly cooked in coconut milk and served with fried peanuts,
tiny fried anchovies, cucumber, boiled egg and spicy sambal.

Roti canai Called roti prata in Singapore, this Indian-inspired griddle bread comes
with a thin curry sauce. The most ubiquitous of a long list of rotis, it’s served by

Malay and Indian kedai kopis and stalls.

Nasi goreng Literally, fried rice, though not as in Chinese restaurants; Malay and
Indian versions feature a little spice and chilli, along with the usual mix of vegetables

plus shrimp, chicken and/or egg bits.

Char kuay teow A Hokkien Chinese dish of fried tagliatelle-style rice noodles
rendered dark by soy sauce and garnished with egg, pork and prawns. The
Singapore version is decidedly sweet. Malay kuay teow goreng is also available and

tends to be plainer, though also spicier.

Satay A Malay dish of chicken, mutton or beef kebabed on bamboo sticks,

marinaded and barbecued. The meat is accompanied by cucumber, raw onion
and ketupat, which is sticky-rice cubes steamed in a wrap of woven leaves. All
these are meant to be dipped in a spicy peanut sauce. Chinese satay featuring

pork also exists.

Laksa A spicy seafood noodle soup, Nonya in origin. Singapore /aksa, served with
fishcake dumplings and beansprouts, is rich and a little sweet thanks to copious
use of coconut milk, while Penang’s asam laksa features flaked fish and a sour

flavour from tamarind.

wonton mee (wonton being Cantonese pork
dumplings); also very common is Hainanese
chicken rice, comprising steamed chicken
accompanied by savoury rice cooked in
chicken stock. Fujian province contributes
dishes such as hae mee, yellow noodles in a
rich prawn broth; yong tau foo, from the
Hakka ethnic group on the border with
Guangzhou, and comprising bean curd,
fishball dumplings and assorted vegetables,
poached and served with broth and sweet
dipping sauces; and mee pok, a Teochew
(Chaozhou) dish featuring ribbon-like noodles
with fishball dumplings and a spicy dressing.

Restaurant dining, on the other hand, is
dominated by Cantonese food. Menus are
sometimes predictable — including standbys
such as sweet-and-sour pork, lemon
chicken, steamed sea bass, Yangzhou fried
rice, claypot rice (rice cooked in an earthen-
ware pot with sweet lap cheong pork
sausage) and so forth — but the quality of
cooking is usually very high.

Many Cantonese places offer great dim
sum lunches, at which small servings of
numerous savouries such as siu mai

dumplings (of pork and prawn), crispy yam
puffs and chee cheong fun (rice-flour rolls
stuffed with pork and dredged in sweet
sauce) are consumed. Traditionally, they're
all served in bamboo steamers and ordered
off trolleys wheeled around by waitresses,
though these days you might well make your
selection from a menu, with the food arriving
directly from the kitchen.

Where available, take the opportunity to try
specialities such as steamboat, a sort of
fondue involving the dunking of raw vegeta-
bles, meat and seafood into boiling stock to
cook (the stock itself is drunk as part of the
meal), or chilli crab (served at some seafood
places), in which crab pieces are served up
in a spicy tomato sauce. It's also worth
sampling humdrum but very commonplace
stomach-fillers such as rice porridge —
either plain, with salted fish and omelette
strips added for flavour, or already flavoured
by being cooked with chicken or fish — and
pow, steamed buns containing a savoury
filling of char siew or chicken, or sometimes
a sweet filing of red bean paste. Both
porridge and pow are widely available as



breakfast fare, while pow is sold throughout
the day as a snack.

Nonya food

Named after the word used to describe
womenfolk of the Peranakan communities
(see p.712), Nonya food is to Penang,
Melaka and Singapore as Creole food is to
Louisiana, a product of the melding of
cultures. In the case of Nonya food, the
blend is of Chinese and Malay (and also
Indonesian) cuisines and can seem more
Malay than Chinese thanks to its use of
spices, except that pork is widely used.

Nonya popiah (spring rolls) is one of the
standard dishes: rather than being fried, the
rolls are assembled by coating a steamed
wrap with a sweet sauce made of palm
sugar, then stuffed mainly with stir-fried
bangkwang, a crunchy turnip-like vegetable.
Another classic is laksa, noodles in a spicy
soup flavoured in part by daun kesom — a
herb fittingly referred to in English as laksa
leaf (see box opposite). Other well-known
Nonya dishes include kuih pai tee, not
unlike fried spring rolls in texture but shaped
like cup cakes, with the filing spooned in;
asam fish, a spicy, tangy fish stew featuring
tamarind (the asam of the name); and
otak-otak, fish mashed with coconut milk
and chilli paste, then put in a narrow
banana-leaf envelope and steamed or
barbecued.

As with Malay food, the very best Nonya
cooking is prepared in the home, these days
often by elderly matriarchs, though a younger
generation of cooks is perpetuating the
tradition. The best places to find Nonya
restaurants are KL, Penang, Melaka and
Singapore.

Indian food

The classic southern Indian dish is the
dosai or thosai, a thin rice-flour pancake,
often stuffed with a vegetable mixture. It's
usually served accompanied by sambar, a
coconut chutney; rasam, a tamarind broth;
and perhaps a few small helpings of
vegetable or dhal curries. Also very common
are a range of roti griddle breads, plus the
more substantial murtabak, thicker than a
roti and stuffed with egg, onion and minced

meat, with sweet banana versions
sometimes available. At lunchtime many
South Indian cafés turn to serving daun
pisang (literally, banana leaf), a meal
comprising rice heaped on a banana-leaf
“platter” and small, replenishable heaps of
various curries placed alongside. In some
restaurants you’ll find more substantial
dishes such as the popular fish-head curry
(don’t be put off by the idea — the “cheeks”
between the mouth and gills are packed with
tasty flesh).

A notable aspect of the Indian eating scene
in Malaysia is the “mamak” kedai kopi, run
by Muslims of Indian descent. With Malay
restaurants not that common, mamak estab-
lishments have become de facto meeting
places for all creeds, being halal and open
late. Foodwise, they’re very similar to other
South Indian places, though there’s perhaps
more of an emphasis on meat in mamak
joints. Tamil and mamak eating places aren’t
hard to tell apart, as the former display
pictures of Hindu gods, while the latter have
framed Arabic inscriptions on the walls.
There are also a few Indian Muslim coffee
shops in Singapore, particularly in Little India
and the Arab quarter, but the term mamak is
little used there.

The food served in northern Indian restau-
rants (only found in big cities), is richer, less
fiery and more reliant on mutton and chicken.
The most famous style of north Indian
cooking is tandoori — named after the clay
oven in which the food is cooked; you’ll
commonly come across tandoori chicken
marinated in yoghurt and spices and then
baked. Breads such as nan also tend to
feature rather than rice, though just about
every restaurant has a version of biriyani.

Borneo cuisine

Much of the diet of the indigenous groups
living in settled communities in east
Malaysia tends to revolve around standard
Malay and Chinese dishes. But in the
remoter regions, or at festival times, you may
have an opportunity to sample indigenous
cuisine. In Sabah’s Klias Peninsula and in
Brunei, villagers still produce ambuyat, a
glue-like, sago-starch porridge that’s dipped
in sauce; then there’s the Murut speciality of
jaruk — raw wild boar, fermented in a bamboo
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Malay food is, unfortunately, a tough nut to crack for vegetarians, as meat and
seafood are well integrated into the cuisine. Among the standard savoury dishes, it’s
really only sayur lodeh (a rich mixed-vegetable curry made with coconut milk), tauhu
goreng (deep-fried tofu with a peanut dressing similar to satay sauce) and acar
(pickles) that veggies can handle. Eating places run by the Chinese and Indian
communities are the best bets, as these groups have some familarity with
vegetarianism thanks to the cultural influence of Buddhism and Hinduism. Chinese
restaurants can always whip up veg stir fries to order and many places now feature
Chinese vegetarian cuisine, featuring the use of textured veg protein and gluten
mock meats, often uncannily like the real thing, and delicious when done right.

If you’re a strict vegetarian, you’ll want to avoid seafood derivatives commonly
used in cooking. This means eschewing dishes like rojak (containing fermented
prawn paste) and the chilli dip called sambal belacan (containing belacan, the Malay
answer to prawn paste) — though for some visitors, vegetarian or not, the pungency
of prawn paste is enough of a deterrent. Oyster sauce, used in Chinese stir fries, is
omitted for vegetarian purposes in favour of soy sauce or just salt. Note also that
the delicious gravy that accompanies roti canai is only likely to be suitable for
veggies if you spot telltale lentils.

If you need to explain in Malay that you’re vegetarian, try saya hanya makan
sayuran (“ only eat vegetables”). Even if the person taking your order speaks
English, it can be useful to list the things you don’t eat (in Malay you’d say, for
example, saya tak mahu ayam dan ikan dan udang for “I don’t want chicken or fish
or prawn” — see p.749 for more terms). Expect a few misunderstandings. The cook
may leave out one thing on your proscribed list, only to substitute another; certain
ingredients, such as dried shrimp, are so commonplace that the cook will
mechanically add them without realizing it.

Halal fare doesn't just feature at Malay and mamak restaurants and stalls. The
catering at mid-range and top-tier Malaysian hotels is in fact mostly halal, or at least
“pork-free” and even the Chinese dishes served at top hotel restaurants have their
pork content replaced with something else. Of course, the pork-free billing doesn’t
equate to being halal, but many local Muslims are prepared to overlook this grey
area or get round it by ordering seafood.

In Singapore, most hawker centres have a row or two of Muslim stalls, and in
areas where the great majority of the population is Muslim, such as Kelantan and
Terengganu, halal or pork-free food is the norm, even at Chinese and Indian
restaurants.

tube and definitely an acquired taste. Among
the most famous of Sabah’s dishes is hinava,
raw fish pickled in lime juice. In Sarawak,
you may be able to sample wild boar when
eating with Iban or Kelabit communities. Wild
boar is in fact most prized and is cooked on
a spit or stewed, and served with rice
(perhaps lemang — glutinous rice cooked in
bamboo) and jungle ferns. River fish is a
longhouse basic; the most easily available,
tilapia, is usually griled with pepper and
herbs, or steamed in bamboo cylinders.

In the main Borneo cities there are ample
opportunities to encounter examples of river

fish, ferns and spices (Sarawak pepper is
world-renowned) being given a transnational
twist in fusion cooking. Many of the boldest
examples can be found in buffets at top-
flight hotels.

Markets feature a delightful range of locally
grown fruit, though modern agricultural
practices are leading to a decline in some
varieties. Below are some of the more
unusual fruits to watch out for.

Look out for the delicious pisang
mas, small, straight, thin-skinned and aromatically



sweet; pisang rastali, slightly bigger, with dark
blotches on the skin and not quite so sweet; plus
green- and even red-skinned varieties.

This smaller version of the nangka (see
jackfruit below) is normally deep-fried, enabling the
seed, not unlike new potato, to be eaten too.

Looks like an apple; varies from yellow to
pinkish brown when ripe, with a soft, pulpy flesh.
One of the most popular fruits in Southeast
Asia, durians are also, for many visitors, the most
repugnant thanks to their unpleasant smell. In season
(March—Aug & Nov—Feb), they're the size of soccer
balls and have a thick green skin covered with sharp
spikes. Inside, rows of large seeds are coated with
squidgy yellow-white flesh, whose flavour has been
likened to vomit-flavoured custard.
Has a green, textured skin and flesh with five
times the vitamin C content of oranges.
Like some kind of giant grenade, the
jackfruit (nangka) grows up to 40cm long and has a
coarse greenish-yellow exterior, enclosing large seeds
whose sweet flesh has a powerful odour, vaguely like
overripe pineapple.

Together with its sister fruit, the duku, this
looks like a small, round potato, with juicy, segmented
white flesh containing small, bitter seeds.

Not unlike the lychee, this stone fruit
has sweet, juicy translucent flesh inside a thin
brown skin.

Available from June—Aug & Nov—Jan,
mangosteens have a segmented white flesh with a
sweet, slightly tart flavour. Be warned: the thick purple
rind contains juice that stains clothes indelibly.

Much grown around Ipoh, this pale green
citrus fruit is slightly smaller than a soccer ball and,
at its best, is juicier and sweeter than grapefruit. Slice
away the rind with a knife, then separate and peel the
giant segments with your hands.

Rambutans are the shape and size

of hen’s eggs, with a soft, spiny exterior (the
redder, the riper) that gives them their name —
rambut means “hair” in Malay. To get at the sweet
translucent white flesh coating the stone inside,
simply make a small tear in the peel with your nails
and twist open.

Teardrop-shaped, the salak has a skin like a
snake’s and a bitter taste.

Inside the bumpy, muddy-green skin of this
fruit is smooth white flesh like blancmange. Margaret
Brooke, wife of Sarawak’s second rajah, Charles,
described it as “tasting like cotton wool dipped in
vinegar and sugar”.

This waxy, pale green fruit, star-shaped
in cross-section, is said to be good for high blood
pressure. The yellower the fruit, the sweeter its flesh
— though it can be rather insipid.

Appropriately, given the steamy climate,
stalls offer a range of desserts that often
revolve around ice milled down to something
resembling slush. More jarringly, desserts
often include Ingredients such as pulses,
sticky rice or even yam and sweet potato,
all of which can be turned into a sweet stew
or porridge.

At their best, local desserts are certainly a
lot more interesting than most ice-cream
sundaes ever get. Easy to find and worth
trying is eis kacang (also known as air batu
campur — “mixed ice” — or ABC), comprising
a small helping of aduki beans, sweetcorn
and bits of jelly, covered with a showy
mound doused in colourful syrups. Even
better, though high in cholesterol, is cendol,
luscious coconut milk sweetened with gula
melaka and mixed with green fragments of
mung-bean-flour jelly. You'll even find
delicious red-bean ice cream on sale, its
flavour dominated by coconut milk rather
than the beans.

Bottled water is widely available at around
RM2 a litre, while among the freshly
squeezed juices, watermelon, orange and
carrot are pretty common, as is the faintly
sappy but invigorating sugar cane, extracted
by pressing the canes through mangles.
Some street stalls also do a range of cordial-
based drinks, nowhere near as good. Rather
better are lychee and longan drinks, made
with diluted tinned juices and served with
some of the fruit at the bottom. The usual
range of soft drinks is available everywhere
for around RM1.50 a can/carton, with the
F&N and Yeo companies providing more
unusual flavours. Sweetened soya milk in
cartons or — much tastier — freshly made at
stalls is another popular local choice, as is
the refreshing, sweet chin chow, which looks
like cola but is in fact made from a seaweed
and comes with strands of seaweed jelly.
Tea (teh) and coffee (kopi) are as much
national drinks as they are in the West. If
ordered with milk, they’ll come with a
generous amount of the sweetened
condensed variety or sometimes evaporated
milk (only large hotels and smarter Western-
style cafés have regular milk). If you don’t
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have a sweet tooth, either ask for your drink :
kurang manis (literally “lacking in sweetness”),
in which case less condensed milk will be :

“on

added, or have it black (use the suffix “0”, eg
kopi o for black coffee); there’s more on the :

complexities of ordering drinks on p.754.

Locals adore their tea or coffee tarik,
literally “pulled”, which in practice means :
frothing the drink by repeatedly pouring it out
of a container in one hand to another :
container in the other hand, and back.
Occasionally this can be quite an entertaining
feat, the drink being poured from head : pretty rough and benefit from being mixed
. with Coke. Brandy, which is what the local
: Chinese drink, tends to be better. The more
: upmarket restaurants and bars serve beer

on draught, cocktails and (generally pricey)
Alcohol is generally not hard to find in :

Malaysia and Singapore. Most of the big :

height with scarcely a drop being spilt.

Alcohol

cities have a bar scenes, though in the towns
drinking is limited to a few non-Muslim
restaurants, drinks stalls at food courts
(which usually serve beer and perhaps stout),

Chinese kedai kopis and Chinese-style bars :

— often no better than tarted-up kedai kopis,

the strongly Muslim areas,

The media

number of establishments, usually Chinese
kedai kopis and stalls, are licensed. Brunei
is officially dry, though non-Muslim visitors
may bring alcohol into the country for their
own consumption (see p.67).

Anchor and Tiger beer (lager) are locally
produced and easily available, though you
can also get Western and Thai beers as well
as the Chinese Tsingtao and a variety of
stouts, including Guinness and the Singa-
porean ABC. Locally produced whisky and
rum are cheap enough, too, though they’re

imported wine. In the longhouses of Sabah
and Sarawak, you might be invited to
sample tuak, a rice wine about the same
strength as beer.

Where bars exist in numbers, fierce
competition ensures happy hours are a
regular feature (usually daily 5-7pm),

: bringing the beer price down to around
the walls perhaps plastered with posters of
Hong Kong showbiz poppets. However, in :
particularly
Kelantan and Terengganu, only a small :

RM8 a glass, though spirits still remain
pricey. While some bars open from
lunchtime till late, most tend to open from
early evening until the small hours.

Both Malaysia and Singapore boast plenty of newspapers, TV channels and radio
stations serving up lively reportage of events, sports and entertainment, though
don’t expect to come across hard-hitting or healthily sceptical coverage of
domestic politics. The major media organizations in each country are at least partly
owned by the government in question; in Singapore, most newspapers have
actually been herded into a conglomerate in which the state has a major stake.

Furthermore, the media are kept on their :
toes by a legal requirement that they must :
periodically renew their licence to publish.
Thus it was that the Sarawak Tribune was :
indefinitely in 2006 after it :
Danish :
cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad; the

suspended

reproduced the controversial

paper subsequently elected to shut down
for good.

Given all these circumstances, it's no
surprise that in the 2008 World Press
Freedom Index, issued by the pressure
group Reporters Without Borders, Malaysia
and Singapore were far down the rankings



at no. 132 and no. 144 respectively — below
much poorer nations not exactly noted for
being exemplars of free speech, such as
Tajikistan and Albania. Brunei's media are
both much less diverse and no more
outspoken than in Malaysia and Singapore.

A wide range of foreign newspapers and
magazines are sold in the main cities, and
international TV channels are available via
satellite and cable, though any coverage of
domestic stories they may run is often
viewed with suspicion by the powers that
be. There are occasional bans on issues of
foreign magazines containing pieces that
displease the authorities, while Singapore’s
leaders have a long history of winning
defamation suits against foreign publications
in the island’s courts.

If this all seems an unremittingly bleak
picture, it should be said that coverage of
Malaysia’s opposition parties has increased
after they took power in several states in the
country’s 2008 general election. Further-
more, the advent of independent news
websites and blogs has been a breath of
fresh air in recent years — to the extent that
in the run-up to the 2006 general elections in
Singapore, the government there attempted
to ban blogging by opposition politicians or
indeed anyone writing about political matters.
Elsewhere in cyberspace, it’s possible to turn
up various Youtube clips of discussion
forums and interviews with activists, offering
an alternative take on local issues.

Malaysia and Singapore both have English,
Malay, Chinese and Tamil newspapers, while
Brunei’s papers appear in English and Malay.
Though Malaysia’s national dailies are
available in towns in east Malaysia, locally
published English-language papers such
as the Borneo Post in Sarawak (@www
.theborneopost.com) and the Daily Express
in Sabah (@www.dailyexpress.com.my) are
more popular there.

Malaysia

@ www.aliran.com. Campaining
magazine with an avowed pro-human-rights stance.
@ www.themalaysiainsider.com.
Considered more moderate than some of its online

counterparts, the Insider provides intelligent news and
commentary in English and Malay.

@ www.malaysia-today.net. G
This news website and blog was thrust into the
international spotlight after the man behind it,
Raja Petra Kamaruddin, was interned under
Malaysia’s Internal Security Act for two months in
2008. At the time of writing, Malaysian ISPs were
still restricting access to the site on government
orders.
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@www
.malaysiakini.com. Invigorating reportage and opinion
with an anti-establishment slant.
@ www.nst.com.my.
Closely linked to the UMNO party is this offshoot of
Singapore’s Straits Times, created after the island
separated from the Federation. A tabloid, it offers a
broad range of news, sports and arts coverage.
@ thenutgraph.com. Thoughtful
analysis of Malaysian affairs with an emphasis on
the links between politics and culture. Among their
awkward-squad columinists are film director Amir
Muhammad and Marina Mahathir, daughter of the
former PM (she is also to be found in The Stan.
@ www.rengah.c20.0rg.

Admirable website offering stories pertinent to
Sarawak’s indigenous communities and their
concerns.

@ www.thestar.com.my. Founded by the
MCA party, The Staris Malaysia’s best-selling English
daily and offers some perceptive analysis of domestic
politics. Ironically, its Insight Down South column is
more probing of Singapore affairs than most stuff in
the island state’s own papers.

@ www.sun2surf.com. More independent-
minded than the other national English dailies, though
rather populist; free.

Singapore

@ www.straitstimes.com. This
venerable broadsheet was founded in 1845, though
sadly its pedigree isn’'t matched by the candour of its
journalism; not bad on foreign news, however.

@ www.talkingcock.com. Satirical
website which takes a sardonic look at local news and
aspects of Singapore society.

@ www.todayonline.com. A free paper from
the state-owned broadcaster Mediacorp, Today is
generally less bland than the Straits Times and carries
worthwhile arts reviews at the weekend.

@ wayangparty.com. Escaping
official censure or worse thus far, this audacious
website delivers insightful analysis of political 55
machinations in Singapore, plus some coverage of
events in Malaysia.
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Brunei

@ www.brunet.bn/news/bb. The
main paper in Brunei, the Bulletin has limited news
content, but its letters page does allow topics seldom
discussed in this strict state to get an airing.

TV and radio in Malaysia, Singapore and
Brunei are dominated by the state-owned
broadcasters RTM, Mediacorp and RTB
respectively, putting out programmes in
several languages. Terrestrial  television
features an unexceptional mix of news,
documentaries and dramas made locally and
abroad, cookery and talk shows, Islamic
discussions and so forth; radio is even less
original and tends to be dominated by pop
music and talk shows. A variety of foreign TV
channels, including CNN, BBC World, National
Geographic, ESPN Sports, Aljazeera (which
has its Far Eastern base in KL) and so forth
are available on cable and satellite in Malaysia,
and on cable in Singapore (where ownership
of satelite dishes is banned). Note that
Malaysian TV is easily picked up in Singapore
and Singapore TV in southern Johor.

Malaysia

@ www.capitalfm.com.my. One of

the country’s more progressive music stations,
transcending chart hits to include some indie, house
and jazz among its offerings. Only audible in the KL
area (88.9FM) at the time of writing.

@ www.catsfm.com. Kuching-based FM
station offering music plus Sarawakian news; see the
website for frequencies around the state.

@ www.rtm.gov.my. Malaysia’s
staple state-owned TV channels, with some
programming in English, Chinese and Tamil. News in
English is broadcast on RTM2 at 8pm daily.

@ www.traxxfm.net. Established RTM
station with a mix of news and music in English,
available on various frequencies around the
Peninsula.

@ www.tv3.com.my. English and Malay
news, drama and documentaries, plus some
Chinese programmes. Along with the youth-oriented
channels NTV7, 8TV and TV9, it's part of the same
conglomerate as the New Straits Times.

@ www.xfresh.com. A great station for
homegrown pop and rock music in Malay and English,
though the patter is in Malay only. Audible in cities
nationwide.

Singapore

@ www.bbcworldservice.com.
88.9FM, 24hr.

@ www.channelnewsasia
.com. Mediacorp’s CNN-like diet of rolling TV news,
via cable.

@ 5.mediacorptv.sg. The main terrestrial
channel for English programming, with plenty of
imported shows.

@ www.mediacorpradio.sg.
Several English-language radio stations, including
the speech-based 938 Live (93.8FM) and Symphony
(92.4FM) for classical music.

Brunei

@www
.rtb.gov.bn. RTB derives a noticeable chunk of its
programming from Malaysia.



Festivals

With so many ethnic groups and religions represented in Malaysia, Singapore and
Brunei, you’ll be unlucky if your trip doesn’t coincide with some sort of festival.
Religious celebrations range from exuberant, family-oriented pageants to blood-
curdlingly gory displays of devotion. Chinese religious festivals - in particular, the
Festival of the Hungry Ghosts - are the best times to catch a free performance of
a Chinese opera, or wayang, featuring crashing cymbals, clanging gongs and
stylized singing. Secular events might comprise a parade with a cast of
thousands, or just a local market with a few cultural demonstrations laid on.

Bear in mind that the major festival periods  :
may play havoc with even the best-planned :
travel itineraries. Some festivals are also
public holidays; check the lists on p.70 for :
- and floats (late Jan/early to mid-Feb).

. Chap Goh Mei The fifteenth and climactic night of
. the Chinese New Year period (known as Guan Hsiao
. Chieh in Sarawak), and a time for more feasting

- and firecrackers; women who throw an orange into
The dates of many festivals change annually : the sea at this time are supposed to be granted a
according to the lunar calendar. The Islamic :

those.

A festival and events
calendar

calendar shifts forward relative to the

websites.

January & February

Ponggal ATamil harvest and New Year festival
held at the start of the Tamil month of Thai.
Ponggal translates as “overflow”, and the festival is

anew claypot over a wood fire till the mixture spills
over, symbolizing prosperity and plenty (mid-Jan).
Thaipusam Entranced Hindu penitents carry
elaborate steel arches (kavadi), attached to

their skin by hooks and skewers, to honour Lord
Subramaniam. The biggest processions are at
Kuala Lumpur’s Batu Caves and from Singapore’s
Sri Srinivasa Perumal Temple to the Chettiar Hindu
Temple (late Jan/early Feb).

Chinese New Year At which Chinese communities
settle debts, visit friends and relatives and give
children red envelopes (hong bao/ang pao) containing
money; Chinese operas and lion- and dragon-dance
troupes perform in the streets, while markets

sell sausages and waxed ducks, pussy willow,
chrysanthemums and mandarin oranges. Singapore
and the major towns of west-coast Malaysia see
Chingay parades, featuring stilt-walkers, lion dancers

good husband (Feb).

Brunei National Day The sultan and tens of
Gregorian calendar by about ten days each :
year, so that, for example, a Muslim festival
that happens in mid-April one year will be :
nearer the beginning of April the following
year. We've listed rough timings, but specific

dates for each year are listed on various - gasier Candlelit processions are held on Good

- Friday at churches such as St Peter’s in Melaka and
. StJoseph’s in Singapore (March/April).

: 0ing Ming Ancestral graves are cleaned and

* restored, and offerings made by Chinese families at
the beginning of the third lunar month, signifying the
- beginning of spring and a new farming year (April).
I ) ) . Vesak Day Saffron-robed monks chant prayers
celebrated by boiling sugar, rice and milk together in  at packed Buddhist temples, and devotees release
: caged birds to commemorate the Buddha’s birth,

* enlightenment and the attainment of Nirvana (May).
© Sabah Fest A week of events in Kota Kinabalu,

. offering a chance to experience Sabah’s food,

. handicrafts, dance and music; right at the end

. comes Rumah Terbuka Malaysia Tadau Kaamatan, a
harvest festival in Kota Kinabalu (late May).

thousands of Bruneians watch parades and
fireworks at the Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah National
Stadium, just outside Bandar Seri Begawan (Feb 23).

March—May

June—August

: Yang di-Pertuan Agong’s Birthday Festivities

- are held in KL to celebrate the birthday of Malaysia’s
. king, elected every five years by the country’s nine

* sultans or rajahs from among their number (June).
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Sarawak’s Iban and Bidayuh peoples
celebrate the end of harvesting with extravagant
longhouse feasts. Aim to be in a longhouse on the
Rejang or Batang Ai rivers, or on dry land around
Serian or Bau (June).

Melaka’s Eurasian community
decorate their boats to honour the patron saint of
fishermen (June 24).

Rowing boats, bearing a
dragon’s head and tail, race in Penang, Melaka,
Singapore and Kota Kinabalu, to commemorate a
Chinese scholar who drowned himself in protest
against political corruption (June/July).

Starting with a
speech by the sultan on the padang, celebrations
continue for two weeks with parades, lantern
processions, traditional sports competitions and
fireworks (July 15).

Kuching hosts a month
of arts and crafts shows, street parades, food fairs
and traditional games, all celebrating the culture of
Sarawak (Aug).

Singapore’s
independence is celebrated with a huge show at
the National Stadium, featuring military parades
and fireworks (Aug 9).

Held to appease
the souls of the dead released from purgatory during
the seventh lunar month, when Chinese street operas
are held, and joss sticks, red candles and paper
money are burnt outside Chinese homes (late Aug).

Muslims spend the ninth month of
the Islamic calendar fasting in the daytime, and
breaking their fasts nightly with delicious Malay
sweetmeats served at stalls outside mosques
(starts around Aug 21 in 2009).

Parades in KL's Merdeka
Square and other cities mark the formation of the
state of Malaysia (Aug 31).

September—December

Also known as the Mid-
Autumn Festival, this is when Chinese people eat
and exchange moon cakes, made from sesame and
lotus seeds and sometimes stuffed with a duck egg.
Essentially a harvest festival (Sept).

The end of Ramadan
which Muslims celebrate by feasting, and by
visiting family and friends; this is the only time the
region’s royal palaces are open to the public (falls
in Sept in 2009).

Hindu temples devote nine nights to
classical dance and music in honour of the consorts
of the Hindu gods, Shiva, Vishnu and Brahman
(Sept-0Oct).

Hindu firewalking ceremony in which
devotees prove the strength of their faith by running
across a pit of hot coals; best seen at the Sri
Mariamman Temple in Singapore (Oct/Nov).

Also known as Divali, this Hindu festival
celebrates the victory of Light over Dark: oil lamps
are lit outside homes to attract Lakshmi, the
goddess of prosperity, and prayers are offered at all
temples (Oct/Nov).

Muslims gather at
mosques to honour those who have completed the
hajj, or pilgrimage to Mecca; goats are sacrificed
and their meat given to the needy (late Nov in 2009.)

Shopping centres in major cities
compete to create the most spectacular Christmas
decorations (Dec 25).



Sports and outdoor activities

With some of the oldest tropical rainforest in the world and countless beaches
and islands, trekking, snorkelling and scuba diving are common pursuits in
Malaysia. The more established resorts on the islands of Penang, Langkawi and
Tioman offer more elaborate sports such as jet skiing and paragliding, while
Cherating (the budget-travellers’ centre on the east coast), with its exposed,

windy bay, is a hot spot for windsurfers.

If you intend to take up any of the pursuits
insurance policy.

Snorkelling, diving and
windsurfing

The crystal-clear waters of Malaysia and its
abundance of tropical fish and coral make :
. Kinabalu. Two hours’ drive south lies Sungai

snorkelling and diving a must for any under-

water enthusiast. This is particularly true of
Sabah’s Sipidan Island Marine Reserve :
and the Peninsula’s east coast, with islands
like the Perhentians, Redang, Kapas and :
Kota Kinabalu and :
also have dive schools :
offering PADI (Professional Association of :
Diving Instructors) courses with access to
© operator such as Nomad Adventure (@www

Tioman. Sabah’s

Sarawak’s  Miri

nearby dive sites.

Dive shops offer courses ranging from a

beginner’s open-water course, at around
RM800, right through to the dive-master
certificate, a fourteen-day course costing
from RM1800. All equipment should be

Schools International). Most

for rent at no more than RM20 per day.

delicate underwater ecosystem.

. the notable exception of Cherating. Its large,
below, check that they are covered by your :

open bay and shallow waters provide near-

. perfect conditions for the sport during the
: northeast monsoon season.

: White-water rafting

White-water rafting has become a highly
popular activity near the Sabah capital Kota

Padas, a grade 3 river which, at its northern
end, runs through the spectacular Padas

Gorge. Most specialist operators (see
p.499), provide a day’s rafting there for
around RM150, including equipment.

Opportunities  for rafting in Peninsular
Malaysia tend to be in out-of-the-way spots
in the interior; it's best to go with an

.nomadadventure.com) or  Khersonese
Expedition (®www.thepaddlerz.com).

Trekking

. The majority of treks in Malaysia require
included in the price, and make sure that the :

shop s registered with PADI or SSI (Scuba - s the fierce sun, the tropical climate can

beachside :

guesthouses have snorkelling equipment : which rapidly affects the condition of trails or

© the height of a river — what started out as a

In some popular snorkelling areas there : tgn-hour trip can end up taking twice as

are lanes for motorboats clearly marked with

buoy lines — always stay on the correct side * hygely significant factor when planning a

of the line or you risk a nasty accident. If trek. Although the rainy season (Nov—Feb)

you're not sure in which areas it is safe to : yndoubtedly slows your progress on some

swim or snorkel, always seek local advice. : of the trails, conditions are less humid then,

However tempting the coral looks, you : ang the parks and adventure tours are not

should never touch it as this can cause irrep- : gversubscribed.

arable damage to the reefs and upset the

some forethought and preparation. As well

unleash torrential rain without any warning,

long. That said, the time of year is not a

Treks in national parks almost always require

that you go in a group with a guide, although
Windsurfing has yet to take off in all but :
the most expensive resorts in Malaysia, with

it’s quite possible to go to most parks on your
own and then join a group once there. Costs

SOI}IAI}OE J00PINO puUE suodg \ soIsyd ©

59



aylenbiie pue ainyny ’ saIsve @)

60

The list below assumes you'll be spending the night in a hostel or lodge; you will

also need a tent if you plan to camp.

Essentials

Backpack

Sleeping bag

Mosquito net

Water bottle

Toiletries and toilet paper
Torch (and/or head torch)
Sewing kit

Pocket knife

Sunglasses (UV protective)
Sun block and lip balm
Insect repellent
Compass

Clothing and footwear
Breathable shirts/T-shirts

and conditions vary among the parks; each :
. other parks in Sarawak, especially Gunung
and tour operators in Kuala Lumpur, Kuching,
Miri and Kota Kinabalu (isted throughout the :
Guide) can also furnish information on condi-

. largely inaccessible Endau-Rompin Park in
Taman
Negara is probably the best place to start,
. Kinabalu Park in Sabah is in a class of its
of which can be done without a guide, while
Bako National Park in southwest Sarawak :
offers fairly easy, day-long hikes, and is a

park account in the Guide contains details,

tions and options in the parks.
For inexperienced  trekkers,

boasting the greatest variety of walks, many

Lightweight, quick-drying trousers
Rainproof coat or poncho

Cotton hat with brim

Fleece jacket

Trekking boots

Cotton and woollen socks
Anti-leech socks

Other useful items

Plastic bag (to rainproof your pack)
Emergency snack food

Spare bootlaces

Small towel

Insulation mat

Basic first-aid kit

haven for birdlife. For the more experienced,

Mulu, should offer sufficient challenges for
most tastes while Sabah’s Maliau Basin is
at the very demanding end of the scale. The

the south of Peninsular Malaysia is for
serious expedition fiends only. Mount

own, the hike to the top of the mountain a
demanding but highly rewarding combina-
tion of trekking and climbing.

Culture and etiquette

Despite the obvious openness to influences from around the globe, and the
urbanity of Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, Penang and Kuching, society in Malaysia,
Singapore and Brunei remains fairly conservative and conformist. Behaviour that
departs from established cultural and behavioural norms - basically, anything that
draws attention to the individuals concerned - can create a bit of a scene and
become problematic. These norms are well worth noting, being both tricky for
outsiders to discern and widely applicable elsewhere in Asia.

the limits lie, it’s best to err on the side of
caution. Get the balance right and you'll find

Though allowances are made for foreigners, :
until you acquire some familiarity with where :



locals helpful and welcoming, while
respectful of your need for some privacy.

For both men and women, exposing lots of
bare flesh is generally a no-no in this part of
Asia, and the minimum degree to which you
should cover up can seem surprisingly prim.
Islamic tradition suffuses the dress code for
locals, Muslim or otherwise, and dictates
that both men and women should keep
torsos covered; shirt sleeves, if short, should
come down to the elbow (vests are thus not
OK, and for women, long-sleeved tops are
preferable), while shorts (or skirts) should
extend down to the knee (long trousers are
ideal). Figure-hugging clothes are often
frowned upon, particularly for women.

Of course dress codes are more liberal in
most cities (Singapore and Kota Kinabalu in
particular), on the beach and when pursuing
sporting activities, but it’s surprising how
often the minimum standards mentioned
above are complied with. Also, remember
that in Muslim tradition, the soles of shoes
are considered unclean, having been in
contact with the dirt of the street. Thus
before entering any home (Muslim or
otherwise), it's almost universal practice to
remove footwear at the threshold or before
stepping onto any carpeted or matted area.

Given the fairly conformist nature of society,
discretion should be your watchword.
Canoodling in public will not win you any
friends and could make you the subject of
unwanted attention. In a situation where you
need to make a complaint, the most
effective approach is not to raise your voice
but to go out of your way to be reasonable
while stating your case. Drinking alcohol in
public is not acceptable away from restau-
rants, bars and street dining areas.

In relation to body language, note that
touching someone’s head, be they Muslim
or otherwise, must be avoided, as the head
is considered sacred in Eastern culture.
Handshakes are fairly commonplace when
meeting someone; Muslims often follow this
by touching the palm of the right hand to
their own chest. Some Muslims may be

reluctant to shake hands with the opposite
sex; however, in this case a smile, nod and
the right-hand-palm gesture mentioned
above will suffice.

[t's not uncommon to see various temples
and mosques happily existing side by side,
each providing a social as well as a religious
focal point for the corresponding community.
Architectural  traditions mean that the
Chinese and Indian temples, built out of
brick, have long outlasted the timber Malay
mosque, and some are among the oldest
structures you're likely to see in the region.
Many of these buildings are worth a look
around, though only at the largest temples
might you get a little tour, courtesy of the
caretaker.

When visiting mosques men should wear
long trousers and a shirt or top with sleeves
coming down to the elbows (long sleeves
are even better); women will also have to
don a long cloak and headdress, which is
provided by most mosques. You'll be
required to remove your shoes before
entering. No non-Muslim is allowed to enter
a mosque during prayer time or go into the
prayer hall at any time, although it’s possible
to stand just outside and look in.

Most Chinese and Hindu temples are open
from early morning to early evening;
devotees go in when they like, to make
offerings or to pray. At Hindu temples, as
with mosques, you're expected to remove
your shoes before entering.

Women who respect local customs and
exercise common sense should have few
problems travelling alone or with other
women. A basic rule is not to do things you
wouldn’t do at home, so hitch-hiking, for
example, is best avoided.

Some Western women have been known
to find the atmosphere in largely Muslim
areas, such as Kelantan or Terengganu, off-
putting. Arriving there from Thailand or from
a more cosmopolitan part of Malaysia, some
women travellers go out of their way to
observe the dress code mentioned earlier,
yet an unlucky few still find themselves being
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Malay women are among the most emancipated in the Islamic world. They often

attain prominent roles in business, academia and other areas of public life, and are
not lacking in confidence or social skills, as a visit to any Malay-run shop, hotel or
market stall will attest. Malay women are also very much the linchpin of the family,

and husbands often give way to their wives in domestic matters.

The more conservative tide running through the Islamic world has had little
impact on this situation, although many Malay women now wear a tudung
(headscarf) whereas a generation or two ago they were often content not to wear
one. Sometimes this is merely indicative of an acceptance of the trappings of the
religion or possibly a desire to please parents — it’s not unusual to see Malay
women at a club partying away in the unlikely combination of headscarf, skimpy

T-shirt and tight jeans.

All of this is not to say that the outlook for Malay women is without struggle. Recent
amendments to Malaysia‘s Islamic family law, which were passed in the face of
disquiet among the government‘s own women senators, were criticized by women’s
rights groups as weakening the rights of Muslim women. Campaigning has led to
more liberal revisions to the law, which were being debated at the time of writing.

stared at or subjected to wolf-whistles or
lewd gestures. This is all the more annoying
if you spot local Chinese women wandering
around in skimpy tops without anyone
batting an eyelid. Though it’s no consolation,
it'’s worthwhile to note that the ground rules

are different for locals; the Malay, Chinese
and Indian communities, having lived
together for generations, have an unspoken
understanding as to how the respective
communities can behave in public.

Shopping and souvenirs

Unless you're in a department store, prices
are negotiable, so be prepared to haggle. If
you’re planning to buy something pricey — a
camera, say — it's a good idea to pay a visit
to a fixed-price store to check the correct
retail price; this way, you'll know if you're
being ripped off. Asking for the “best price”
is always a good start to negotiations; from
there, it's a question of technique, but be
realistic — shopkeepers will soon lose interest
if you offer an unreasonably low price. If you

do buy any electrical goods, make sure you
get an international guarantee, and that it is
endorsed by the shop.

Malaysian pastimes throw up some inter-
esting purchases: wayang kulit (shadow
play) puppets, portraying characters from
Hindu legend, are attractive and light to
carry; equally colourful but completely
impractical if you have to carry them around
are the Malay kites, which can be several
metres long. There’s a round-up below of



the other main souvenir items you might
want to bring back.

In east Malaysia, the craft shops of Kota
Kinabalu in Sabah have a wide variety of
ethnic handicrafts native to the state. Most
colourful of these are the tudong duang, a
multicoloured cover, meant to keep flies off
food, that looks like a conical hat. Sarawak’s
peoples also produce a wide range of
handicrafts using raw materials from the
forest, with designs that are inspired by
animist beliefs. In longhouses, you may see
blowpipes and tools being made. Kuching is
also renowned for its pottery, ceramic
vases and bowls bearing Iban and Bidayuh
native designs.

The art of producing batik cloth originated in
Indonesia, but today batik is available across
Southeast Asia and supports a thriving
industry in Malaysia. To make batik, hot wax
is applied to a piece of cloth with either a
pen or a copper stamp; when the cloth is
dyed, the wax resists the dye and a pattern
appears, a process that can be repeated
many times to build up colours. Note that
some vendors try to pass off printed cloth as
batik. Make sure the brightness of the
pattern is equal on both sides — if it's
obviously lighter on one side, it is likely the
cloth is printed.

Batik is used to create shirts, skirts, bags
and hats, as well as traditional sarongs —
rectangular lengths of cloth wrapped around
the waist and legs to form a sort of skirt
worn by both males and females. These
start at around RM20 and are more
expensive, depending on how complex and
colourful the design is.

The exquisite style of fabric known as
songket is a big step up in price from batik;

made by hand-weaving gold and silver
thread into plain cloth, songket is used to
make sarongs, headscarves and the like.
Expect to pay at least RM120 for a sarong-
length of cloth, and RM300-400 for the
most decorative pieces. The other thing
you'll be able to buy in Indian enclaves
everywhere is primary-coloured silk sarees —
look in Little India in Singapore and the Jalan
TAR in Kuala Lumpur for the best bargains.
Unique to Sarawak is pua kumbu (in Iban,
“blanket”), a textile whose complex designs
are created using the ikat method of weaving
(see p.425 for more). The cloth is best
picked up in the bazaar towns or
longhouses along the state’s many rivers.

Of the wealth of metalwork on offer, silver-
ware from Kelantan is among the finest and
most intricately designed; it's commonly
used to make earrings, brooches and
pendants, as well as more substantial
pieces. Selangor State is known for its
pewter — a refined blend of tin, antimony
and copper, which makes elegant vases,
tankards and ornaments.

Over in Brunei, the speciality is brassware
— kettles (called kiri) and gongs — decorated
with  elaborate Islamic motifs.  Brunei
brassware, however, is substantially more
expensive than similarly sized Malaysian
pewter articles.

Natural resources from the forest have
traditionally been put to good use, with
rattan, cane, bamboo and mengkuang
(pandanus) used to make baskets, bird
cages, mats, hats and shoulder bags.
Woodcarving skills, once employed to
decorate the palaces and public buildings of
the early sultans, are today used to make

Malaysia has no duty on cameras, watches, cosmetics, perfumes or cigarettes.
Pulau Labuan, Pulau Langkawi and Pulau Tioman are duty-free islands, which in
practice means that goods there (including alcohol) can be forty percent cheaper
than on the Malaysian mainland, though it’s not as though a particularly impressive
range of products is on sale. Duty-free products in Singapore include electronic
and electrical goods, cosmetics, cameras, clocks, watches, jewellery, precious

stones and metals.

(B
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less exotic articles such as mirror frames. :

However, it’s still possible to see statues and

masks created by the Orang Asli. As :
animists, Orang Asli artists draw upon the :

natural world — animals, trees, fish, as well

as more abstract elements like fire and water :

Costs

Those entering Malaysia from Thailand will find
that costs are slightly higher — both food and
accommodation are more expensive — whereas
travellers arriving from Indonesia will find prices
a litte lower overall. Traveling in a group

naturally helps keep accommodation and : ‘ ;
. in a cheap restaurant and having a beer or

eating costs down. The region affords some
savings for senior citizens, and an ISIC student
card might occasionally pay dividends.

Note that bargaining is routine throughout
Malaysia and Singapore when buying stuff in
markets or small shops, though you don'’t
haggle for meals or accommodation.

Malaysia

In Peninsular Malaysia you can scrape by
on £12/US$18 per day staying in dorms,
eating at hawker stalls and getting around by
bus. Double that and you’ll be able to exist
in relative comfort and not have to think too

Over in east Malaysia the minimum daily
outlay is a little higher at £15/US$22, as
accommodation and tours tend to cost a
little more here.

Singapore and Brunei

For the cost of a dorm bed in Singapore, :
you could easily get a private room in a KL :

guesthouse, which only goes to show how
much pricier Singapore is than Malaysia. As
a rule of thumb, whatever the cost of
something in Malaysian ringgit, you'll pay
roughly the same number of Singapore

. or Brunei,
har t jonally treatin rself. - . L
ard about occasionally treating yoursel © someone running after you with it than

— for their imagery. Of particular interest are
the carvings of the Mah Meri of Selangor,
which are improvisations on the theme of
moyang, literally “ancestor”, which is the
generic name for all spirit images.

) Travel essentials

dollars for it across the Causeway — and a
Singapore dollar happens to be worth more
than 2 ringgit.

Surviving in Singapore thus requires a
minimum  budget of £20/US$30 a day.
Upgrading your lodgings to a private room in
a guesthouse, eating one of your daily meals

two could require £35/US$50 a day.

Costs in Brunei are even higher than in
Singapore as there is little In the way of
budget accommodation; furthermore, you
are going to be largely dependent on taxis to
see anything outside the capital, as the

. public transport network is still minimal. As a
© result, the minimum daily outlay is likely to be

around £40/US$60.

Crime and personal
safety

If you lose something in Malaysia, Singapore
you're more likely to have

running away. Nevertheless, you shouldn’t
become complacent: pickpockets and
snatch-thieves are on the prowl in Malay-
sia’'s more touristed cities, and theft from
dormitories by other tourists is a common
complaint. If you have to report a crime, be
sure to get a copy of the police report for
insurance purposes.

Sensible precautions include carrying
your passport, traveller's cheques and other
valuables in a concealed money belt, and
making use of the safety deposit box that
many guesthouses and hotels have. It’s



Police ©®999
Fire Brigade/Ambulance ®994

Police ®999
Fire Brigade/Ambulance ®995

Police ®993
Ambulance ®991
Fire Brigade ®995

worth taking a photocopy of the relevant
pages of your passport, too, in case it's lost
or stolen. If you use traveller’s cheques,
keep a separate record of the serial
numbers, together with a note of which ones
you've cashed.

It's worth repeating here that it is very
unwise to have anything to do with illegal
drugs of any description in Malaysia,
Singapore and Brunei (see box, p.66).

Malaysia

If you do need to report a crime in Malaysia,
head for the nearest police station, where
there’ll invariably be someone who speaks
English. In many major tourist spots, there
are specific tourist police stations geared up
to problems faced by foreign travellers.

Restrictions on contact between people of
the opposite sex (such as the offence of
khalwat, or “close proximity”) and eating in
public during daylight hours in the Ramadan
month apply to Muslims only.

Singapore

Singapore is known locally as a “fine city” —
there are substantial fines for misdemean-
ours including littering, jaywalking — here
defined as crossing a main road within 50m
of a designated pedestrian crossing — and
so forth, though these penalties are seldom
enforced as the populace has become
compliant over the years. One thing to bear
in mind is that chewing gum is outlawed in
Singapore on the grounds that used gum
can foul the streets.

Singapore’s police, who wear dark-blue
uniforms, keep a fairly low profile, but are

polite and helpful when approached; see
p.683 for contact details.

Mains voltage in Malaysia, Singapore and
Brunei is 230 volts, so any equipment using
110 volts will need a converter. The plugs in
all three countries have three square prongs
like British ones.

Nationals of the UK, Ireland, the US, Canada,
Australia, New Zealand and South Africa
don’'t need visas in advance to stay in
Malaysia, Singapore or Brunei, and it's
straightforward to extend your permission to
stay. That said, it's always a good idea to
check with the relevant embassy or
consulate, as the rules on visas are complex
and subject to change. Ensure that your
passport is valid for at least six months from
the date of your trip, and has several blank
pages for entry stamps.

Malaysia

Upon arrival in Malaysia, citizens of
Australia, Canada, the UK, lIreland, US,
New Zealand and South Africa are given a
passport stamp entitling them to a three-
month stay. Visitors who enter via
Sarawak, however, receive a one-month
stamp (see below). It’s a straightforward
matter to extend this permit by applying at
the Immigration Department, who have
offices (listed in the Guide) in Kuala Lumpur
and major towns. Visitors from the above
countries can also cross into Singapore or
Thailand and back to be granted a fresh
Malaysia entry stamp. Visa requirements
for various nationalities are listed on
@www.kin.gov.my.

Tourists travelling from the Peninsula to
east Malaysia (Sarawak and Sabah) must be
cleared again by immigration; visitors to
Sabah can remain as long as their original
entry stamp is valid, but arriving in Sarawak
from whichever territory generates a new
thirty-day stamp, which can be easily
renewed.

When you arrive, you will normally be given
a lengthy landing card to complete; note that
you need to hang onto the small departure
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In Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei, the possession of illegal drugs — hard or soft

— carries a hefty prison sentence or even the death penalty. If you are arrested for
drugs offences you can expect no mercy from the authorities and little help from
your consular representatives. The simple advice, therefore, is not to have anything
to do with drugs in any of these countries, and never agree to carry anything

through customs for a third party.

portion of the card for when you leave
Malaysia.

Malaysian embassies and consulates

7 Perth Ave, Yarralumla, Canberra, ACT
6000 ®02/6273 1543.

No. 61, Simpang 336, Kg Sungai Akar, Jalan
Kebangsaan, P.0. Box 2826, Bandar Seri Begawan
®02/381095.

60 Boteler St, Ottawa, ON K1N 8Y7
©613/241-5182.
Jalan H.R. Rasuna Said, Kav. X/6,
No. 1-3 Kuningan, Jakarta Selatan 12950
®021/5224947.

Shelbourne House, Level 3A-5A,

Ballsbridge, Dublin 4 ®01/667 7280.
10 Washington Ave, Brooklyn,
Wellington ® 04/801385 2439.
301 Jervois Rd ®6325 0111.
1007 Schoeman St, Arcadia, Pretoria
0083 ®012/342 5990.
35 South Sathorn Rd, Bangkok 10120
®02/629 6300.

45 Belgrave Square, London SW1X 8QT
®©020/7919 0251.

3516 International Court, NW Washington, DC
20008 @ 202/572-9700; 313 East 43rd St, New
York @ 212/490-1420; 550 South Hope St, Suite
400, Los Angeles 90071 ®213/892-1238.

Singapore

Upon arrival in Singapore, citizens of the
UK, lIreland, the US, Canada, Australia,
New Zealand and South Africa are
normally stamped in for fourteen days,
though a month’s stay can be granted if
requested. Extending your stay for up to
three months is possible but extensions
beyond this are rare. If you have any
problems extending vyour stay, there’s
always the option of taking a bus up to
Johor Bahru just inside Malaysia, then
returning to Singapore, whereupon you're
given a new entry stamp.

Singaporean embassies and
consulates

17 Forster Crescent, Yarralumla,

Canberra, ACT 2600 ® 02/6271 0700.
Suite 1820, 999 Hastings St, Vancouver,
BC V6C 2W2 ®604/669 5115.
Block X/4 Kav No. 2, Jalan H.R. Rasuna
Said, Kuningan, Jakarta ®021/2995 0400.
2 Ely Place Upper, Dublin 2

®01/669 1700.

209 Jalan Tun Razak, Kuala Lumpur
50400 ®03/2161 6404.

17 Kabul St, Khandallah, Wellington
®04/470 0850.
980 Schoeman St, Arcadia, Pretoria

0083 ®012/430 6035.

129 South Sathorn Rd, Bangkok 10120
®02/286-2111.

9 Wilton Crescent, Belgravia, London SW1X 8SP
®020/7235 8315.
3501 International Place NW, Washington,

DC 20008 ®202/537-3100.

Brunei

US nationals can visit Brunei for up to ninety
days without a visa, while British and New
Zealand passport holders are granted thirty
days, and Canadians, Australians and South
Africans fourteen. Once you're in Brunei,
extending your permission to stay is usually
a formality; apply at the Immigration Depart-
ment in Bandar Seri Begawan.

Bruneian embassies and consulates

10 Beale Crescent, Deakin, ACT 2600
Canberra ®02/6285 4500.
395 Laurier Ave, Ottawa, ON, KIN 6R4
®613/234-5656.
Jalan Teuku Umar 9, Menteng, Jakarta
®021/3190 6080.
No office; contact their UK representation.
No. 19-10, 19th floor, Menara Tan
& Tan, Jalan Tun Razak, Kuala Lumpur 50400
®03/2161 2800.



No office; contact their Australia
representation.
325 Tanglin Rd ® 6733 9055.
see the Singapore embassy.
3, Ekamai 8, 63 Sukhumvit Rd Bangkok
10110 ©02/7147387.
19/20 Belgrave Square, London SW1X 8PG
®0207/581 0521.
3520 International Court NW, Washington, DC
20008 ©202/237-1838.

Customs allowances

Malaysia’s duty-free allowances let you
bring in 200 cigarettes or 2259 of tobacco,
and up to a litre of wine, spirits or liquor.
There’s no customs clearance for passen-
gers travelling from Singapore or Peninsular
Malaysia to East Malaysia, nor for people
passing between Sabah and Sarawak.

Entering Singapore from anywhere other
than Malaysia (with which there are no
duty-free restrictions), you can bring in one
litre each of spirits, wine and beer duty-free;
duty is payable on all tobacco.

Visitors to Brunei may bring in 200
cigarettes, 50 cigars or 250g of tobacco,
and 60ml of perfume; non-Muslims over 17
can also import two quarts of liquor and
twelve cans of beer for personal consump-
tion (any alcohol brought into the country
must be declared upon arrival).

Though Malaysia’s largest cities, plus
Singapore, have long had a discreet gay
scene, the public profile of gays and lesbians
was until recently still summed up by the old
“don’t ask, don’t tell” maxim. However,
cyberspace has helped galvanize gay people
in both countries, providing a virtual refuge
within which to socialize and campaign.
Hitherto strait-laced Singapore is now the
home of an excellent gay news and lifestyle
website (@www.fridae.com), permits explo-
ration of gay themes in the arts and for a
time even played host to outdoor gay rave
parties, which drew major international
participation. While the environment in
Malaysia is always going to be more
conservative — illustrated by the fact that
Brokeback Mountain failed to be screened
there, and by occasional raids on gay saunas

— the Malaysian government has no obvious
Islamically inspired appetite to clamp down
on the existing, limited gay nightlife.

For all the general loosening up over the
years, it's very much a case of two steps
forward and one step back. In 2007,
following an extraordinary parliamentary
debate, Singapore MPs finally agreed to
repeal colonial-era laws criminalizing anal
and oral sex, though they retained the injunc-
tion on such activity between men. Speaking
in the debate, Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong noted that public opinion on gay
matters was divided, though he reiterated
that government would continue not to
enforce the law against gay sex and had no
intention of compelling gay venues to “go
underground”. The same colonial legislation
remains on the statute book in Malaysia, and
while a few gay-friendly bars do thrive there,
any gay-related campaigning that exists
tends to be channelled into the relatively
uncontentious issue of HIV/AIDS. Meanwhile,
Singapore has consistently declined to give
official recognition to its gay lobby group,
People Like Us (@www.plu.sg). Needless to
say, all this makes legal recognition of gay
partnerships a distant prospect in either
country.

This mixed picture shouldn’t deter gay
visitors from getting to know and enjoy the
local scene, such as it is. A small number of
gay establishments are reviewed in this
guide, and more listings are available on
@www.fridae.com and the Bangkok-based
@ www.utopia-asia.com.

A typical travel insurance policy usually
provides cover for the loss of bags, tickets
and — up to a certain limit — cash or cheques,
as well as cancellation or curtailment of your
journey. Some policy premiums now include
so-called dangerous sports; in Malaysia, for
example, this can mean scuba diving, white-
water rafting or trekking (notably in the
Maliau Basin of Sabah). Always ascertain
whether medical coverage will be paid out
as treatment proceeds or only after return
home, and whether there is a 24-hour
medical emergency number. When securing
baggage cover, make sure that the per-
article limit will cover your most valuable
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possession. If you need to make a claim, you
should keep receipts for medicines and
medical treatment, and in the event you have
anything stolen, you must obtain an official
statement from the police.

Internet cafés and shops can be found in
all Malaysian cities and large towns, often in
malls or in upstairs premises along central
streets. While many may serve the odd
coffee or Coke, the emphasis often isn’t on
beverages or even getting online, but on
networked gaming, the terminals swamped
by kids playing noisy shoot-em-ups late into
the night. Periodic crackdowns temporarily
compel the internet cafés to keep sensible
hours and, it's hoped, the youths in their
beds. At least the cafés do provide reliable
internet access, costing RM3-6 per hour in
practically all cases. In small towns, access
may be available in guesthouses that see
foreign travellers, or mobile-phone shops,
both charging standard rates.

Likewise, it's not hard to get online in
Brunei or Singapore; for details, see the
respective chapters.

Most Malaysian towns have laundries (dobi)
where you can have clothes washed cheaply
and quickly, according to weight, picking
them up later in the day or early the next
day. In addition, some hostels and guest-
houses have washing machines available for
guests to use for a small charge. Small
sachets of soap powder are readily available
from general stores if you prefer to hand-
wash. Dry-cleaning services are less
common, though any hotel of a decent
standard will be able to oblige.

Opportunities for non-residents to find short-
term employment in Malaysia and Singapore
are few and far between. On an unofficial
basis, helpers are often required in guest-
houses; the wages you’ll get for these tasks
are low, but board and lodging are often
included. On a more formal level, both
Singapore and KL in particular have large
communities of skilled expats with work

permits, secured by their employer. In
Malaysia expats can still expect elevated
salaries, but this perk is increasingly rare in
Singapore, where living standards are high
enough as it is.

English-language-teaching  qualifications
are in demand by language schools in both
countries, while in Malaysia it’s also possible
to find work if you are a qualified diving
instructor. There are also a few volunteer
schemes mainly focusing on nature conser-
vation fieldwork, though note that they are
seldom cheap to join.

Study and work programmes

US ®1-800/AFS-
INFO, Canada ® 1-800/361-7248, UK ©0113/242
6136, Australia ® 1300/131 736, NZ ®0800/600
300, SA ©®011/447 2673; @ www.afs.org.
Community service schemes in Malaysia.
US & Canada
®1-800/776-0188, UK ®01865/318 831,
Australia ® 03/9682 6828; @ www.earthwatch.org.
Offers a range of nature-conservation projects; past
projects include bat conservation and climate-change
studies in Malaysia.
US ®212/984-5487,
@ us.fulbright.org. Regular opportunities for US
citizens to spend several months teaching English in
rural Malaysia, without requiring teaching experience.
UK ®0845/371 3070, @ www
.orangutanproject.com. Orang-utan conservation in
Malaysia, mostly at rehabilitation centres or upriver
locations in Borneo.

Malaysia has a well-organized postal
service operated by Pos Malaysia
(®1300/300 300, @www.pos.com.my),
whose website gives details of postage
rates, express mail and courier (“PosLaju”)
services and so forth. For airmail letters,
aerogrammes are cost-effective at 50 sen
apiece, as compared to RM1.50 to airmail
the lightest letters to Australasia; expect
delivery to take one to two weeks depending
on the destination. Surface mail — which
can be useful as a relatively cheap way to
send parcels — takes at least four weeks.
Usual post office opening hours are Monday
to Saturday 8am to 6pm.

Each Malaysian town has a General Post
Office (GPO) with a poste restante section,



where mail will be held for two months. If
you're having mail sent this way, tell the
sender to underline your surname or put it in
capitals, and to address the letter as follows:
name, Poste Restante, GPO, town or city,
state. When picking up mail, be sure to have
staff check under first names as well as
family names — misfiling of letters is common.

In Brunei, post offices are open Monday
to Thursday between 8am and 4.30pm, and
on Friday and Saturday from 8am till noon.
For details of postal services in Singapore,
see p.683.

Most Malaysian tourist offices have free
maps of the local area, of decidedly variable
quallty and offering little that the maps in this
book don't already include. You're only likely
to need additional maps if you want to drive
around the country, in which case Rough
Guides’ Malaysia map, printed on tearproof
plastic, should more than suffice. The best
maps published inside Malaysia are the city
and regional maps from the Johor Bahru-
based World Express Mapping, sold in all
bookshops. Whichever maps you use, one
thing to be aware of is that the high rate of
highway construction and road alterations in
countryside and city alike means that inaccu-
racies plague most maps almost as soon as
they appear. For details of Singapore maps,
see p.590.

Malaysia’s unit of currency is the ringgit
(pronounced ring-git and written “RM” before
the price), divided into 100 sen. Notes come
in RM1, RM2, RM5, RM10, RM50 and
RM100 denominations, though the RM2
notes had practically vanished from circula-
tion at the time of writing. Coins are minted
in 1 sen, 5 sen, 10 sen, 20 sen and 50 sen
denominations; don’t allow people to palm
off RM1 coins on you, as these are no longer
legal tender. Note that you will sometimes
hear the word “dollar” used informally to refer
the ringgit.

At the time of writing, the exchange rate
was around RM3.6 to US$1 and RM5.30 to
£1. Rates are posted daily in banks and
exchange kiosks, and published in the press.
The maximum amount of rinngit you can

take into or out of the country is RM1000.
There is no limit on the amount of foreign
currency you can take with you into the
country, although you are supposed to
declare it at customs, and in theory you
cannot take out more foreign currency than
you declared on the way in.

Singapore’s currency is the Singapore
dollar, written simply as $ (or S$ in this book
to distinguish it from other dollars) and
divided into 100 cents. Notes are issued in
denominations of $2, $5, $10, $20, $50 and
$100, with a couple of larger bills, rarely
seen; coins come in denominations of 1, 5,
10, 20 and 50 cents, and $1. At the time of
writing, the exchange rate was around
$$1.50 to US$1, S$2.20 to £1

Brunei’s currency is the Brunei dollar,
which is divided into 100 cents; you'll see it
written as B$, or simply as $. The Brunei
dollar has parity with the Singapore dollar
and both are legal tender in either country.
Notes come in $1, $5, $10, $50, $100, $500
and $1000 denominations; coins come in
denominations of 1, 5, 10, 20 and 50 cents.

Note that while most town centres have
ATMs where you can withdraw cash using a
credit or debit card, you won'’t be able to use
plastic to settle bills in budget hotels and
kedai kopis.

Banks

Major banks in Malaysia include Maybank,
HSBC, Citibank, Standard Chartered, RHB
Bank and Bank Bumiputra Commerce.
Banking hours are generally Monday to
Friday 9.30am to 4pm and Saturday 9.30 to
11.30am (closed on every first and third Sat
of the month), though in the largely Muslim
states of Kedah, Kelantan and Terengganu,
Friday is a holiday and Sunday a working
day. Licensed moneychangers’ kiosks,
found in bigger towns all over the country,
tend to open later, until around 6pm, with
some opening at weekends and until 9pm,
too; some hotels will exchange money at all
hours. Exchange rates tend to be more
generous at moneychangers. It's not
generally difficult to change money in Sabah
or Sarawak, though if you are travelling
along a river in the interior for any length of
time, it's a wise idea to carry a fair amount of
cash, in smallish denominations.
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For details of Singapore banks, see p.682.
Brunei banking hours are Monday to Friday
9am to 3pm and Saturday 9am to 11am.
Banks represented in Brunei include the
International Bank of Brunei, Citibank,
Standard Chartered Bank and the Overseas
Union Bank.

In Malaysia, shops are open daily from
9.30am to 7pm, while shopping centres are
typically open daily from 10am to 10pm.
Government offices tend to work Monday to
Friday from 8am to 4.15pm or 9am to 5pm,
with an hour off for lunch, except on Friday
when the break lasts from 12.15pm to
2.45pm to allow Muslims to attend prayers.
Note that in the states of Kedah, Kelantan
and Terengganu, the working week runs
from Sunday to Thursday, with Friday and
Saturday being days off.

In Singapore, shopping centres open daily
10am to 10pm. Offices generally work
Monday to Friday 8.30am to 5pm and
sometimes on Saturday mornings. Govern-
ment offices in Brunei are open from 7.45am
to 12.15pm and from 1.30pm to 4.30pm,
except on Friday and Sunday; shopping
centres open daily from 10am to 10pm.

Opening hours for temples and mosques
are given in the text where applicable. For
banking hours, see p.69.

Public and school holidays

As a guide, public holiday dates for 2009
are given below (the relevant government
websites issue new lists for each year a few
months in advance). Note that Muslim
holidays (marked with an asterisk) move
earlier by ten or eleven days each year, and
that each Malaysian state has its own
additional holidays, which could be to do
with the sultan’s birthday or an Islamic
event (in states with a largely Muslim
population) or tribal, such as Gawai in June
in Sarawak. For an explanation of the festiv-
ities associated with some of the holidays
below, see p.57.

It pays to be aware of not just public
holidays but also the local school holidays,
as Malaysian accommodation can be hard
to come by during these periods. In

Malaysia, schools get a week off in mid-
March and late August, and two weeks off at
the start of June, with a long break from mid-
November to the end of the year. Singapore
school breaks are almost identical, except
that the June holiday lasts the whole month,
and kids get a week off in early September
rather than late August.

Malaysian public holidays

New Year’s Day
Chinese New Year
Birthday of the Prophet Muhammad*
Labour Day
Vesak Day
Yang Dipertuan Agong’s Birthday
National Day
Hari Raya Puasa*
Deepavali
Hari Raya Haji (or Korban)*
Maal Hijrah (the Muslim New Year)*
Christmas Day

Singaporean public holidays

New Year’s Day
Chinese New Year
Good Friday
Labour Day
Vesak Day
National Day
Hari Raya Puasa*
Deepavali
Hari Raya Haji*
Christmas Day

Brunei public holidays

New Year’s Day
Chinese New Year
National Day
Birthday of the Prophet Muhammad*
Armed Forces’ Day
Sultan’s Birthday
Israk Mikraj (the night when the Prophet
ascended to heaven)*
First day of Ramadan*
Anniversary of Revelation of the Koran*
Hari Raya Aidilfitri*
Hari Raya Aidiladha*
Maal Hijrah (the Muslim New Year)*
Christmas Day

Coin- and card-operated phones aren’t hard
to find in Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei,



To make international calls to any of the countries below, dial your international
access code (@00 in Malaysia and Brunei, most often ®001 in Singapore) then the
relevant country code from the list, then the number (including any area code, but
excluding any initial zero). However, note that it is still possible to dial a Singapore
number from Malaysia using ® 02 (the area code for Singapore from the days it was

part of Malaysia), then the number. From Singapore, you can call Malaysia by
dialling ®020, then the area code (omitting the initial zero), then the number.

Australia ®61 Malaysia ®60 South Africa ®27
Brunei ®673 New Zealand ®64 UK @44
Ireland ©®353 Singapore ®65 US & Canada @1

and calls can be made from many internet
cafés as well. If you want to use your
mobile/cell phone, bear in mind that for
roaming to work, your phone must be GSM/
triband (older North American phones may
not satisfy this). The same condition applies
if you want to use a prepaid local SIM card,
which is a much cheaper option than
roaming, though do also ensure your phone
isn’t locked to your current network. Outlets
specializing in “hand phones” (as mobile
phones are referred to locally) are easily
found, even in small towns.

Malaysia

There are public phones in most Malaysian
towns. Local calls are very cheap at just 10
sen for three minutes, but for long-distance
calls, it can be more convenient to buy a
phonecard. Your best bet is to use a card
such as iTak (@www.i-talk.com.my; from
RM10), which enables you to make
discounted calls from the line in your hotel
room as well as from payphones. Phone-
cards are available from Shell and Petronas
service stations, 7-Eleven outlets and
newsagents.

There are two big players in the mobile
phone market, namely Hotlink/Maxis (®www
hotlink.commy) and  Celcom  (@www
.celcom.com.my), with the smaller DiGi
(@www.digi.com.my) bringing up the rear. On
the Peninsula you'll usually get a signal on
both coasts, along highways and major
roads, and on touristy islands. In the forested
interior, as a rule your phone will work in any
town large enough to be served by express
trains (as well as at the Taman Negara

headquarters). Sabah and Sarawak coverage
is much patchier, focusing on cities and the
populated river valleys, though even in the
Kelabit Highlands mobile calls are possible.

In general, a prepaid SIM card will cost
up to RM20, including a certain amount of
call time. Mobile tariffs can be complex,
though you can expect calls made to other
Malaysian numbers to cost no more than
RMO0.50 per minute.

Singapore

Payphones are easy to find in Singapore,
though many take phonecards rather than
coins; the cards (S$5/10) are available from
post offices, 7-Elevens and retail outlets of
the phone company, Singtel (®www.singtel
.com). Both Singtel and its rival Starhub
(@www.starhub.com) also offer phonecards
that are geared to international calls (from
S$10), with their own international access
codes; details of these cards, sold by the
same outlets as regular phonecards, are
available from both company’s websites. The
same two firms dominate the mobile phone
market in Singapore; their SIM cards (S$18)
are available from post offices and 7-Eleven
stores, though note that your passport will
be scanned as a form of registration of any
SIM purchase.

Local calls cost 10¢ for three minutes if
made from a payphone, or 10¢ per minute
from a mobile. The island has no area codes
— the only time you’ll punch more than eight
digits for a local number is if you're dialling a
toll-free (®1800) or special-rate (eg ® 1900)
number. For directory enquiries, call ®100
(® 104 for international enquiries).
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Local directory enquiries: ® 103

Operator-assisted calls (including international collect/reverse charge): ® 101
Business number online searches: @ www.yellowpages.com.my

Local directory enquiries: ® 100

Operator-assisted international calls: ® 104

Business number online searches: @ www.yellowpages.com.sg

Local directory enquiries: ®113

Brunei

International calls can be made in booths at
the Telekom office in the capital (see p.571)
or from cardphones; if you want to call
collect, substitute ®01 for the usual ®00
international code, then dial the number as
though making an ordinary international call;
this brings the number up on the operator’s
system. Phonecards start at $10 and can
be bought from the Telekom office and post
offices. SIM cards can be obtained from
outlets of the mobile provider DST Commu-
nications (@ www.dst-group.com).

For administrative convenience, Malaysia,
Singapore and Brunei are all eight hours
ahead of Universal Time (GMT), all year. This
close to the equator, you can rely on dawn
being around 6.30am in the Peninsula and
Singapore, dusk at around 7.30pm; in
Borneo both happen roughly an hour earlier.
Not taking into account daylight saving time
elsewhere, the three countries are two hours
behind Sydney, thirteen hours ahead of US
Eastern Standard Time and sixteen hours
ahead of US Pacific Standard Time.

Tipping is seldom necessary in Malaysia,
Singapore and Brunei. When eating out at a
proper restaurant, it’s customary to tip if a
service charge isn’'t included, though note
that you are never required to tip in kedai
kopis or kopitiams. It's not necessary to tip
taxi drivers either, unless they have gone out
of their way to be helpful. Otherwise you

might want to offer a modest tip to a hotel
porter or hairdresser, or a tour guide if they
have been exceptional.

There are two official sources of tourist infor-
mation in Malaysia. The first is the country’s
tourism board, Tourism Malaysia (@www
.fourismmalaysia.gov.my), which has offices
in most of the state capitals. They're
complemented by tourist offices, sometimes
called Tourism Information Centres, run
by the state governments and again to be
found in most of the state capitals. As a
rule, all these offices are more than happy to
furnish  you with glossy brochures and
leaflets, though note that tourist literature
and websites can feature quite a few
inaccuracies — unfortunately the people who
manage the attractions, transport
companies and tourist offices don’t update
one another or their output nearly enough.
Tourist-office staff are not likely to have
personal experience of off-the-beaten-track
destinations, but can usually provide some
nitty-gritty information on matters like bus
travel or contact details for accommodation
throughout their area of coverage. If you
want to make further enquiries, phoning the
attraction or resort concerned is often the
best way to do so, as emails and faxes can
be slow to elicit responses.

Singapore  is  another  proposition
altogether, with a huge amount of generally
reliable information on everything from bus
times to museum exhibitions available in
print and on line. Tourist information is put
out by the Singapore Tourism Board



(@www.visitsingapore.com), which has an
incredibly thorough website and operates
several downtown Visitor Centres (see
p.590 for details). Brunei’s official tourism
website is @www.tourismbrunei.com.
Official information sources aside, there
are plenty of websites concerned with
Malaysia tourism. Many are thinly disguised
fronts for travel agencies intent on
marketing their packages, but the best of
these sites boast in-depth accounts of the
more  off-the-beaten-track towns and
sights, and sometimes reportage on
tourism-related issues too, though don’t
assume the information is up to date.

Tourism Malaysia offices abroad

Level 2,171 Clarence St, Sydney
®02/9299 4441, @ mptb.sydney@tourism.gov.my.
1590-1111 West Georgia St, Vancouver
®604/689-8899, ® mtph.vancouver@tourism
.gov.my.
#01-01B/C/D 80 Robinson Rd ® 6532
6321, ® mtpb.singapore@tourism.gov.my.
First floor, Building 5, Commerce
Square, 39 Rivonia Rd, Sandhurst, Johannesburg
®011/268 0292, © mtpb.johannesburg@tourism
.gov.my.

57 Trafalgar Square, London ® 020/7930 7932,
@ mptb.london@tourism.gov.my.

120 East 56th St, Suite 810, New York
®212/754 1113, @ mptb.ny@tourism.gov.my; 818
West 7th St, Suite 970, Los Angeles ® 213/689
9702, @ mpth.la@tourism.gov.my.

Malaysian state tourism contacts

®07/223 4935, ® www.tourismjohor.com.
@®04/735 1030, @ www.visitkedah.com.my.
®09/748 5534, @ www.tic.kelantan
.gov.my
®087/422622, @ www.labuantourism
.com.my.
®06/281 4803, @ www.melaka.gov.my.
®06/763 5388, @ www.ns.gov
.my/tourism.
®09/516 1007, ® www.pahangtourism
.com.my.
®04/262 0202, @ www.tourismpenang
.gov.my.
®088/212 121, @ www.sabahtourism.com.
®082/423 600, @ www
.sarawaktourism.com.
®03/5511 1122, @ www
.selangortourism.com.

®09/622 1553, @ www.tourism
Zterengganu.gov.my.

Singapore Tourism Board offices
abroad

Level 11, AWA Building, 47 York St,
Sydney @ 02/9290 2888, ® stb-syd@sth-syd
.org.au.

Ground floor, Menara Keck Seng (next
to the Westin Hotel), 203 Jalan Bukit Bintang, KL
®03/2142 7133, @ info@sth.org.my.

c/o Vivaldi World Limited, 1340C

Glenbrook Rd, RD1, Waiuku, Auckland ® 0800/608
506, @ sthnz@sth-syd.org.au.

Grand Buildlings, 1-3 Strand, London
@®020/7484 2710, @ stb_london@sth.gov.sg.

1156 Avenue of the Americas, Suite 702,
New York @212/302 4861; 5670 Wiltshire Blvd
#1550, Los Angeles @ 323/677 0808, @ www
.visitsingapore-usa.com.
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Other tourist information sources

Excellent tourism
compendium put together by The Star newspaper,
featuring travel-related news stories, state-by-state
accounts of sights and background articles on
culture and events.

The tourism portal

of Malaysia’s Ministry of Tourism, with coverage
of various sights, tourism-related directories and
assorted packages on sale.

Dedicated to sustainable
and responsible tourism, this Malaysia-based
site features numerous articles on Southeast Asia
with plenty on Malaysia itself, of course, including
descriptions of forest reserves and dive sites, plus a
list of the more environmentally aware resorts.

Of the three countries covered in this book,
Singapore is the most accessible to travel-
lers with disabilities; hefty tax incentives are
provided for developers who include access
features for the disabled in new buildings. In
contrast, Malaysia and Brunei make few
provisions, if any.

Across the region, life is made a lot easier
if you can afford the more upmarket hotels,
which usually have disabled provision, and
to shell out for taxis and the odd domestic 73
flight. Similarly, the more expensive inter-
national airlines tend to be better equipped
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to get you there in the first place: MAS,
British  Airways, KLM, Singapore and
Qantas all carry aisle wheelchairs and have
at least one toilet adapted for disabled
passengers. However, few, if any, tour
operators offering holidays in the region
accommodate the needs of those with
disabilities.

Singapore is certainly making a concerted
effort to improve disabled provision: the
MRT metro system has lifts on most, if not
all, of its stations, and there are about two
dozen bus routes with wheelchair-accessible
vehicles, though these operate only at
certain times of day (see ®www.sbstransit
.com.sg for details). Most of the major taxi
companies have accessible vehicles
available to book, too.

In Malaysia, wheelchair-users will have a
hard time negotiating the uneven pavements
in most towns and cities, and will find it
difficult to board buses, trains, ferries and

the LRT metro system in Kuala Lumpur, §
none of which has been adapted for wheel- :
chairs. The situation is similar if not worse in : usually be booked with an extra bed for little

east Malaysia and Brunei, with little provision
¢ attractions for half-price and enjoy discounts

for disabled travellers.

Contacts for travellers with disabilities

Malaysian Confederation of the Disabled
®03/7956 2300, ® mcd_dpimalaysia@yahoo
.com. A member of Disabled Peoples International,
working for equal opportunities for disabled people
in Malaysia.

Disabled People’s Association Singapore
®6899 1220, @ www.dpa.org.sg. Non-profit
organization whose website has information on
transport and other material to do with access.

Travelling with children

Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei are very
child-friendly countries in which to travel.
Disposable nappies and powdered milk are
easy to find (fresh milk is sold in super-
markets), and bland Chinese soups and rice
dishes, or bakery fare, are ideal for systems
unaccustomed to spicy food. Many restau-
rants and the slicker kedai kopis have high
chairs, though only upmarket hotels provide
baby cots or a baby-sitting service.
However, rooms in the cheaper hotels can

extra cost. Children under 12 get into many

on buses and trains.
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CHAPTER 1

Highlights

% Islamic Arts Museum One
of the most sophisticated
museums in the capital,
documenting Muslim cultures
through arts and crafts.

See p.104

% Petronas Towers Come to
gawp at these surprisingly
serene twin structures, then
browse in one of KL's best
shopping malls, right beneath.
See p.107

% Menara KL Forget the
Petronas Towers’ Skybridge
— this is where to come for
bird’s-eye views of KL in all its
messy glory. See p.111

% Eating KL has excellent
restaurants offering cuisine
from around the world, but
it'’s the street food, notably

*

%

at Jalan Alor, that’s often
the most memorable dining
experience. See p.116

Clubbing KL is definitely
Malaysia’s party capital, home
to some exceptional clubs that
draw big-name DJs. See p.124

Shopping Whether you
prefer the bright lights of
the state-of-the-art malls
or the bustle of the city’s
endless street markets and
bazaars, KL is a city made
for shopping. See p.128

#¢ Batu Caves A blend of

religion and theme park, these
limestone caves on the very
edge of KL house a Hindu
temple complex and offer
adventure caving explorations
in a side cavern. See p.134

4 Petronas Towers
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ounded in the mid-nineteenth century, KUALA LUMPUR - or KL as

it’s known to residents and visitors alike — has never had a coherent style,

a situation only aggravated by the fact that the city has changed almost

beyond recognition over the last thirty years. The first grand buildings
around Merdeka Square, dating from the 1890s, were eccentric mishmashes
themselves, the result of British engineers and architects fusing, or perhaps
contusing, influences from around the empire and the world — Moghul, Malay,
Moorish and Victorian. Today, those colonial buildings that remain are
overshadowed by towering modern buildings — most notably the Petronas
Towers — that wouldn’t be out of place in Hong Kong or New York, reflecting
the fact that this, the youngest of Southeast Asia’s capitals, is also the most
economically successful after Singapore. A sociable and safe place, KL has a real
buzz to it, with good nightlife and enough interesting monuments to keep
visitors busy for a few days at least. The ethnic and cultural mix of Malays,
Chinese and Indians makes itself felt throughout: in conversations on the street,
in the sheer variety of food for sale and in the profusion of mosques, Buddhist
temples and Hindu shrines.

Yet many visitors, as well as some Malaysians, have mixed feelings about KL.
Malaysia’s former prime minister, Abdullah Badawi, has spoken of the country
being able to afford first-class infrastructure while retaining a third-world
mentality, lagging behind when it comes to understanding planning, mainte-
nance and service. You'll see ample evidence of this in KL, where it’s also clear
that untrammelled development has given the city more than its share of
featureless buildings and follies, plus terrible traffic snarl-ups. For some locals,
the capital is only worth tolerating as a place to acquire good money and
experience before returning to a cherished provincial village; others say that KL
has been their salvation, the only city in the country big and broad-minded
enough to allow them to explore their true artistic or spiritual identity.

For the many travellers who visit both KL and Singapore, it’s hard not to
conclude that if only KL took some of Singapore’s ability to organize
systematically and transparently, while Singapore had some of KL pleasingly
organic qualities and didn’t take itself quite so seriously, then both cities
would genuinely be enriched. As things stand, they remain rivals, competing
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in their own way for investment and recognition while grudgingly admiring
each other.

A stay of a few days is enough to appreciate the best of KLs attractions,
including the colonial core around Merdeka Square and the adjacent enclaves
of Chinatown and Little India, plus, to the east, the restaurants, shops and
nightlife of the so-called Golden Triangle, the modern sector of downtown
KL. It can be equally rewarding just strolling and taking in KL’ street life, in
particular its boisterous markets, ranging from fish and produce markets stuffed
into alleyways, to stalls selling cooked food of every shape and description, or
inexpensive clothes and accessories. KLs hinterland isn’t devoid of genuinely
worthwhile sights either, among them the rugged limestone Batu Caves,
which contain the country’s most sacred Hindu shrine, showcasing the lifestyle
and culture of the Peninsula’s indigenous peoples; the Forest Research
Institute of Malaysia, with a treetop canopy walkway for a quick taste of the
rainforest; and Kuala Selangor, home to numerous fireflies that magically flash
in unison.

KL was founded in 1857 when the ruler of Selangor State, Rajah Abdullah,
sent a party of Chinese prospectors to search for tin deposits in the area of
the confluence of the Gombak and Klang rivers. The pioneers had their
reward in the discovery of rich deposits 6km from the confluence, near
Ampang, which grew into a staging post for Chinese labourers who arrived
to work in the mines. Settlements at confluences were commonplace in the
Peninsula, but uncommonly this particular village acquired the name Kuala
Lumpur (“muddy confluence” in Malay) rather than, as convention dictated,
being named after the lesser of the two fusing rivers (KL should, by rights,
have been called Kuala Gombak).

Until the 1880s KL was little more than a wooden shantytown; small steamers
could get within 30km of it along Sungai Klang, but the rest of the trip was
either by shallow boat or through the jungle.Yet people were drawn to the town
like bees to honey; early British investors, Malay farmers, Chinese fowkays and
workers all arrived looking for work, whether it was in the mines, on
surrounding rubber estates or, later, on roads and railway construction. The first
Chinese fowkays (merchants) set up two secret societies in Ampang, and fierce
competition between them for the economic spoils soon developed. Until the
1870s, this rivalry effectively restrained the growth of Ampang (which, though
the initial nucleus of KL, lies to the east of the present-day city). The arrival of
an influential Chinese merchant, Yap Ah Loy, helped unify the divergent
groups. Ah Loy’ career symbolized the Eldorado lifestyle of KLk early years.
Having left China with hardly a penny to his name, he became KL’s Kapitan
Cina, or Chinese headman, by the time he was 30. He is reputed to have
brought law and order to the frontier town by ruthlessly making an example
of criminals, parading them through the streets on a first offence and, if they
re-offended twice, executing them. He led the rebuilding of KL after it was
razed during the Selangor Civil War (1867-73) and personally bore much of
the cost of a second rebuilding after another devastating fire in 1881.

The British Resident of Selangor State, Frank Swettenham, had most of
KL’s wooden huts demolished in the 1880s and imported British architects
from India to design solid, grand edifices suitable for a new capital. By 1887
the city had five hundred brick buildings, and eight times that number in the
early 1900s, by which time KL had also become capital of the Federated
Malay States.
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Development continued steadily in the first quarter of the twentieth century,
during which time Indians from Tamil Nadu swelled the population.
Catastrophic floods in 1926 inspired a major engineering project which
straightened the course of Sungai Klang, confining it within reinforced, raised
banks. By the time the Japanese invaded the Peninsula in December 1941,
the commercial zone around Chinatown had grown to eclipse the original
colonial area, and the fowkays, enriched by the rubber boom, were already
installed in opulent townhouses along today’s Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman and
Jalan Ampang. The city suffered little physical damage during World War IT, but
as in Singapore, the Japanese inflicted terrible brutality on their historic
enemies, the Chinese (at least five thousand were killed in the first few weeks
of the occupation alone), and sent thousands of Indians to Burma to build the
infamous railway; very few survived. At the same time, the Japanese ingratiated
themselves with some Malays by suggesting that loyalty to the occupiers would
be rewarded with independence after the war.

Following the Japanese surrender in September 1945, the British found
that nationalist demands had replaced the Malays’ former acceptance of the
colonizers, while for some of the Chinese population, identification with Mao’s
revolution in 1949 led to a desire to see Malaya become a communist state. The
alienation of many Chinese was heightened by Malay reluctance to allow the
Chinese full rights of citizenship. The ensuing Emergency (1948-60), which
stopped just short of civil war, left KL relatively unscathed, but the atmosphere
in the city remained tense.

Malaysia was twelve years into its independence when simmering rivalries
between the Malays and the Chinese spilled over into KL's May 1969 race
riots, in which at least two hundred people lost their lives. Thanks partly to
pragmatism on both sides, and the imposition of a state of emergency, the city
quickly managed to return to normal. In 1974 KL was plucked from the bosom
of Selangor and designated Wilayah Persekutuan (Federal Territory), an
administrative zone in its own right; Shah Alam, west along the Klang Valley,
replaced KL as Selangor’s capital.

After a period of consolidation, in the 1990s KL and the rest of the Klang
Valley, including KL satellite new town of Petaling Jaya, became a thriving
conurbation. That decade, and the early part of the new millennium, saw the
realization of several huge infrastructural ventures that are part and parcel of
local life today — KL’ international airport and the Formula One
racetrack, both at Sepang in the far south of Selangor; the Petronas Towers
and the attendant KLCC shopping development; KL Sentral, the new rail
hub; and Putrajaya, the government’s administrative hub (though KL remains
the legislative centre and seat of parliament). It the transformation of swathes
of KL and much of Selangor is taking place less dramatically today, it is still
proceeding apace — so much so that concerns are now being voiced over the
potential strain on water resources and other environmental repercussions.

Many visitors find it hard to discern a distinct centre within Kuala Lumpur.
Indeed, there are two hubs of activity: the historical heart of the city, centred
on the now no-longer-muddy confluence, with Chinatown, the Jamek
mosque, the old train station and Little India close by; and an altogether
different modern core, the Golden Triangle, its focus being the upmarket



hotels, restaurants and malls of Bukit Bintang, just 2km east of the old centre.
Most points of interest lie within the loop comprising Jalan Tun Razak,
Lebuhraya Mahameru, Jalan Damansara and so forth along its length. Inside
this circuit are the Lake Gardens and their attendant museums and specialist
parks, which lie just to the west of the historical zone, while on the north-
eastern fringe of the Golden Triangle lies the stretch of prime real estate
known as KLCC (confusingly, standing for Kuala Lumpur City Centre), home
to the Petronas Towers.

The only arrival points that aren’t fairly central are KLs airports, in particular the
massive Kuala Lumpur International Airport at Sepang, near the coast on
the southern edge of Selangor. For more on using the various KL transport
options mentioned below, see the section on p.88.

KLIA, as KL's main airport is usually known (@ www.klia.com.my), is divided
into two separate terminal complexes, both reachable off the E6 highway. The
main terminal, used by most airlines except budget carriers, is some 50km
south of KL as the crow flies, and actually closer to Seremban than KL. The
arrivals hall is broadly divided into international and domestic sections, the
former containing a tourist office (daily 6am—midnight; ®03/8776 5651)
and 24-hour bureau de change operated by the RHB bank, with various
ATM:s and other exchange facilities dotted around both sections. There are also
plenty of desks representing the main car rental outlets and KLs pricier hotels;
the airport also has a five-star hotel of its own, the overpriced Pan Pacific
(®03/8787 3333, @klairport.panpacific.com; ©@). Malaysia Airlines has a sales
counter on level 3 of arrivals.

Various trains and buses connect the main terminal with other parts of the
country. For many visitors heading to downtown KL, the most convenient
option is to use one of the two light rail links (sometimes labelled ERL on
route maps; @ www.kliaekspres.com) from level 1: either the KLIA Ekspres
(daily 5am-midnight; every 15-20min; 28min) or the fractionally slower
KLIA Transit (every 30min 6am—1am), which calls at three stops outside KL
en route. Fares to KL on each service are RM35 one way. Both services
terminate at KL Sentral, the downtown rail hub; see p.86 for onward transport
details from KL Sentral.

Airport buses, leaving from the main terminal’s bus station (signed from level
2), are much cheaper and slower than the trains. Among the KL departures are
services to Nilai station (for Komuter trains; every 30min 7am—11.30pm;
RM2.50) and KL Sentral (hourly 6.30am—12.30am; RM10), run by Airport
Coach; and services operated by Star Shuttle (W www.starwira.com) to Puduraya
bus station in Chinatown (at least hourly 5.30am—11.15pm; Thr 15min; RM12)
and to certain downtown hotels (hourly 7am—12.30am; 1hr 30min; RM15).
There are also several buses a day north to Ipoh (RM42). For details of transport
to Seremban, see p.303.

Taxis to KL are quite a reasonable option: the hour-long drive to downtown
KL starts at around RM70 for up to three passengers, with fares varying
according to your destination and the type of vehicle used. To avoid getting
ensnared in tricky bargaining with touts, buy a fixed-fare ticket for your
journey from the counter near the arrivals exit.
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Alow-cost-carrier terminal (@ www.klia.com.my/LCCTerminal), used mainly
by AirAsia, has been created 20km south of the main terminal. Facilities here
include a couple of ATMs, a bureau de change and an AirAsia ticket office. As at
the main terminal, there are a multitude of options for onward travel, including the
Skybus service to KL Sentral (every 15-30min 7.15am-1.15am; lhr 15min;
RM9; @ www.skybus.com.my) and Starshuttle’s service to Puduraya bus station
(at least hourly 6.45am—11.45pm; RM12; @ www.starwira.com). There are also
buses to Nilai station (for Komuter trains; RM2) and to Salak Tinggi (for the KLIA
Transit service; RM1.50 to the station, then RM12.50 to KL Sentral). Taxis to
KL start at RM60 depending on the type of vehicle (buy a ticket from the
taxi counter). Shuttle buses connect the two airport terminals (every 20min
6am—12.30am; RM1.50).

Once KL’s main air terminal, Subang airport (officially the Sultan Abdul
Aziz Shah airport) is now used only by Firefly, Tiger Airways and Berjaya Air.
The airport is some 20km due west of downtown KL, with bus connections
to KL Sentral and Jalan Sultan Mohamed in Chinatown on RapidKL bus
#U81, and to Chinatown on Metrobus #9. A taxi into the city will cost
around RM25, whereas one to the Kelana Jaya LRT terminus, just a couple
of kilometres away, should cost no more than RM10.

Located just to the southwest of downtown KL, KL Sentral station
(®03/2279 8699) is the hub for the Peninsula’s rail services — not just
intercity trains to Singapore, Kelantan and Thailand, but also the two local
Komuter lines (see p.89) and the two KLIA light rail links. It’s also a stop on
the Kelana Jaya—Gombak LRT service (see p.88). KL's Monorail service
begins at KL Sentral but, in just one of many little planning lapses that you’ll
encounter in the city, the station is a poorly signposted 200m away in Brick-
fields (see map, p.115) — to reach it, descend to street level on the southeast
side of KL Sentral (where a handful of buses leave, none of much use for
downtown), then wander through the open space (sometimes occupied by
informal market) across to Jalan Tun Sambanthan.

Taxis can be flagged down on Jalan Tun Sambanthan itself. There are convenient
taxi ranks on the northern side of KL Sentral, where the Hilton and Meridien
hotels are located, and also on the south side (follow the signs for feeder buses),
but fares from both are fixed according to your destination and are several ringgit
higher than the metered fare; buy a ticket from the counters nearby.

In the station itself are a number of banks on the western side (reached by
passageways from the main concourse), where there’s also an outlet selling
Touch ’n Go cards (see p.88; Mon—Fri 10am—8pm, Sat 10am—3pm). On the
opposite side of the building is a tourist office (sce opposite).

Note that there’s no pedestrian access to Jalan Travers on the north side of the
station, which rules out walking the 2km to Chinatown — even if you manage
to descend to Jalan Travers, you'll find the trek northeast is along frenetic
highways with few pedestrian crossings.

KL’s main bus station is Puduraya, at the base of an undistinguished concrete
box on Jalan Pudu, just to the east of Chinatown. On the main passenger level



of the station (where the ticket booths are located), you’ll find a moneychanger
(hidden amid the kiosks at the opposite end from the food stalls) and a couple
of ATMs, with a bank upstairs. Close to the back of the station is the Plaza
Rakyat LRT station (an unsigned exit at the back of the Puduraya’s passenger
concourse gives onto a lane leading to the LRT). There are several backpacker
hostels opposite and around the station, while Chinatown is within easy
walking distance, and the guesthouses on Tengkat Tong Shin are also not hard
to reach on foot. Alternatively, for Bukit Bintang, take any of the RapidKL buses
#U27, #U31, #U32, #U44, #U45, #U46, #U47 or #U48, which head east
along Jalan Pudu and Jalan Imbi, then north up Jalan Sultan Ismail to the Lot
10 Shopping Centre.

Buses from the east coast (Kelantan and Terengganu, especially) end up at
Putra bus station, a smaller, more modern terminus to the northwest of the
city centre, close to the Putra World Trade Centre. Around 500m east is the
PWTC LRT station. Fractionally closer to the south is Putra station, served by
Komuter trains to the old Kuala Lumpur station (on the edge of Chinatown)
and KL Sentral. About 1km northeast of the Putra bus station is Pekeliling bus
station on Jalan Tun Razak, used by buses from the interior and some services
from Kuantan. Conveniently, the separate Titiwangsa stations on the Monorail
and the LRT are very close at hand, just to the north.

Some buses from Singapore use the Pasar Rakyat bus station, in a
non-descript area close to the eastern section of Jalan Tun Razak. Head 500m
north up any of the quiet lanes here and you’re on the eastern section of Jalan
Bukit Bintang, with the bright lights of Bukit Bintang 1km uphill to the west;
taxis aren’t hard to find at the bus station itself. Back in Chinatown, the Klang
bus station, at the south end of Jalan Sultan Mohammed is used by Klang
Valley buses to and from Port Klang and towns along the way; virtually next
door is an LRT stop, Pasar Seni.

Finally, most long-distance taxis end up on the upper floors of Puduraya
bus station, though a few use Putra or Pekeliling stations depending on where
they started out.

Of KL three tourist offices, the biggest is the Malaysia Tourism Centre
at 109 Jalan Ampang (MTC; daily 8am—10pm; ®03/9235 4800, @ www.mtc
.gov.my), not far from the Bukit Nanas Monorail stop; you can also get here
on bus #B105 from Central Market in Chinatown. Like its two smaller
counterparts, which are located at KL Sentral (head past the busy AirAsia
office on level 1 to find it hidden away on the east side of the building;
daily 9am—6pm; ®03/2272 5823) and at the Putra World Trade Centre
(level 2; Mon—Fri 9am—6pm; ®03/2615 8540), the MTC is mainly of use for
leaflets and free city maps, though staff at all three offices can offer good
general advice. The MTC also houses exchange facilities and payphones, plus
a travel agent (®03/2163 0162) which can arrange trips to Taman Negara
and other attractions.

If you want to keep an ear to the ground on happenings around town then,
besides scanning the newspapers, you should seek out the monthly listings
magazines Klue (@www.klue.com.my) and Time Out KL (@www.timeoutkl
.com). Also worth a look is @ www.visionkl.com, a handy repository of sights,
restaurants, clubs and events. The most detailed map of the city and the
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With KL only toddling towards a properly integrated transport system, you’ll find
you need to line up to buy a ticket every time you change from one service to
another — if you transfer from the LRT to the Monorail, for example. It soon
becomes a drag, one which can be avoided by having a stored-value Touch ’'n Go
card (®www.touchngo.com.my), though they only become worthwhile if you’re
spending a lot of time in KL or driving around the Peninsula. The cards can be
used at LRT, Monorail and KTM stations (look for ticket gates bearing the card’s
logo) and by machines on some buses; simply press the card against the sensor
to have the fare deducted. The card itself costs RM10 and is available in several
denominations starting from a stored value of RM20, with a minimum top-up of
RM10 subsequently. The snag is that only a few downtown stations sell the cards
— at the time of writing, KL Sentral, KLCC, Masjid Jamek, Dang Wangi and KTM’s
MidValley — and these are also the only stations where you can buy new credit. It’s
also possible to add credit at a handful of small outlets (convenience stores,
pharmacies, etc — see the website for details), at ATMs (you may find that only
Malaysian bank cards are accepted) and at highway toll points.

surrounding conurbation, handy for drivers, is the enormous The Big Atlas of
Klang Valley and Beyond, published by World Express Mapping and available at
many bookshops (RM37). One thing to bear in mind is that given the chaotic
nature of KL city planning — or lack thereof — maps and listings tend to go out
of date fairly quickly; don’t be surprised if roads, venues and buildings have
sprung into existence or ceased to be.

Downtown KL isn'’t that large, so it’s tempting to do a lot of your exploring on
foot, but many pedestrians soon find themselves wilting thanks to the combined
effects of humidity and traffic fumes from the vehicle-choked roads. Thankfully,
the two light rail transit (LRT) lines and the Monorail, along with KTM’s
Komuter train services and taxis, are reasonably efficient and inexpensive.
However, the various transport lines, having been created piecemeal, don’t
coordinate well with one another — interchanges may involve inconvenient
walks and network-wide tickets don’t exist. The main body attempting to
coordinate all this is RapidKL (®03/7625 6999, @www.rapidkl.com.my),
which runs both the LRT lines and many of the city’s buses; its website includes
network maps and details of monthly transport passes.

The Light Rail Transit (LRT; every 5-10min 6am-—midnight, or until
11.30pm on Sun) is a metro network comprising two, mostly elevated, lines,
with a convenient central interchange at Masjid Jamek near Little India. The
Kelana Jaya line (often known by its old name, Putra), is the more useful of
the two, passing through KL Sentral, Chinatown and the old colonial district
(Pasar Seni/Masjid Jamek stations) and KLCC. The other line, officially called
Ampang and Sri Petaling (its old name, Star, is still used), has two branches
which join at Chan Sow Lin station and continue up to Sentul Timur in the
north of the city. For visitors, it’s mainly of use for travel between Chinatown
(Plaza Rakyat station) and Little India (Masjid Jamek or Bandaraya stations) and
Chow Kit Market (Sultan Ismail station). Fares start at RM0.70 and climb in
small steps up to RM2.50.



The LRT is complemented by the privately run Monorail (every 5-10min
6am—midnight; @ www.monorail.com.my), an elevated rail system with a
noticeable tilt as it cambers around bends, and with a different commercial
sponsor shamelessly associated with each station. From its KL Sentral terminus
(200m from the KL Sentral rail hub), the line at first heads east, through Brick-
fields and the southern edge of Chinatown, then swings north and west
through Bukit Bintang and along Jalan Sultan Ismail, nearly reaching Jalan
TAR before heading north through Chow Kit to terminate at Titiwangsa
station on Jalan Tun Razak. There are interchanges with the LRT at Bukit
Nanas (requiring a five-minute walk to Dang Wangi station) and at Hang Tuah.
Fares range from RM1.20 for a trip of a couple of stops, up to RM2.50 to
ride the line end to end.

The LRT and Monorail together take care of most journeys visitors need to
make within downtown KL, with the notable exception of Chinatown/Masjid
Jamek to Bukit Bintang. The Monorail just about covers this, if you're prepared
to trudge south to Maharajalela station; otherwise, you could brave KLs bus
system or steel your lungs for the trudge east along busy Jalan Pudu and Jalan
Bukit Bintang.

Modern Komuter trains, run by national rail operator KTM (®03/2267 1200,
@ www.ktmb.com.my) travel on two lines — one from Seremban, the capital of
Negeri Sembilan, northwest to Rawang (where an extension continues to
Kuala Kubu Bharu, close to Fraser’s Hill) and the other from the northern
suburb of Sentul west to Port Klang. Both connect at four downtown stations,
namely Putra, near the Putra World Trade Centre; Bank Negara, near Little
India; the old Kuala Lumpur train station, in the colonial district; and KL
Sentral. The trains run at every fifteen to twenty minutes during the day, but
only every half-hour after 8pm. Tickets (RM1-9), can be purchased from the
stations and automatic machines at the stops; return tickets cost double the one-
way fare. Weekly and monthly passes for designated journeys are also available.

Though KLs bus services are reasonable, most visitors avoid them as they
seem impossible to fathom. The small grid of streets around Puduraya and
Central Market is very much the hub of the network, but there are no proper
terminuses — you just have to check out the numerous bus stops, which don’t
always display the numbers of buses which pass by. Buildings with key stops
close by, including the Sinarkota Building, the Kotaraya Building and the
Bangkok Bank, appear on the Chinatown map on p.99.

A handful of companies operate city buses, notably RapidKL and Metrobus
(®03/5635 7897). Metrobus services have regular numbers, while RapidKL
bus numbers are prefixed B, E, T and U, respectively denoting city services
(operating downtown only), express buses, local services (for short hops from
residential areas to bus or train stations) and trunk buses (for travel into and out
of the centre). Services start up around 6am and begin winding down from
10pm onwards. Given KL frequent traffic snarl-ups, do allow plenty of time for
your journey.

Fares are low. RapidKL operates an unusual day-pass system, where any
ticket entitles you to make additional journeys on the same route the rest of
the day; fares are RM2, RM5, RM1 and RM2 for B, E, T and U services
respectively. Metrobus and other companies use a zonal fare system, with fares
starting at under RM1 downtown and rising to RM2.50 for journeys to the
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city limits. On some buses you pay the conductor; on others you pay the driver
or drop the money into a machine close to the driver (in which case change
isn’t given).

Finally, you’ll notice open-top double-decker tourist buses plying around
Chinatown, Bukit Bintang and other parts of downtown, offering a hop-on,
hop-off city tour (@®www.myhoponhopoff.com) — rather pricey at RM38
for unlimited use on any one day, and prone to getting delayed in the sludge-

like traffic.



Though cheap and convenient, KL taxis are also the bane of many a visitor to
the city as the drivers are notorious for trying to rip people off by not using the
meter. Instead they try to negotiate an inflated price for journeys, asking you
how much you’re willing to pay for the ride or naming a fee on the spot. The
only way to avoid this sort of situation is to check if the driver switches on the
meter as he is required by law to do when accepting your custom; if he doesn’t,
insist that he do so, failing which, ask to be set down and wait for another taxi
to come along.

Taxis themselves come in several classes. Ordinary taxis are painted in
various colours, but always display the words “Teksi Bermeter” on a sign on
the roof; slightly smarter vehicles, usually in yellow, display “Teksi Premier”
instead. At night, these roof signs are lit to indicate the taxi is available (though
some drivers have a habit of leaving the light on even when they already have
a passenger). A third class of taxis comprises posh, high-sided Enviro 2000
vehicles powered by natural gas, though these tend not to ply the streets
looking for custom but instead cluster around upmarket hotels.

Metered fares are low: in regular taxis the flagfall is RM2, and the tariff is 10
sen for every 150m travelled. This translates into just RM4-5 for a typical
journey between Bukit Bintang and Chinatown, or RM6—7 for Bukit Bintang
to KL Sentral, or Chinatown to KLCC. Expect to pay a few ringgit more for
downtown journeys in the smarter taxis.

There are numerous taxi ranks around the city, usually situated close to bus
stops and outside shopping malls. Some drivers don’t speak much English, so
you may want to have the address of your destination written down in Malay,
or mention a well-known landmark nearby:.

There are plenty of companies you can call to book a taxi, among them
Comfort Taxi (®03/8024 2727), Radio Taxi (®03/9221 7600), Sunlight
(®03/9058 9986), Supercab (®03/2095 3399) and SW Taxis (®03/2693
6211); you’ll be charged an extra couple of ringgit for the booking. E-Smartcab
has premier taxis fitted with wheelchair ramps (®03/5192 2773 or 5192 1775,
@ www.cabcharge.com.my).

There’s a wide range of accommodation available in KL, and though rates are
higher here than anywhere else in the country, they remain reasonable thanks
to an oversupply of rooms at many times of year. As elsewhere in Malaysia,
many hotels offer promotional rates — which are well worth asking about
(or checking on their websites). Additionally, a few places have discounts
outside weekends (price codes below correspond to weekend rates). Even
without a discount, it’s usually not hard to find a simple double in a guesthouse
with shared facilities for RM60 a night, while a good mid-range hotel room
can be had for around RM150; anything costing above RM250 a night will
certainly be pretty luxurious.

Historically, it’s been Chinatown, very close to Puduraya bus station, that’s
been the draw for KLs budget travellers. These days, however, it’s in danger of’
being usurped as a travellers” haunt by the more sedate Bukit Bintang,
fifteen minutes’ walk to the east. Here, just a few streets from the fancy hotels
and malls which dominate the area, and close to the celebrated Chinese food
stalls of Jalan Alor, you’ll find plenty of excellent guesthouses on and around
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Tengkat Tong Shin. Though more expensive than the hostels of Chinatown,
these guesthouses are often better value — less cramped and noisy, with slicker
facilities and self-service breakfasts included in the rate.

Slightly further afield, there are more upscale hotels along Jalan Sultan
Ismail and Jalan Ampang, which, together with Bukit Bintang, form part
of KLs so-called Golden Triangle. All other parts of KL pale as regards
accommodation, though Little India and nearby Chow Kit, linked by the
fiendishly busy Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman, feature a number of mid-
range hotels, while Brickfields, convenient for KL Sentral, has a couple of
places worth considering.

During busy periods — July, August, November and December, plus school
and public holidays — it’s advisable to book your accommodation in advance. If
you prefer to book omnline, try ®www.hostelworld.com or www.hostelz.com
for up-to-date lists of hostels and guesthouses, or the many KL hotel-booking
websites which can be found on the Net — though note that it’s always worth
comparing their deals with any promotional rate the hotel may be offering.

Old-style Chinese flophouses are now rather scarce in Chinatown, having been
edged out by backpacker-oriented places, not to mention hotels. The most
mundane establishments tend to be clustered around the bus station; if it’s
inexpensive accommodation you're after, you'd do better to pay a bit more to
stay close to the popular Petaling Street market. Hardly any hotels in the area
have swimming pools, though there is an ageing public pool nearby at the
Chinwoo Stadium (see p.133).

Note that some budget hotels, including even well-run ones, have rates for
hourly use, a telltale sign that locals take advantage of them for a bit of hanky-
panky. The cheap places reviewed here are currently free of this. Except where

noted, the locations of the places below are shown on the map on p.99.

Hostels and guesthouses
28 Jalan Pudu

®03/2026 6479, ®anujainn@sgsmc.com.
Boxy and rather bare rooms, though reasonably
kept, some with a/c (as do the dorms) but all
sharing facilities. The tiny lounge has a TV and
internet access. Dorms RM10,

Second floor,
60b Jalan Sultan ®03/2078 2473, @ www
.backpackerskl.com. Well-established place where
the narrow corridors are lined with louvred windows
belonging to rather plain rooms. Some rooms and
the dorms have a/c; a few rooms also have
attached bathrooms. The chief attractions are the
cool rooftop bar with affordable beers, and the fact
that they have a travel agency offering a variety of
trips — the Kuala Selangor fireflies and FRIM being
the most obvious prospects. Breakfast available for
a few ringgit extra. Dorm beds RM11,

First floor, 158

Jalan Tun H.S. Lee ©03/2031 0889, ®2078 1128.
Slightly more spartan than the Backpacker’s
Travellers Inn — its sister operation — and featuring
unadorned, somewhat cell-like rooms and dorms

with tiled floors and small shared bathrooms.
A few rooms have a/c and en-suite facilities.
Simple breakfasts can be ordered. Internet access.
Dorm beds RM10,
35-37

Jalan Pudu Lama ®03/2070 7770,
@ kameleontravellerslodge@hotmail.com.
Simple Indian-run guesthouse with spacious
rooms, sharing facilities, and the option of a/c in a
few doubles. Internet access is available and
there’s a small terrace with cane furniture to sit out
on. A better choice than many of the places on
Jalan Pudu itself.

99a Jalan Tun H.S. Lee
®03/2026 6737, ® dwahashim@yahoo.com.
The abstract paintings in the entrance stairway set
the tone at this chillled-out place above the Kamal
Curry House, in a building which was one of the
grandest shophouses in KL when it was built
in the 1910s. Inside there’s more artwork on
multicoloured walls, and simple rooms and three-
bed dorms with sliding doors. All rooms have fan
(the windowless ones can still be stuffy, though)
and share facilities; there’s also a simple kitchen.



All floors have a sitting area. Good choice. Dorms
RM12,
58-1 Jalan Hang Kasturi
®03/2070 5570, @ www.mataharilodge
.com. Immaculate guesthouse with gleaming white
corridors and spotless showers and toilets. There’s
a/c in the common areas, and the cool air is
sucked into the rooms — pleasantly if simply kitted
out, with floral bedlinen and the odd fancy lamp —
by extractor fans in the walls. Complimentary
self-service breakfast, coin-operated washing
machines, satellite TV, free wi-fi and a couple of
terminals for net access, too. Not the place if you
want a funky vibe, but ever so relaxed. Small
surcharges at weekends.
125 Jalan Petaling ®©03/2031
0188, ® oasiskl@yahoo.com. It may not quite be
the “backpackers’ Eden” it styles itself as, but it's
friendly and pleasant enough, with tidy rooms in
pastel colour schemes, reasonable shared facilities
and the option of a/c. Dorms RM12, €.
Third floor, Wisma Lai Choon, 10
Jalan Pudu ®03/2078 9600, @ www.puduhostel
.com. It's prominently signed at the start of
Jalan Pudu, but this place is a bit of a let-down,
as institutional as hostels get and just a little tatty
throughout. Still, they do have a/c, pool and
snooker tables in the lounge and net access.
Dorms RM12,
80 Jalan Sultan ®03/2078
9366, © hostelrd@yahoo.com. A labyrinthine affair
and a bit joyless on account of its scale, though
reasonably run. There are over thirty rooms, some
with a/c, plus an enormous lounge and a café open
to the hubbub of Jalan Sultan. Internet access and
bigscreen TV available. Dorms RM18,

Second floor, 62 Jalan Hang Lekiu
®03/2070 4728, @www.seraiinn.com. Entered
via an alley off Jalan Hang Lekiu, this excellent
little backpackers’ place offers dorms and a range
of rooms, all with a/c, plus free wi-fi and simple
breakfasts. Dorm beds RM25,

12 Jalan Hang Jebat ® &®03/2031 7753.
Cosily removed from the din of Chinatown but a
little staid, the YWCA lets its rooms only to women,
couples and families. The older block has simple
rooms with fan and shared facilities, while the
newer blue-and-white block has en-suite rooms
with the option of a/c in some. Weekly and monthly
rates available.

Hotels

Jalan Tun Tan Cheng Lock ®03/2026 6060,
@ www.ancasa-hotel.com. Slick hotel with decent-
sized and comfortably furnished rooms. There’s also
a pricey spa for massages, aromatherapy and other

treatments, plus a decent restaurant and bar, though
breakfast isn’t included in the rate. Prices rise by ten
percent at weekends.

70-72 Jalan Petaling ®03/2072
9933, @ www.hotelchinatown2.com. Pretty much
identical in concept and feel to the Chinatown Inn
(perhaps no surprise as the respective owners are
brothers), though with slightly smarter rooms,
including some singles, crammed deep into a
building which runs all the way to Jalan Sultan.
Internet access and wi-fi in the lobby.

52-54 Jalan Petaling ®03/2070

4008, W www.chinatowninn.com. Reached by an
unobtrusive doorway behind the market stalls, this
is a little haven in the heart of Chinatown. The
rooms are bland but spacious enough; all have TV
and attached bathroom, and most have a/c — which
is just as well, as many are windowless. Internet
access available, and free wi-fi in the lobby.

38 Jalan Pudu ®03/2031 7777, @ www
.citinhotels.com. A cheerful, modern hotel, recently
refurbished though already a bit tatty in places.
Still, rooms have flatscreen TV and attached
bathroom, and there’s free internet access during
the day (on their own terminals or your laptop via
wi-fi). Rate includes breakfast.

82 & 84 Jalan Petaling ® 03/2026
8181, @ www.dorientalinn.com. Nicely located in
the thick of the market, but the rooms are bland,
though they are en suite and come with TV. Wi-fi is
free but breakfast costs extra.
Kuala Lumpur Station, Jalan
Sultan Hishamuddin ®03/2272 1688, @ www
.heritagehotelmalaysia.com; see map, pp.84-85.
The city’s finest hotel during the colonial era, now
trading on past glories and beset by a sleepy ennui.
The attraction is, of course, the building itself, though
it's not nearly as atmospheric as you might hope;
the rooms are very spacious but blandly furnished.
Amenities are limited to a humdrum bar-restaurant.
Free wi-fi in the lobby. Rate includes breakfast.
Jalan Hang Lekir ®03/2072 7722,
@ www.hotelmalaya.com.my. An old faithful
of a hotel, with a dreary 1970s facade to prove it.
Rooms — all a/c and en suite, with proper bathtubs
— are comfortable if unremarkable, and the place
isn't as slick as some other mid-range hotels, but it
does have a great location bordering on the thick
of the Petaling Street action. Rate includes
breakfast. Be sure to ask about promotional
discounts.
2-8 Jalan Sultan ®03/2070
3000, @ www.mandpac.com.my. Not unlike the
Malaya, with an unappealing exterior and decent en-
suite rooms, but a bit dull, for which it compensates
by being slightly cheaper. Breakfast included.
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Above Puduraya bus station ®03/2072

1000, ® 2070 5567. A functional hotel which,
despite rather dated rooms, is pretty efficient and
insulated from the clamour of Jalan Pudu. Some
rooms boast good views of the Maybank Tower
and other KL landmarks. Ten-percent discounts
outside weekends; rate includes an Asian buffet
breakfast.

16 Jalan Petaling ©03/2070
2208, W www.stayorange.com. Done out in the
colour scheme of a big-name European budget
airline, and likewise featuring ridiculously cheap
prices if you book way ahead. Rooms are en suite

but are cramped despite containing a minimum of
furniture; there are also boxy rooms with two-bunk
beds and sharing facilities. Best rate €7, but more
generally

62 Jalan Sultan ®03/2072 3333,
@ www.swissinnkualalumpur.com. From the same
stable as the Swiss Garden (see p.96), this well-
liked hotel has been extended into the adjacent
property to include whole set of new rooms with
minimalist decor and flatscreen TVs; rooms in the
original part are slightly larger and also come with
fridge. The coffee house affords a good view of the
Petaling Street market. Rate includes breakfast.

Many of Bukit Bintang’s guesthouses occupy nicely restored old shophouses,
with small, comfortable rooms separated from one another using simple parti-
tions of plywood or other material. It’s hard to go wrong with any of these, just
as it’s difficult to be badly disappointed with any of the Golden Triangle’s
upmarket hotels. The area also boasts excellent serviced apartments offering a
lot more space than you'd get in a similarly priced hotel room. For the locations
of the places reviewed below, see the map on pp.108-109.

Guesthouses
4 Tengkat Tong Shin
®03/2148 6812, @ www.anjungkl.com.
Unpretentious place offering a range of rooms
including singles and triples, and an eight-bed
dorm, all with nice tiled floors, a/c and sharing
facilities. You can relax to satellite TV in the lounge
or sit at tables out front. There’s free wi-fi and a
book exchange too. Rate includes breakfast.
Discounts outside weekends. Dorms RM30, ©°.
52 Lorong 1/77A, Changkat Thambi
Dollah ®03/2148 8648, W www.classicinn.com
.my. Nicely run guesthouse: rooms are en suite and
have a/c and TV; there’s also a lounge kitted out
with stylish wooden furniture and featuring satellite
TV. They also serve up a Western breakfast,
included in the rate, or can order up local favour-
ites like roti canai if you prefer.
48 Tengkat Tong Shin
®03/2142 3339, @ www.thegreenhut.com.
Easily spotted thanks to its lime-green exterior,
with more bright multicoloured walls and a suitably
romantic jungle mural within, Green Hutis a
relaxed place boasting simple a/c rooms sharing
spotless facilities (a few rooms are en suite). The
cosy lounge has internet terminals and satellite TV.
Rate includes breakfast. Dorms RM25, €.
3 Jalan Bukit Bintang
®03/2142 5313, @ wwwthehavenkl.com.
Bravely housed in one of the last remaining
shophouses on Jalan Bukit Bintang, this is packed
with timber walls and partitions everywhere, giving

the impression of being inside a very elaborate
tree-house. The dorms and most rooms have a/c,
and a few have their own shower. Self-service
coffee, tea and toast available all day. Free wi-fi.
Dorm beds from RM28,

8-10 Tengkat

Tong Shin ®03/2144 2050, @ www

.numbereight.com.my. A sleek setup that broke the
mould by infusing designer chic into shophouse
surroundings, evident right away in the stylish
furnishings in the two lounges and permeating
every room. All rooms have a/c and marble-topped
sinks, though only a few rooms are en suite (and
these also have TV/DVD systems). Rate includes a
self-service breakfast of toast, fruit and coffee/tea.
Dorms RM30, 2.
20-2¢ Changkat Bukit Bintang
®03/2142 8449, @ www.pondoklodge.com. One
of the longest-established guesthouses in the area,
with simply furnished, somewhat boxy rooms, plus
a four-bed dorm. All have a/c but share bathrooms.
Satellite TV and internet access are available in the
lounge, and a simple breakfast is included in the
rate. Dorms RM25,

21 Jalan Berangan
®03/2141 4243, @ www.pujangga-homestay.com.
A couple of adjacent 1970s terraced houses have
been combined here to produce a sprawling guest-
house with single and double rooms and dorms.
There are also a couple of lounges with satellite TV,
a kitchen and internet terminals (plus free wi-fi).
Rates include breakfast. Dorm beds from RM25,



5 Tengkat Tong Shin ©03/2143 1279,
@ www.redpalm-kl.com. Bizarrely unsigned — look
for it opposite the Number Eight Guesthouse — is this
well-regarded, informal establishment with just three
rooms and a dorm upstairs, all sharing facilities.
Downstairs is a spacious lounge with a number of
internet terminals and TV. Rates include breakfast.
Reservations advised. Dorm beds RM25,
10 Jalan Rembia
®03/2145 4745, @ www.travellerspalm
-kl.com. Down a lane off Tengkat Tong Shin is this
delightful guesthouse fronted by two travellers’
palms in the tiny front garden. Inside the house is
dotted with interesting paintings, and bits of old
furniture are scattered around the lovely, spacious
lounge. There’s a range of rooms — all with a/c
except the lone single — and an eight-bed a/c
dorm; all share facilities. Snug and secure; rate
includes breakfast. Dorm beds RM25,

Hotels

45 Tengkat Tong Shin ®03/2141
2000, ®www.alphagenesis.com. Modern
business-oriented hotel that has the distinction of
being a little cosier than many others in the same
price bracket. Rate includes breakfast.

65 Changkat Bukit Bintang
®03/2141 3636, @ www.hotelcomfort.biz. Behind
the ugly concrete exterior is a tiny hotel offering
smallish, plain a/c rooms with TV and a boxy
attached bathroom. Still, this ranks among the
cheapest hotels in the area and staff are friendly.
Up to 20min free internet use on their PCs and
there’s free wi-fl in the reception area.

Jalan Ampang ®03/2161 8888,

@ www.corushotelkl.com. A tried-and-
tested mid-1980s hotel that’s maturing well
despite an ill-advised exterior makeover involving
lots of pale orange paint. Thankfully, decor in the
plush rooms is suitably muted. Amenities include
Chinese and Japanese restaurants, a swimming
pool and sauna.

Jalan Sultan Ismail ®03/2161 7777,
@ www.equatorial.com. Vast five-star hotel with
tastefully decorated rooms, a swimming pool,
wireless internet access and some good restaurants
and cafés.
35 Jalan Bukit Bintang ® 03/2148

9166, @ www.fhihotels.com. Venerable hotel
dating from the year of Malaysia’s independence
and nicely updated over the decades, the current
incarnation sporting a beautiful marbled lobby.
Facilities include a pool, bowling alley and the
revolving Bintang restaurant which, like some of
the rooms, offers views over the concrete jungle of
malls that dominate Bukit Bintang.

13 Jalan Pinang ®03/2147 1111,
@ www.impiana.com. This tastefully decorated hotel
offers subdued but stylish rooms with slick bathroom
fittings. Ideally placed for both Bintang Walk and
KLCC, it also boasts a swimming pool and spa, and
keener rates than other hotels in its class.
KLCC ®03/2380 8888,

@ www.mandarinoriental.com. Enormous hotel
(it only looks small by virtue of being conveniently
next to the Twin Towers) and as sumptuous as they
come, with its own luxury spa, swimming pools,
tennis courts and some tip-top restaurants. All this
doesn’t come cheap: the lowest regularly available
rate is around RM760 a night.

183 Jalan Bukit Bintang ®03/2715 9000,
@ www.marriott.com. Among the créme de la creme
of KL hotels, with top-notch rooms and facilities
including the obligatory pool, spa and gym, plus
several good restaurants. Watch for exceptional
discounts that are available from time to time.

138 Jalan Ampang ®03/2711 8866,

@ www.hotelmaya.com.my. This stunning
boutique hotel has two hundred rooms arranged
around a vast, futuristic central atrium and is
distinguished by chic designer furnishings
throughout. Each grade of room has its own design
quirks; in the cheapest studio rooms, for example,
the bathrooms have glass walls (with privacy
curtains) so you can watch the big-screen TV while
soaking in the bath. Room safes have built-in
power points for your gadgets and every room has
net access. The hotel also boasts a range of spa
treatments and restaurants, plus free transfers to
and from the airport. Rack rates start at RM700,
though you can often get one-third off online, with
breakfast included.

165 Jalan Ampang ®03/2161 1111, @ www
.hotelnikko.com.my. Swanky Japanese-owned
five-star affair with a great range of restaurants —
including, naturally, Japanese — plus a pool and spa.
It caters mainly to business travellers, so rates fall
at weekends — though in general staying is only
worthwhile if you get a promotional deal (typically
under RM500 for a double), as the rack rate is
extortionate.

101 Jalan Bukit Bintang ® 03/2303 8000,
@ www.thepiccolohotel.com. They brag that
they’re a “hip boutique hotel” and indeed try to
take a leaf out of the Maya's book, with modish
designer touches everywhere, plus an Italian
restaurant and a Japanese-style spa. Good rates
for the location.

51a Changkat Bukit Bintang ® 03/2715
3888, @ www.radius-international.com. Substantial
hotel with reasonable rooms, a restaurant and café,
and a terrace swimming pool with views of Menara
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KL and the Maybank Tower. Promotional rates, with
breakfast thrown in, often apply.
Junction of Jalan Sultan Ismail and
Jalan Ampang ®03/2162 2233, @ www.renaissance
-kul.com. Part of the Marriott group, and featuring
an excellent outdoor swimming pool, gym and
restaurants. The east wing is around twenty percent
cheaper. Rates exclude breakfast.
61 Jalan Alor ©03/2145
7577, ®www.seasonsview.com. On one

level, a mundane, smallish, lower-mid-range hotel —
but it's competently run, has modern en-suite rooms,
a good location amid the culinary splendour of Jalan
Alor and great rates (which include breakfast).

117 Jalan Pudu ®03/2141 3333,
@ www.swissgarden.com. This substantial modern
hotel is conveniently located at the edge of Bukit
Bintang and halfway to Chinatown. Facilities
include satellite TV, a couple of restaurants plus a
pool, gym and spa.

Serviced apartments
179 Jalan Bukit
Bintang ®03/2145 6988,

@ www.berjayaresorts.com.my. Great-value
serviced apartments, including some sleeping up
to six, with their own pleasant lounge, optional
kitchenette, plus use of swimming pool. Parking
is available.

Menara Panglobal, Jalan Puncak,
off Jalan P. Ramlee ©03/2332 7777, @ www
.pacific-regency.com. Luxury apartments complete
with kitchenette, huge bathroom, satellite TV, free
wireless internet access and, on the roof, a
swimming pool and the excellent Luna bar (see
p.124). Ample parking too. The location at the foot
of Bukit Nanas isn’t near any stations — though if
you can afford the rates, taxi fares won't trouble
you in the least.

8 Lorong Ceylon ®03/2055 8888,
®www.somerset.com. Popular with executive
types, these immaculate one- and two-bed
apartments in a brand-new tower block are
equipped with swish furnishings, satellite TV/DVD
systems and wired internet access. On the fourth
floor are a sauna, gym, a swimming pool with
good views and a poolside café, open only for
breakfast (included in the rate).

The places reviewed below appear on the map on p.106, except for the Legend

which appears on the map on pp.84-85.

98-100 Jalan TAR ©03/2692

6270. A famous survivor dating from the 1920s,
though now caught in a dreary time warp; much of
the place looks like it hasn’t been updated since
the 1960s. The lobby and bar are moderately
atmospheric, but don’t make up for the plain rooms
(with fan — there’s no a/c), ancient and unexciting
furniture and shared bathrooms which are a little
frayed at the edges.

214 Jalan Bunus, off Jalan
Masjid India ©03/2711 7777, @ www.garden-city
-hotel.net. Trying to reinforce the horticultural
connection in its name, this place has a dark green
exterior bizarrely festooned with window boxes
packed with plastic tulips. Thankfully the interior is
free of such kitsch, housing serviceable, modern
en-suite rooms. Rate includes breakfast.

141 Jalan Bunus, off Jalan
Masjid India ®03/2698 6333. Budget place with
rooms set around a central well. The decor is dull
in the extreme and the bathrooms are dated, but
it's a decent option nonetheless and not too noisy
given the location.

fourth floor, 73 & 75

Jalan Haji Hussein ® 012/268 9305, @ www
.hostelcosmopolitan.blogspot.com. The management

here runs a tight ship and their hostel does just fine
for itself, despite the unpromising location on the
edge of Chow Kit market (look for the big sign at the
top of their building). There are just four rooms plus
a fourteen-bed women’s dorm and an eighteen-bed
mixed dorm, all with bright bed linen and sharing
facilities, including internet terminals, free wi-fi and
a kitchen. There really could be more showers and
toilets, though. Dorm beds from RM20,

Putra Place, 100 Jalan Putra, across
from the Putra World Trade Centre ®03/4042
9888, W www.legendsgroup.com. Above the Mall
shopping development, this luxury hotel boasts a
rooftop pool and several restaurants and bars.
Unusually, they have a range of serviced apart-
ments which can offer better value than the rooms,
whose chief distinction is that they all have a PC
for internet access.

7 Jalan Munshi Abdullah
®03/2692 9298, @ www.maytower.com.my.
Yet another hotel with a choice of rooms or
apartments, though in this case the rooms are
much better value, stylishly appointed in earthy
tones and equipped with flatscreen TV and safe.
Good value, even though breakfast costs extra.
Rooms (7, apartments



46-1 Jalan Masjid India ©03/2698 6122,
@ www.palacehotel.com.my. Reasonable hotel
with modern a/c rooms (though bathrooms are
dated) in the thick of the night market. No
breakfast though.

316 Jalan TAR @ 03/7962 5888,

@ www.tunehotel.com. The first of what will be a
host of AirAsia-supported no-frills hotels across the
country, with airline-like rates — cheap if you book

very early. Rooms and bathrooms are small and
functional in the extreme; at least the window
glass is nice and thick, given the frenetic traffic on
Jalan TAR. All rooms have fans but you can pay
extra for a/c (around RM14 for 12hr). Lobby facili-
ties, such as they are, amount to a couple of
fast-food outlets and a convenience store.
possible, but typically

The places reviewed below appear on the map on p.115.

71-73 Jalan Thambypillai ® 03/2260
1333, ®2274 9107. A functional hotel lacking the
seediness that taints many lodgings in the area.
En-suite rooms with a/c and TV.
3 Jalan Stesen Sentral @ 03/2264 2264,
@ www.kuala-lumpur.hilton.com. Lavish hotel
whose lobby wouldn’t look out of place fronting a
modern art museum and with rooms straight out of
the style magazines. Rates vary throughout the
year, but reckon on at least RM500 a night.
2 Jalan Stesen Sentral ®03/2263
7888, W kualalumpur.lemeridien.com. Not quite as
opulent as the Hilton next door, but grand by

Taman Tasik Perdana
®03/2295 0888, @ www.ghmhotels.com. See
map, pp.84-85. Set in its own grounds just west of
the Lake Gardens, these two colonial mansions
containing thirteen suites are without doubt the

anyone else’s standards, with a pool and spa, and
a fancy Lebanese restaurant. As at the Hilton, rates
wander all over the place, although don’t expect
rooms any cheaper than RM450 a night.

95 Jalan Padang Belia ®03/2274 1439,
@ www.ymcakl.com. A well-maintained place
reminiscent of campus accommodation, and open
to male and female guests. Rooms, all with a/c and
TV, range from singles to quads, with the option of
attached bathrooms with the singles and doubles.
Facilities include a café, laundry, barber’s and
tennis courts (you'll need your own gear, though).
Good value, particularly as breakfast is included.

most exclusive place to stay in KL — the manage-
ment can truthfully boast “Queen Elizabeth slept
here.” For more, see p.113. Occasional promotions
shave only small amounts off the rack rate, which
starts at RM1250 including breakfast.

Most visitors divide their time equally between old and new KL, which is
probably the best strategy for seeing the city. Very close to the historic
“muddy confluence”, Merdeka Square, with its colonial-era courthouses
and administrative buildings, is pretty much on everyone’s list, as is
Chinatown to the southeast; in between lie the city’s old Jamek Mosque
and Pasar Seni, one of KL's main crafts markets. Worthwhile forays can be
made north to Little India (and, if you're so inclined, on up to Chow Kit
Market); south to the old train station, Masjid Negara (the National
Mosque) and the adjacent Islamic Arts Museum; further south to the
National Museum and the Brickfields district, both close to KL Sentral;
and west to the Lake Gardens, one of surprisingly few green lungs in this
tropical city.

All the while, you’ll probably be shuttling across to the Golden Triangle. Not
actually a triangle, it takes in the Menara KL communications tower, with
amazing views over the city, as well as the numerous hotels, malls, restaurants
and clubs of Bukit Bintang, focused on Jalan Bukit Bintang, Jalan Imbi and
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Jalan Sultan Ismail. The Golden Triangle is bounded on its northern edge by
Jalan Ampang, one of the first streets to be developed as a residential area for
rich tin fowkays and colonial administrators at the start of the twentieth century,
and which still retains a few mansions, some now housing embassies. Close to
the junction of Jalan Ampang and Jalan Tun Razak are the Petronas Towers.
If you've a particular interest in KLs architectural heritage, it’s worth arranging
a walking tour (see p.133).

The small colonial quarter, which developed around the confluence of the
Gombak and Klang rivers in the 1880s, is the area of KL that arguably best
retains its historic character, with an eccentric fusion of building styles,
including practically all of the city’s Moorish-style buildings. At its heart on the
west bank of the Klang is a beautifully tended English cricket ground and
padang (tield), revered for its place in Malaysian history, for it was here that on
August 31, 1957, Malaysia’s first prime minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, declared
merdeka, or independence. Subsequently, the space was renamed Dataran
Merdeka, or Merdeka Square.

On the western side of the square, the Royal Selangor Club was the
British elite’s favourite watering hole. The club itself was founded in the
1880s, though the present clubhouse, a low, black-and-white mock Tudor
structure, is a 1970s rebuilding of a structure built by A.B. Hubbock in 1910,
after the original was badly damaged by fire. Colonial wags used to refer to
the building as “the Spotted Dog”, supposedly in memory of the club mascot,
a Dalmatian, which a former member used to tie up at the steps. To the north,
the Anglican St Mary’s Cathedral (1894), usually open in the daytime,
welcomed the city’s European inhabitants every Sunday before they repaired
to the club.

The 95-metre flagpole just south of the square is supposedly the tallest in the
world. Locals flock here on weekend evenings to parade beside the fairy lights
of the Sultan Abdul Samad Building, across Jalan Sultan Hishamuddin from
here. With a two-storey grey-and-red brick facade dominated by a forty-
metre-high clock tower, and curved colonnades topped with impressive
copper cupolas, it was completed in 1897 and ranks among the earliest of the

Dotty Englishmen took their dottiness with them all around the empire. Among them
was one A.S. Gispert who joined a club in Melaka, the Springgit Harriers, which
indulged in a version of the English running game Hare and Hounds. The game is
simple: a runner or “hare” sets a paper trail for a group — the “hounds” — that later
sets off in pursuit. The trail, often through stretches of woodland, might periodically
break or veer off in a different direction, requiring the “hounds” to fan out and try and
pick it up. In 1938 Gispert managed to enthuse some of his fellow drinkers who
peopled the Hash House, as the dining room of the Royal Selangor Club was known,
into taking part in the game. The group became known as the Hash House Harriers,
and its members would run on Mondays after their weekly training session for the
Malay States Volunteer Reserves.

Gispert was killed helping to defend Singapore in early 1942, but after the war the
other members revived the tradition, and the Hash House Harriers went on to
become an international running club. The original KL group, respectfully regarded as
the mother of all hashing groups, is still in existence (@ www.motherhash.org).
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capital’s Moorish-style buildings, characterized by onion domes, cupolas,
colonnades, arched windows and wedding-cake plasterwork. One man was
largely responsible for this original urban fabric — Charles Edwin Spooner, the
state engineer in the 1890s. Under his guidance, architect Anthony Norman
(also responsible for St Mary’s) came up with an initial design for the Sultan
Abdul Samad Building — in the Neoclassical Renaissance style, which was
then the general standard for government buildings throughout the British
Empire. But Spooner argued that the symbols of the Federated Malay States,
a protectorate rather than a colony, should reflect the Islamic sensibilities of
the Malay rulers. So a more “Eastern” design was eventually used, though one

ANNOYY ANV UNdINNT VIVNAX

99



A1D 8yl ’ GNNOYY ANV UNdINNT VIVNAXN Q

100

not based on traditional Malay timber buildings but imported from colonial
India. Subsequent buildings by Norman in this mould include the old Post
Office next door and the former Public Works Department further south.

Originally the Sultan Abdul Samad Building housed the colonial administra-
tion’s offices, and until recently it was home to the High Court. At the time of’
writing its future was uncertain, though part of it may eventually house the
Ministry of Unity, Culture, Arts and Heritage, with the possibility of a museum
being created here as well.

Also in a Moorish style, the cream-coloured building to the south of Merdeka
Square was once the workplace of former British prime minister John Major in
his days as a banker. In 1996 it was converted from government offices into the
National Museum of History, now closed. The exhibits have been integrated
into the National Museum (see p.114), but the future status of the building itself
was uncertain at the time of writing.

Jamek Mosque and Central Market

East of Merdeka Square, Lebuh Pasar Besar connects the colonial quarter
with the more frenetic life of the old commercial district on the east side of
the Klang River. Just north of the river bridge is the Jamek Mosque
(Masjid Jamek; open to visitors outside prayer times; free), on a promontory
at the confluence of the Klang and Gombak rivers. It was here — on a section
of dry land carved out from the enveloping forest — that tin prospectors from
Klang established a base in the 1850s, which soon turned into a boom town.
The mosque, part of the second great period of expansion in KL, was
completed in 1909 by the British architect A.B. Hubbock, who took over
from Anthony Norman after the latter was compulsorily retired in 1903 on
grounds of inefficiency. Hubbock had previously lived in India, and thus the
Jamek Mosque incorporates features copied from Mogul mosques — pink
brick walls and arched colonnades, topped by oval cupolas and squat
minarets. There’s an intimacy here that isn’t obvious at the modern, much

A Jamek Mosque



larger national mosque to the south, and the grounds, bordered by palms, are
a pleasant place to sit and rest. The main entrance is on Jalan Tun Perak.
Head south off Lebuh Pasar Besar and you reach the Art Deco Central
Market (daily 9am—10pm). Backing onto the Klang River, this large pastel-
coloured brick hangar was built in the 1920s as the capital’s wet market, though
the butchers and fishmongers have long since left for places like Chow Kit and
the back alleys of nearby Chinatown. In the mid-1980s the market was
converted into what’s known as Pasar Seni, meaning “art market”, though
most of the shops within actually sell crafts and souvenirs — anything from
models of the Petronas Towers to T-shirts. It was once hoped that Pasar Seni
would follow in the footsteps of London’s famous Covent Garden Market and
become a major tourist draw, but despite a recent revamp aimed at taking the
place upmarket, there’s still a distinctly dowdy feel to it, and for every worth-
while outlet showcasing songket or silverware, there’s a mundane shop selling
watches or magazines. Still, the market is definitely worth a browse, and is a
lively meeting point at weekends and most evenings, when a few buskers
outside entertain the kids with Malay pop covers. The streets to the east and
north are worth a stroll, featuring a sprinkling of Neoclassical and Art Deco
shophouses and an unfussy Art Deco clock tower on Lebuh Ampang.

Spreading out east from Central Market is Chinatown, once KLs commercial
kernel, dating from the arrival of the first traders in the 1860s. Bordered by Jalan
Sultan to the east, Jalan Tun Perak to the north and Jalan Maharajalela to the
south, the area had adopted its current extent by the late nineteenth century,
with southern-Chinese shophouses, coffee shops and temples springing up
along narrow streets such as Jalan Tun H.S. Lee (formerly Main St) and Jalan
Petaling. Though the shophouses today are fairly workaday, unlike those in
Melaka’s Jonkers Walk area or around Penang’s Lebuh Chulia, it is encouraging
that a few of the period buildings are being refurbished despite the threat of
redevelopment constantly hanging over the area.

For locals and visitors alike, Jalan Petaling (still often called Petaling St) is
very much the main draw. Home to brothels and gambling dens in KL early
years, these days it’s the haunt of market traders who, under a modern blue glass
roof, do a roaring trade in fake watches and handbags and pirated DVDs, from
late morning until well into the evening. The buzz spills over into neighbouring
streets, which feature shops and hawkers selling all manner of foodstuffs, from
ba kwa (slices of pork, given a sweet marinade and grilled) to local fruits and
molasses-like herbal brews in tureens. The Chinese restaurants and stalls in the
vicinity are among the most popular eating places in KL, some staying open
into the small hours.

Just past the junction of Jalan Tun H.S. Lee and Jalan Cheng Lock is the See
Yeoh Temple, founded in 1883 by Yap Ah Loy, KLs early Chinese headman,
who funded its construction; a photograph of him is often prominently
displayed on one of the altars. The temple is atmospheric but not particularly
interesting, though it comes to life on festival days.You’re better off heading to
the very southern end of Jalan Petaling to visit the area’s largest temple, Chan
See Shu Yuen, a clan temple covering Chinese with the very common name
of Chan (also transliterated Chen and Tan). From outside, you can see the intri-
cately carved roof, its images depicting more monumental events in Chinese
history and mythology; the inner shrine is covered in scenes of lions, dragons
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A Southern gateway to the Petaling Street market

and mythical creatures battling with warriors. Most engaging of all, however, are
the two gentleman figurines on the altar representing ancestors of the clan or
possibly their servants — and wearing Western top hats to indicate their link with
the colonial past.

Sri Maha Mariamman Temple

Oddly perhaps, one of KLs main Hindu shrines, the Sri Maha Mariamman
Temple, is also located in the heart of Chinatown, on Jalan Tun H.S. Lee
(where you can also pause to take a look at the nearby Kuan Ti Temple, an
attractively restored Taoist affair dating back to the late nineteenth century). The
earliest shrine on the Sri Maha Mariamman site was built in 1873 by Tamil
immigrants and named after the Hindu deity, Mariamman, whose intercession
was sought to provide protection against sickness and “unholy incidents”. In the
case of the Tamils, who had arrived to build the railways or work on the planta-
tions, they needed all the solace they could find from the appalling rigours of
their working life.

Significant rebuilding of the temple took place in the 1960s, when sculptors
from India were commissioned to design idols to adorn the five tiers of the gate
tower — these now shine with gold embellishments, precious stones and
exquisite Spanish and Italian tiles. Garland-makers sell their wares outside the
entrance, while above it is a hectic profusion of Hindu gods, frozen in dozens
of scenes from the Ramayana.

During the Hindu Thaipusam festival, the temple’s golden chariot is paraded
through the streets on its route to the Batu Caves, on the northern edge of the
city (see p.136). The rest of the year, the chariot is kept in a large room in the
temple; you might be able to persuade an attendant to unlock the door and let
you have a peek.

The temple is always open to the public and is free to visit, although you may
want to contribute a ringgit or two towards its upkeep. Visitors must leave their
shoes at a rack situated to the left of the entrance.



Chinatown’s main west—east thoroughtares, Jalan Tun Perak and Jalan Tun Tan
Cheng Lock (the latter the route of the original rail line through KL) converge
at the Puduraya intersection, just off which stands the Maybank Building. Built
in the late 1980s by Hijjas Kasturi, it’s a structure typical of the new KL, designed
with Islamic principles of purity in mind. Unlike many of the other modern
skyscrapers here, there’s actually a reason to venture inside — to visit either the
small art gallery or the Numismatic Museum (Mon—Sat 10am—6pm; free),
both on the main lobby floor. The latter is an unusually interesting collection,
arranged chronologically, starting with tin ingots, gold dust and bars of silver or,
for what the caption describes as “ordinary people”, cowrie shells, rice and beads
— all of which were once used for transactions in the region. Coins were
gradually introduced with the arrival of the various colonizing powers; early
sixteenth-century Portuguese coins on display are delicately engraved with
miniatures of the Malay Peninsula and tiny kites billowing in the air. The first
mass-produced coins, issued by the British East India Company, bore the
company’s coat of arms — a practice echoed later by timber and rubber
companies, who until the late eighteenth century minted tokens to pay their
expanding labour pool. During the Japanese invasion, the occupying administra-
tion produced its own bank notes which, after the Japanese surrender, the British
diligently collected and stamped “not legal tender”.

East of here, a little street, Jalan Pudu Lama, is the location of KLs second most
important Hindu shrine, the Court Hill Ganesh Temple (free), a small and
often crowded place, with stalls outside selling garlands, incense, sweetmeats and
charms. This was a favoured stop for visitors on their way to KLs original law
courts, once sited nearby. Supplicants prayed to the chief deity, Lord Ganesh,
who specializes in the removal of all obstacles to prosperity, peace and success.

One the city’s best-known colonial buildings, the old Kuala Lumpur train
station now feels distinctly unloved and cut off from its peers. It ought to be
easy enough to reach from Merdeka Square, but Jalan Sultan Hishamuddin here
becomes a broad, feverishly busy highway, with hardly any designated crossings.
It’s easier to head southwest from Central Market, across the bridge and down
along the western side of the river, past the Dayabumi Complex and the
modern General Post Office; eventually you’ll come to a small gate opening
onto newer platforms at the far northern end of the station. Alternatively, take
a Komuter train to the station; if you're on a service which happens to arrive
on one of the atmospheric older platforms, you immediately get to take in the
arched ceilings, so evocative of those at the main stations in London.

The station was completed in 1911 by A.B. Hubbock and, as with his Jamek
Mosque, reflects his inspiration from North Indian Islamic architecture in its
meshing spires, minarets and arches. For the best view of the facade, you’ll need
to get across to the western side of Jalan Sultan Hishamuddin; conveniently, a
pedestrian subway links the station with KTM’s headquarters opposite — itself’
an attractive Moorish structure designed by Hubbock, finished around the same
time as the station and actually more imposing than its counterpart.

Once at the KTM building, you can easily take the opportunity to walk to a
few attractions on the fringes of the Lake Gardens, beginning with the Masjid
Negara (National Mosque; daily 9am—6pm except Fri 2.45—-6pm). Opened in
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The explosion of giant-scale architecture projects in and around KL began in the
1970s, when KL'’s first construction boom gave room for inventive architects to
expand on themes suited to its tropical climate. The resulting buildings saw tradi-
tional elements interacting with innovative architectural expressions, often to striking
effect. One of the earliest examples of this is the Dayabumi Complex just south of
Merdeka Square. Malay architect Nik Mohammed took modern mosque architecture
as his model and produced this tower, whose high-vaulted entrance arches and
glistening white open fretwork have become characteristic of progressive Malaysian
city architecture.

The architect who best demonstrates the fusing of essentially religious motifs with
new design is Hijjas Kasturi. His most impressive work is perhaps the Maybank
Building, where the predominance of white denotes purity, while its great height,
sleekness and grandeur are reminiscent of a minaret. In his Tabung Haji Building,
close to the intersection of Jalan Ampang and Jalan Tun Abdul Razak (and very near
the Nikko hotel, which he also designed), the five columns supporting the bottle-like
structure represent the five pillars of Islam, the single tower unity with God; appropri-
ately, the building is the headquarters of the Pilgrims Fund, which provides Islamic
banking services and coordinates matters to do with the Hajj. A more recent and
equally striking design of his is the Telekom Malaysia headquarters, close to Jalan
Klang Lama south of Brickfields, which, from certain angles, resembles a shark’s fin
slicing through the sky.

These themes were developed throughout the 1990s, during which a trio of
buildings, the National Library, Art Gallery and Theatre, on Jalan Tun Razak, have
reinterpreted traditional Malay forms. The library, designed by Shamsuddin
Mohammed, has a gleaming roof covered in large blue ceramic tiles, the grandeur of
which contrasts with the interior’s incorporation of everyday cultural symbols:
sculpture that utilizes the shapes of traditional earthenware pots, and walls bearing
the patterns of the traditional woven songket cloth. Another modern take on traditional
Malay building styles, the Bank Muamalat Building, can be seen on Jalan Melaka,
near Masjid Jamek LRT station. Of course, the manic expansion of KL in the 1990s
also gave rise to Malaysia’s one world-famous icon, with its own Islamic touches, in
the Petronas Twin Towers (see p.107).

1965, it’s starting to look rather dated, but does feature impressive rectangles of
white marble bisected by pools of water, and a hall that can hold up to ten
thousand worshippers. In the prayer hall, size gives way to decorative prowess,
the dome adorned with eighteen points signifying the five pillars of Islam and
the thirteen states of Malaysia. To enter as a visitor (between prayers only), you
need to be properly dressed: robes can be borrowed (free) from the desk at the
mosque entrance.

Just up Jalan Lembah Perdana from the mosque is the ultramodern Islamic
Arts Museum (daily 10am—6pm; RM10, or RM12 if there are temporary
exhibitions; @ www.iamm.org.my). In a city that’s frankly lacking in good
museums, this well-documented collection is a real standout, housed in an
open-plan building with gleaming marble floors; allow around ninety minutes
to do it justice. Note that if you're arriving by taxi, you may find that the driver
will know only its Malay name, Muzium Kesenian Islam (and if that doesn’t
work, just ask for the Masjid Negara).

Things begin rather unpromisingly on level 1 with a mundane collection of
dioramas of Muslim holy places. Most interesting of these is the Great Mosque



of Xi’an in central China, looking for all the world like a Chinese temple; it’s
the first of a number of exhibits that give deserved attention to the often
neglected subject of Islam in the Far East, a theme continued elsewhere on this
level in the India, China and Malay galleries. In the India gallery, devoted to the
Moguls, look out in particular for an intricately carved wooden locking
mechanism, designed to cloister the harem away from the rest of the world; the
China gallery boasts some good examples of porcelain bearing Arabic callig-
raphy, and yet more Arabic script in scroll paintings on the far wall. Best of all
here is the Malay gallery, featuring, among other items, an impressive three-
metre-high archway, once part of a house belonging to an Indonesian notable,
with black, red and gold lacquering and a trelliswork of leaves as its main motif.
Below it is displayed an equally fine trunk that was used as a travelling box by
Terengganu royalty. Built of the much-prized cengal hardwood, it’s decorated in
red and gold and bears the names of Islam’ revered first four caliphs.

On level 2, there are some good displays of richly embroidered textiles and
marquetry, as well as some unusual examples of Western European ceramic
crockery, influenced by the Islamic world in their design and in some cases
actually produced for that market. But what's likely to excite your interest most
here is the terrace containing the museum’s main dome, a blue-and-white
affair with floral ornamentation. Built by Iranian craftsmen, it’s just one of
several gorgeous domes in the building, but the only one that’s meant to illus-
trate the exterior of a grand mosque. Finally, look out for the bizarre reversed
dome ceiling, bulging downwards from above — it’s the last thing you see as you
make your way back to the foyer from the area containing the gift shop and
Arab restaurant (closed Mon), both excellent.

Beyond the Islamic Arts Museum, the RMP Museum (Tues—Sun 10am—6pm,
Fri closed noon—3pm; free), on Jalan Perdana, covers the vivid history of the
Malaysian police force. Among the photographs are some fascinating images
(c.1900), including a shot of British officers and their local charges on patrol
on buffaloes. The museum also has a variety of weapons confiscated from
the communists during the Emergency, including a vicious assortment of
parangs and a curved, bladed implement known as a Sarawak or Iban axe.
Once you've had a look around, you can, if you're feeling energetic, continue
up Jalan Perdana into the Lake Gardens (see p.112) or head up the flight of
steps opposite the museum to the hill where the National Planetarium is
located (see p.113).

Just to the north of Chinatown is Little India, still something of a commercial
centre for KL's Indian community, though these days it is being eclipsed in that
by Brickfields (see p.114). More compact than Chinatown, though equally
fascinating, Little India is traditionally the main area in the city for buying
garments, especially saris and songkets, as well as jewellery.

If you approach from Chinatown, you’ll notice Indian restaurants and shops
beginning to figure as soon as you head north from Jalan Tun Perak. Only a few
steps north from the Masjid Jamek LRT station is Jalan Melayu, its name
indicative of the former Malay community here; these days it’s home to quite a
few Indian stores, some selling excellent burfi and other sweet confections.
Approaching Jalan Masjid India, you encounter a popular covered market
smaller than the one in Chinatown’s Petaling Street, but otherwise not that
dissimilar, and selling a few fake accessories too. Further up is Masjid India
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itself, a reddish-brown Indian-
influenced affair dating from the
1960s and now disconcertingly
slick after a recent renovation;
the first mosque on the site, a
mere hut, was built one hundred
years earlier. If you continue a
few minutes further along the
street you come to a little square,
to the right (east) of which you’ll
find plenty of kedai kopis and,
come evening, street vendors
selling food; turn off to the left
and you come to Lorong Tuanku
Abdul Rahman, whose northern
end is dominated by a night
market, busiest at weekends.
Mainly Malay-run, the stalls sell
both food and an eclectic range
of bits and pieces, from T-shirts
to trinkets.

Chow Kit Market, most easily
reached by Monorail, is some
1500m north of Little India,
along Jalan Tuanku Abdul
Rahman (or Jalan TAR as it’s
always known). If you want to
save yourself the walk from Little
India, head west to Jalan Raja
Laut, where virtually any bus will
take you north to Chow Kit
(Jalan TAR carries southbound
traffic only). The walk along Jalan
TAR  does, however, offer
occasional glimpses of Neoclas-
sical and Art Deco buildings and
shops, in various states of repair,
as some compensation for the
furious traffic. The best-known
example of one of these period
pieces is the modest Coliseum
Hotel (at no. 98), where the
British owners of the rubber
plantations once met to sink
tumblers of whisky and water
and eat steak. Dating from the
1920s (the adjacent Coliseum
Cinema is of the same vintage), it
has a rather bare facade for a
Neoclassical structure, but the



interior is genuinely atmospheric — it scarcely seems to have changed for decades.
Come here for a cold beer rather than the food, which can be very ordinary.

At the northern end of Jalan TAR, Chow Kit has a noticeable Indonesian
presence; you'll come across Indonesian music and snacks on sale among the
stalls in the sprawling produce and goods market that permeates the back alleys
east of Jalan TAR, though more prominent are numerous vendors offering more
usual items such as sandals, satay or songkoks (black caps resembling flattish
fezzes, worn by Malay men). Chow Kit has a reputation as a good place to buy
secondhand clothes (sometimes called “baju bundle”), but most clothes
outlets offer mundane new items. To track down second-hand garments, you
may need to head out of the main market and across to Jalan Haji Taib on the
west side of Jalan TAR; here you may chance upon items like Levi’s 501s in
reasonable condition and at prices that are almost too reasonable to be true —
starting from RM20 a pair. The market operates much of the day and into the
evening, but note that some locals prefer to give Chow Kit a wide berth after
dark, as it’s also something of a red-light area.

If you've time on your hands and enjoy a wander, you could head 1km east
from Chow Kit (along either Jalan Raja Bot or Jalan Raja Alang) into
Kampung Bahru, a designated Malay reserve area (there are others throughout
the Peninsula) — land that only people whose ID defines them as ethnic Malays
can own, and indeed with its own status in law, not under the direct control of
the KL city council. Once the area had a distinct village feel but these days it is
rapidly modernizing, though Jalan Raja Muda Musa here still features some of
the best Malay food stalls in the city. Hidden away off a side road to the south
is the Kampung Baru LRT station.

The heart of modern KL, the Golden Triangle has two main focal points.
Many visitors make a bee-line for the huge development that is KLCC (Kuala
Lumpur City Centre; @ www.klcc.com.my), which occupies a site once home
to the Selangor Turf Club. The chief attraction here is the Petronas Towers,
soaring above one of KLs best malls, Suria KLCC; also here is the city’s glossy
aquarium. But often it’s Bukit Bintang (“Star Hill”), home to many of KL
best hotels and restaurants, that makes a deeper impression.

The Petronas Towers and the aquarium aside, there are few specific sights in
the Golden Triangle, though you may want to head east from Bukit Bintang
to Kompleks Budaya Kraf, the city’s largest handicrafts gallery, or — if you've
a head for heights — northwest to Bukit Nanas, which affords great views of
the city from the communications tower, Menara KL. Just to the south of
Bukit Bintang, the disused Pudu Jail is a perverse sight of sorts, looking like
a nightmarish concentration camp, its yellowing walls overlooked by grim
watchtowers; you get a birds-eye view from the Monorail as it swings past.
Sections of the exterior wall are still covered with what’s claimed to be the
longest mural in the world, depicting lush jungles and lazy beaches — the work
of the prisoners, who used their hands to apply the paint. Somehow this piece
of prime real estate has escaped redevelopment for more than a decade, though
the city’s draft 2020 development plan has earmarked it for conversion into the
same bland mixture of hotels, malls and apartments that characterizes the rest
of the area, with only the jail’s mosque being preserved.

Much of KLCC is taken up by a mundane park, but there’s no mistaking the
grandiosity of the Petronas Towers, in the northwest of the site, at the
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junction of Jalan Ampang and Jalan P. Ramlee. The towers are the home of
Petronas — the state-owned oil company — as well as several other multinational
companies. Many questions were raised over whether the vast construction
costs were an unwarranted drain on the Malaysian economy, but the tapering
steel-clad structures have undoubtedly become a symbol of modern Malaysia
and are a stunning piece of architecture in their own right, though the
symmetry is spoiled by the Menara Maxis building just to the east. The towers’
unusual eight-pointed cross-sectional profile obviously draws on Islamic art,
while the profusion of squares and circles on the interior walls symbolize
harmony and strength. The project is also permeated by Chinese numerology
in that the towers have 88 floors and the postcode 59088 — eight being a very
auspicious number for the Chinese.

Standing 452m high (and still ranking among the worlds very tallest
buildings), the towers were designed by the Argentinean architect Cesar Pelli,
also responsible for the Canary Wharf Tower in London. One tower was built
by a Japanese team, the other by rivals from Korea; while the Japanese topped
out first, the Koreans had the honour of engineering the skybridge (Tues—Sun
9am—7pm, Fri closed 1-2.30pm), which joins the towers at both the forty-first
and forty-second floors. The views from the skybridge are actually not that
special — and nowhere near as good as those as from Menara KL, much higher
up — but at least passes here are free, issued in the basement of tower 2 from
8.30am onwards. Get there early if you're interested as tickets (1700 per day,
fewer during Ramadan) are often all gone by 10am, though sometimes there
are still passes available at lunchtime for later in the day.

The other chief attraction here is the Petrosains Museum, devoted to
the technology of the oil industry (Tues—Fri 9.30am—5.30pm, Sat & Sun
9.30am—6.30pm; @ www.petrosains.com.my; RM12); it’s entered from level 4
of the Suria KLCC mall opposite the Kinokuniya bookshop.The podium at the
base of the towers also contains a concert hall (home to the Malaysian Philhar-
monic; see p.126) and the Petronas art gallery (see p.128).

KLs aquarium (daily 11am—8pm, last tickets sold at 7pm; RM38; ®03/2333
1888, @ www.klaquaria.com) is housed within its newest prestige project, the
KL Convention Centre, which takes up a sizeable chunk of the southern
section of KLCC. It’s most easily reached via Jalan Pinang, though you can get
here using a long pedestrian underpass from Suria KLCC (you may need to ask
directions in the mall as the start of the tunnel isn’t obvious).

One of the costliest tourist draws in KL, the aquarium is only just worth the
price of admission. Labelling is occasionally lost in the muted lighting, but some
sections are wonderful — for example the well-lit Living Reef tank, packed
with multicoloured, multiform anemones and corals, which might just help you
make sense of the riches on view to snorkellers at the Perhentians and
elsewhere; look out here for delightful little crimson prawns with white
tentacles and legs. Also worthwhile is the Flooded Forest tank, with its pair of
hefty Amazonian arapaima freshwater fish, all of two metres in length. The piéce
de résistance is the obligatory transparent tunnel, whose moving-belt walkway
transports you through the base of the vast Living Ocean tank, replete with
menacing sand tiger sharks, all with parasitic sharksucker fish clinging to their
front and back edges. It’s possible to arrange to dive with the sharks, the fee for
which includes a DVD of your dive, plus equipment rental; contact the
aquarium for details.



Even if you're on a tight budget, you’ll probably spend a fair amount of your
time wandering — as many locals do — the area around the junction of Jalan
Bukit Bintang and Jalan Sultan Ismail. A profusion of largely modest malls here
offer plenty of affordable shopping (the notable exception is the gigantic
Pavilion KL mall, packed with designer outlets), while the pavement around the
Lot 10 Mall, east of the junction, has evolved into Bintang Walk, home to a
parade of smart cafés, not to mention debonair locals. By night the centre of
attention, at least as regards dining, switches to nearby Jalan Alor, which boasts
some of the best Chinese eating in the city; close by on Changkat Bukit
Bintang and Tengkat Tong Shin are more excellent restaurants, serving up a
variety of cuisines. A little further to the north, the junction of Jalan Sultan
Ismail and Jalan P. Ramlee features some of the slickest clubs in the city.

The area north of the western stretch of Jalan Raja Chulan is dominated by
forested Bukit Nanas, on which stands the Menara KL communications
tower (daily 9am—10pm, last tickets 9.30pm; RM20; @ www.menarakl.com
.my). At 421m, the tower offers vistas east across the Petronas Towers to the blue
peaks of the Titiwangsa range that marks the start of the Peninsula’s interior, and
west along the unmitigated urban sprawl of the Klang Valley; dusk is an
especially worthwhile time to come, as the city lights up. Though free audio
guides describe what can be seen in each direction, it’s probably best to hold off
visiting until you've explored KL enough to have some familiarity with the
city’s layout.

You might also find it worthwhile to combine a visit with tea or a meal at the
revolving Seri Angkasa restaurant at the top (see p.120), though most people
head to the tower’s observation deck just below. Both are contained in the
bulbous portion of the tower, which was designed in the shape of a gasing, the
Malay spinning top. Fixed binoculars (free) on the observation deck allow you
to espy city life in minute detail, even picking out pedestrians narrowly avoiding
being run over they scurry across the streets of Chinatown.

To the west of the tower’s base, on Jalan Bukit Nanas, are a fine collection of
colonial school buildings, including the St John’s Institution (1904) and
Bukit Nanas Convent School, which remain among KL top schools. If you’re
admiring the tower at night, note that the lights around the tower’s crown
change colour for special occasions — green for Muslim festivals, purple for
Deepavali and red for the Chinese New Year.

The usual approach to the tower is via Jalan Puncak, to the south; bus #B110
from Central Market or #B113 from Jalan Sultan Ismail in Bukit Bintang will
drop you close by at the junction of Jalan Raja Chulan and Jalan P. Ramlee,
or you could walk from the Raja Chulan Monorail station. With a couple of
flights of steps as shortcuts, it only takes ten minutes to walk from the foot of
the hill to the tower, though there are also free shuttles every fifteen minutes
from the start of the access road. On the way up you pass the Flying Fox
(daily 10am—7pm; RM30; ®03/2020 5444), run by the New Zealand
bungee-jump specialist A.J. Hackett, on which participants are strapped into a
harness on a steel hawser and then allowed to glide gently along the hillside.
One other attraction bears mention: free guided nature walks through the
jungle of Bukit Nanas, leaving from the base of the tower at 11am, 12.30pm,
2.30pm and 4.30pm. Despite what it says on the literature, you don’t have to
have a Menara KL ticket to join in.
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Just south of KLCC, Jalan Conlay has two places worth making time for.
Most people who come this way are bound for Kompleks Budaya Kraf
(daily 9am—6pm; free), devoted to the country’s wide range of arts and crafts,
including silver-, pewter- and brass-ware, batik, woodcarvings and ceramics.
This is a good opportunity to see excellent examples of Malaysia’s crafts in
one place, and to do some serious souvenir shopping. There’s also a small
crafts museum within the complex (RM3).

If youre heading this way, it would be a shame not to pop into Badan
Warisan at 2 Jalan Stonor (Mon—Sat 10am—5.30pm; free; @ www.badanwarisan
.org.my). This is Malaysia’s architecture conservation trust, campaigning to
preserve the rich heritage of shophouses, temples and colonial buildings that
developers and many municipal authorities seem intent on destroying. It’s
housed in a 1925 colonial mansion which contains a gift shop, good for books
on local architecture, and hosts occasional temporary exhibitions, focusing on
anything from colonial furniture to restoration work. Also in the grounds is the
beautifully restored Rumah Penghulu Abu Seman, a traditional timber house
that once belonged to a Malay chieftain. Moved here from Kedah, it can only be
visited on a guided tour (11am & 3pm; RM5).

West of the colonial quarter, the Lake Gardens (aka Taman Tasik Perdana),
are an expanse of close-cropped lawns, gardens and hills, originally laid out
in the 1890s by the British state treasurer to Malaya, Alfred Venning, though
much of the landscaping has been carried out in the last 25 years. The park,
spread around a lake, incorporates a number of sights — including the
National Monument, the Butterfly Park and Bird Park and the National
Planetarium — while just Tkm west of the National Monument is Malaysia’s
Parliament House.

Most people enter the gardens either from the north, along Jalan Parlimen,
or from the south using Jalan Lembah Perdana (where Masjid Negara and
the Islamic Arts Museum are located) or Jalan Damansara (site of the
National Museum; a footbridge connects the museum with the planetarium).
Note that both Jalan Parlimen and Jalan Damansara are busy highways, and that
many of the gardens’ attractions are a little way from the main road; it’s easiest
to get here by taxi or bus (Jalan Parlimen is served by Metrobus service #6 from
Jalan Tun Perak in Chinatown).

Opposite the main entrance, off Jalan Parlimen, is the National Monument, a
great bronze sculpture designed by Felix de Weldon, better known for his work
on the Iwo Jima Memorial in Washington DC.The monument was constructed
in 1966 to commemorate the nation’s heroes, yet strangely the seven military
figures protruding from it appear European rather than from any of the various
Malaysian ethnic groups who fought in World War II and during the Emergency.
Reached by a path leading up from the car park, the monument stands in a
tranquil spot surrounded by a moat with fountains and ornamental pewter
water lilies. Back at the car park is the Taman ASEAN Sculpture Garden,
to which neighbouring countries have contributed abstract works in marble,
iron, wood and bamboo.

Five minutes’ walk south of the National Monument is the Butterfly Park
(daily 9am—6pm; RM17), an unexpected delight featuring a large collection
of amazingly colourful butterflies — some with fifteen-centimetre wing spans



— flitting around a pretty garden under netting; just as impressive are the giant
koi carp in the garden’s ponds. Also worth seeing is the Bird Park, which
bills itself as the world’s largest covered bird park (daily 9am—6pm; RM39;
@ www.klbirdpark.com); retrace your steps from the Butterfly Park to Jalan
Cenderawasih and turn left uphill, following the road for 200m to the Bird
Park entrance. Within, walkways loop around streams and pools taking in the
enclosures of indigenous species such as hornbills, the brahminy kite and the
hawk eagle, and specimens of the largest pheasant in the world, the argus
pheasant, not to mention parrots, toucans, flamingoes and birds of prey. If
you'’re into tropical plants, you’ll love the Orchid and Hibiscus (bunga raya)
Gardens (daily 9am—6pm; Sat & Sun RM1, otherwise free), just north of the
Bird Park, where hundreds of plants are grown and sold.

The main road through the gardens then weaves down past a field of deer, to
the Tun Abdul Razak Memorial, a house built for the second Malaysian
prime minister, who is commemorated by a collection of memorabilia inside,
while his motorboat and golf trolley are ceremonially positioned outside. From
here, youre only twenty minutes from the southern entrance. Beyond is the
lake itself, which takes nearly an hour to walk around.

On a hill to the east of the lake and reachable on foot using the steps opposite
the RMP Museum (see p.105) is yet another public edifice with obligatory
Islamic-influenced architecture, the National Planetarium (daily except
Mon 9.30am—4.15pm; RM1). A rather unconvincing evocation of a teleport
chamber at the front entrance gives onto a series of halls containing two
planetariums (RM2) plus a Space Theatre showing wide-screen IMAX films,
not necessarily about space (RM6). Those with cast-iron stomachs might care
to experience the Space Ball (closed noon—2pm; RM?2), a human-sized
gyroscopic device that spins volunteers around to the amusement of onlookers.
Finally, there’s a weird UV-lit lift labelled Galeri Pemandangan, which takes
you up a minaret-like tower to a viewing gallery. From here there are
panoramic views over the planetarium’s blue onion dome and the surrounding
Lake Gardens, as well across to KL Sentral and the rest of downtown. Having
taken your fill of the planetarium, you could take the pedestrian bridge south
to the National Museum (see p.114).

The Carcosa Seri Negara is KLs most exclusive hotel, secluded up a
winding hill road to the west of the lake. This former colonial residence of
the British governor of the Malay States comprises two elegant whitewashed
mansions with Neoclassical touches — the “Carcosa”, built in 1904 for Sir
Frank Swettenham; and the “Seri Negara”, formerly called the “King’s
House”, which was used for guests. At independence, Malaysia’s first prime
minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, gifted the buildings to Britain who used
them as the official residence of the British high commissioner. Abdul
Rahman’s successor, Dr Mahathir, secured the return of the buildings, and in
1989, after an inaugural visit by Queen Elizabeth II, the mansion and guest-
house became a hotel.

The hotel’s oh-so-English cream tea is a fitting reward for a hot day’s wander
around the Lake Gardens — as long as you don’t mind paying RM70 a head for
the privilege. Just don’t turn up looking sweaty and dishevelled, as you will be
if you attempt to tramp up here along Persiaran Mahameru, which starts on
Jalan Damansara south of the Lake Gardens; it’s much better to take a taxi.
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Built in 1963, the National Museum (Muzium Negara; daily 9am—6pm; RM2;
@ www.museum.gov.my) has a sweeping roof characteristic of northern Malay
architecture, which somehow sets the tone for the ethnographic exhibits for which
the museum was best known. But following the recent closure of the National
Museum of History, the role of showcasing Malaysia through a historical prism has
fallen on the National Museum, requiring a wholesale revamp that saw many of
the ethnographic items being locked away. Still, the four new galleries are reason-
ably entertaining and worth at least an hour’s browse. The museum is best reached
by taxi; ironically, it’s impossible to get to it from KL Sentral — diagonally across on
Jalan Travers — because of the lack of a northern exit from the station.

The main entrance gives onto the first floor, where you turn right to reach
Gallery A, packed with rather dry prehistoric artefacts — Paleolithic and
Neolithic stone tools and axe-heads, Bronze Age drums and bells, plus some
burial urns from East Malaysia, and so forth. Gallery B is devoted to the early
Malay kingdoms, in particular the Melaka Sultanate, with a particularly good
collection of keris and items recovered from sunken trading ships.

The pace picks up on the second floor, where Gallery C covers the colonial
era, beginning with the Portuguese in Melaka. Amid the reconstructions of
Portuguese fortifications and specimens of matchlocks and cannonballs, look out
for a fine seventeenth-century German Bellarmine jug depicting a bearded face
— characteristic of such jugs — on the neck of the vessel. There are more examples
of munitions left subsequently by the Dutch, and then some exploration of the
British “occupation” of the Straits Settlements (Singapore, Melaka and Penang)
and “interference” in all the Malay States. The signing of the Pangkor treaty in
Perak, which established a legal blueprint for the Resident system (see p.171), is
depicted in a diorama; not far away is a good example of a bunga mas, a sort of
gold miniature tree that the northern Malay states once sent as tribute to
Thailand. Another metal, namely tin, dominates the final part of the gallery,
which focuses on the growth of the commodity-based industries that still matter
hugely to the Malaysian economy today;in the large section on tin-mining, look
out for some ridiculous animal-shaped coinage — including a thirty-centimetre
crocodile — supposedly used in Selangor and Perak in the eighteenth century.

Still on the second floor, Gallery D wraps things up with a rather bland look at
how modern Malaysia came to be. Here you can learn about the nation’s founding
fathers, of various races, whose names you see on street signs in Chinatown and
elsewhere downtown, though there’s only cursory coverage of the Emergency or
the reasons behind Singapore’s exit from the Federation in 1965.

Exiting the ground floor, where the gift shop is located, turn right to reach
the footbridge to the planetarium (see p.113) and a pink annexe housing the
Malay World gallery (free), covering the Malay-speaking peoples of Southeast
Asia and further afield, with some nice examples of songket and batik. Below it
is the most interesting thing here, though, an excellent little museum of Orang
Asli woodcarving (free), containing not only an edifying run-down of all the
indigenous groups in the Peninsula but also some fantastic totem-pole-like
objects and grotesque face masks such as the one-fanged moyang melor, which
were used in rites of ancestor worship.

Located 2km south of the city centre, the Brickfields district was first settled
by Tamils employed to build the railways, and named after the brickworks
which lined the rail tracks. Even today, the area retains a strong South Indian
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presence, particularly noticeable along Jalan Tun Sambanthan — the main
thoroughfare — especially on the western stretch beyond Jalan Travers. Brick-
fields remains largely a laid-back residential neighbourhood, though with the
creation of KL Sentral station and its two attendant five-star hotels, the area
shows signs of slowly going upmarket. Still, a wander through the streets south
of Jalan Tun Sambanthan reveals a profusion of old mission schools, churches
and temples, as well as a few good places to eat (see p.121). Arriving by
Monorail at KL Sentral puts you right on Jalan Tun Sambanthan, along which
the original rail line once ran.

One of the most interesting shrines is the Hindu Kandaswamy Temple on
Jalan Scott, right at the eastern edge of Brickfields and with the Monorail
curling around the back. Reminiscent of Chinatown’s Sri Maha Mariamman
Temple, it was originally built by the Sri Lankan Tamil community in the
1900s, though the present structure was consecrated in 1997. It’s all the more
appealing for being little visited by tourists; just don’t expect to find anyone
on hand who can explain the layout, which includes, in the far right corner of
the entrance wall, a collection of nine garlanded deities representing the
planets. Not far away on Jalan Scott is one of several independent visual arts
venues in KL, the Wei-ling Gallery (see p.128).

Its also worth heading to the Maha Vihara Temple on Jalan Berhala.
A serene affair with a prominent white stupa, it is the headquarters of Sinhalese
Buddhism in Malaysia. Close by is the Temple of Fine Arts, a substantial
Indian cultural centre featuring a crafts shop, a terrific vegetarian restaurant
(see p.121) and concerts of Indian music and dance. North up Jalan Berhala
and around the corner is another tranquil place of worship, Zion Cathedral,
a church funded and built by Lutheran Tamils in the 1920s and featuring
period pews and the original 1927 German-made church bell — though it
cracked a few years ago and is now displayed in the grounds.
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Eating

Food is without doubt one of the highlights of any visit to KL.There are simply
many more opportunities to enjoy high-calibre cooking here, in a variety of
local and international styles, than anywhere else in the country, and whether
you dine in a chic bistro-style restaurant or at a humble roadside stall, prices are
almost always very reasonable.

Despite plenty of scope for cosmopolitan, upmarket dining, for many locals
eating is still fundamentally about Malay, Chinese and Indian street food. The
best-known food stalls are held in the same kind of reverence as a top-flight
restaurant might be in a Western city, and people will travel across KL just to
seck out a stall whose take on a particular dish is said to be better than anyone
else’s. If you find customers lining up to partake of some stall’s spring rolls or
laksa, it’s a sure-fire indicator of quality. Stalls, whether on the street or collected
into food courts (found in or close to major office blocks and shopping malls),
are your best bets for inexpensive, satisfying meals, as are kedai kopis, also very
common though a little thin on the ground in the Golden Triangle.

KL restaurants, ranging from characterful little affairs in beautifully refur-
bished shophouses to banqueting halls in five-star hotels, are an equally vital
part of the food experience. Be aware, however, that price and decor are not a
watertight indicator of consistency or quality, and that service can be hesitant
even in big hotels.

Chinatown and around

There are some superb food stalls in Chinatown, serving up everything from
rich yet subtle bak kut teh (pork-rib consommé, flavoured with herbs) to cooling
sweet treats like cendol. The stalls here aren’t always that easy for foreign visitors
to get to grips with, however, particularly when some of the best lurk in the
market alleys between Jalan Tun H.S. Lee and Jalan Petaling, and may be signed

A Fruit-seller in Chinatown



only in Chinese or not at all. Still, you can get an excellent taster of how stalls
operate, and of street food, in the Tang City Food Court (see p.118).

Otherwise, the area has plenty of kedai kopis and a few cheap or mid-priced
restaurants, with a few particularly touristy places at the eastern end of Jalan
Hang Lekir. Youre not limited to Chinese food either, since the fringes of
Chinatown, especially the zone north of Jalan Hang Lekir and around the
Central Market, feature plenty of Indian and mamak places.

8 Jalan Hang Kasturi. This attempt
at a stylish modern café is best visited in the
morning, when it serves up a range of cooked
Western breakfasts (around RM7), though
unfortunately the coffee is instant. A mixture of
Asian and Western light meals is on offer the rest
of the day. Mon-Sat 7am-7pm.

Jalan Hang Lekiu. The
unusual name (maju means “progress”) apparently
came during a moment of prayer to someone
associated with this Indian kedai kopi. While the
food may not be divinely inspired, it does feature
reliable nasi campur, and some days there’s also
fish-head curry and South Indian apam pancakes.
Noodles can be fried to order. Closed evenings and
all day Sun.

Klang bus station. Busy kedai kopi
serving tandoori chicken, curries and rice dishes;
fish-head curry is the house speciality. Open till late.

first floor, 6 Jalan Panggong. Smart café with
modern decor and parquet flooring, serving up a
range of pricey speciality coffees (from RM14) plus
more affordable lattes, macchiatos and so forth
(around RM5). A few local and Western snacks
available. If they’re not busy, staff can tell you
about their brewing techniques and the unusual
gadgets involved. Daily except Tues noon—10pm.

Corner of Jalan Tun Tan Cheng Lock

and Jalan Tun H S Lee. One of the most popular
kedai kopis in Chinatown, to which locals flock for
its noodle and rice dishes — in particular the
Hainanese beef noodle, flavoured with herbs and
served with not just beef slices but also tripe,
should you want it. Mon—Sat 7.30am-5pm.

Central Market. The outlets
here, specializing in food from different corners of
the Peninsula, can be indifferent, but the Rasa
Kelantan stall is outstanding, serving east-coast
specialities like nasi kerabu and nasi dagang, plus a
range of curries and unusual stir-fries such as pucuk
paku (edible fern). For dessert, the Thai Corner stall
is as good a place as any to try to get to grips with
Malay sweets (kuih, bubur pulut hitam, and so forth).

58 Jalan Hang Lekiu. A small, pleasant
Chinese-run café offering local breakfasts —
softhoiled eggs, toast with kaya — plus home-made
cake and, for lunch, staple fare like nasi lemak and
laksa. Mon—Fri 8.30am-6pm, Sat 9.30am-2pm.

11 Jalan Balai Polis

®03/2072 5915, @ www.oldchina.com.my.
Nonya restaurant atmospherically housed in a
1920s shophouse which was once home to KL's
laundry guild; much of the decor, including the
saloon-style swing doors at the entrance, is original
and lovingly preserved. Among must-trys are
classic dishes such as itek tim, duck soup; babi
pong teh, pork cooked with soy sauce and
preserved soybeans; chap chye, the classic Nonya
veg stir-fry; and desserts such as bubur cha cha or
sago with gula melaka. Not expensive either —
RM50 is ample to feed two. Daily 11.30am-11pm.

Upstairs in the southwestern

corner of Central Market ®03/2273 7372. A much
posher version of Old China Café, packed with
artwork and antique furniture, though not as
atmospheric as the original. The menu is virtually
the same except no pork is served. Daily
11.30am-9.30pm.

Third floor (lift access
only), 6 Jalan Panggong. Chinese tea shop where
you can appreciate a variety of speciality teas, from
relatively mundane green tea to varieties such as
pu’er, reddish-brown like some of Malaysia’s jungle
rivers and imbued with a strong smoky flavour.
They also do bizarre concoctions of tea, egg and
various fruit flavours — actually pretty palatable —
plus some rice and noodle snacks. Their teas are
available to buy in leaf form from their shop around
the corner at 11 Jalan Sultan. Daily 11am-7pm;
shop daily except Tues 10am—10pm.

7 Jalan Tun H.S. Lee. Maintain a healthy
dietary fibre intake at this otherwise unremarkable
Indian kedai kopi which, unusually, offers freshly
made chapatis and chickpea curry, plus other,
more commonly found curries and rice dishes.

50 Jalan Sultan. Frenetically

busy, quintessentially Chinese restaurant
serving up great Cantonese fare — everything
from standards like beef with kai /an to occasional
river-fish dishes, depending on supply. The house
speciality, however, is loh shee fun, which
unappetizingly translates as mouse noodles but is
actually fantastic: stubby lengths of noodle fried
with soy sauce, served in a clay pot and topped
with pork crackling and a raw egg. Daily 10.30am
till late.
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Next to the Court Hill Ganesh Temple.
You can't site an Indian restaurant next to a major
Hindu shrine without it thriving. This one is indeed
frequently packed and boasts as many as two
dozen offerings in its vast nasi campur spread,
including fried spicy cauliflower, green egg curry
and other meaty and veggie options.
Jalan Hang Lekir.
A fine collection of fairly priced, tourist-
friendly stalls, all recommended, from the
Economy Mixed Rice campur-type spread at the
front onwards. This is a great place to try prawn
mee (available from the Lim Kee stall) or yong tau
foo (available at a couple of other stalls — scan
the signs). For afters, try the whimsically named

Summer Shala’la stall at the front on the left,
which does souped-up versions of local desserts,
such as batu campur augmented with various
fruit toppings.

Jalan
Panggong. Tip-top though unprepossessing a/c
place, lurking behind dark glass doors. The
extensive picture menu features teppenyaki ribs,
fried goose rice and other “meaty” treats — all
made with soya — or gluten-based substitutes or
occasionally yam, and often boasting depths of
smoky flavour that seem miraculous considering
the vegetarian ingredients. Most dishes cost around
RM10 (rice or noodle one-plate meals RM6) and
servings are generous. Daily 10am-10pm.

Besides numerous upmarket restaurants, the Golden Triangle also boasts some
of the best Chinese food stalls in KL, along Jalan Alor. The street actually has
a double layer of food outlets, being lined with mid-priced, open-air Chinese
restaurants which have stalls and tables arranged in front of them. It’s all pretty
informal: even if you’re in one of the restaurants you can order from the stalls
outside, as long as you can explain where your table is. A few places open
around lunchtime, but things really gets going from late afternoon onwards, and
the stalls stay open right into the small hours.

As for the food, KL Chinese absolutely swear by the Hokkien noodles (fu-kien
meen in Cantonese), comprising egg noodles fried in lard, seasoned with dark
soy sauce and garnished with prawn, pork and fish-cake slices, and greens; look
for a popular stall serving it near the Changkat Bukit Bintang end of the road.
For the really daring, there are at least two stalls serving up frog porridge: rice
gruel containing, well, bits of frog, actually hard to distinguish from chicken.

As for inexpensive eats elsewhere in the Golden Triangle, there are convenient
stalls on the fourth floor of the Sungai Wang Plaza, close to the junction of
Jalan Sultan Ismail and Jalan Imbi, and also plenty of stalls in the food courts
at Suria KLCC. Close to Jalan Alor, there are a number of mamak places on
Jalan Nagasari.

On the northern fringes of the Golden Triangle, Kampung Bahru is
noteworthy for hosting one of KL's most extensive collections of Malay stalls,
on and around Jalan Raja Muda Musa; theyre easily reached using the
Kampung Baru LRT stop. Among these is the Nasi Lemak Antarabangsa outlet,
which devotees say does the best nasi lemak breakfast in the city. The stall shuts
by 11am, but many of the other stalls are open late into the evening.

On an unnamed lane off
Jalan Tong Shin. Occupying the ground floor of an
apartment block is this collection of stalls serving
veggie versions of street food — everything from
chicken rice to asam laksa. Daily 7.30am-9.30pm.
G47, Suria KLCC

®03/2166 8277. Smart, convivial café-
restaurant with generally Mediterranean-slanted
food, from Lebanese lamb wraps to various pizzas
(some of the best in town, from RM25), plus a good
range of cocktails. The icing on the cake is the

great location facing KLCC’s kitsch musical
fountains. Daily 8am-midnight.

Level 1, Pavilion KL mall. A spin-off
of the Singapore chain of branded food courts, this
expansive, slick place features some 25 outlets
specializing in food from around the Peninsula or
East Asia in general, with several proper restaurants
on the fringes — including a franchise of the British
chain Yo! Sushi plus a member of the Singapore-
based chain Crystal Jade Kitchen, serving Hong
Kong-style noodles and dim sum. Always busy.



Hotel Equatorial, Jalan Sultan
Ismail ©03/2161 7777. Top-flight non-halal
Cantonese restaurant (with a touch of Sichuan)
serving up good seafood dishes. The belacan
pomfret (decidedly not mainland Chinese fare) is
worth tackling — if you’ve never had pungent
belacan before, you'll either adore it or decide you'll
never touch the stuff again. Daily noon-2.30pm &
6.30-10.30pm.

Jalan Walter Grenier ®03/2141
3007. Nestling anonymously behind a tiny oriental
garden is this place with amusingly chichi decor —
red drapes, a wall-mounted moose’s head and faux
Baroque mirror — and something of a gay Chinese
hangout. The menu features a good pan-East Asian
mix with dishes from RM10; portions are generous.
Mon-Sat 5-11pm, Sun 4-11pm.

Fourth floor, Suria KLCC mall
®03/2171 2189; Starhill Gallery ©03/2143 2189.
Halal Korean restaurant specializing in good old
Korean barbecues, done to a turn at your table. Not
cheap: prices start at RM65 per person, excluding
rice. Daily 10am—10pm.
Lot C3.06.00, Level 3, in the side

Connection block at Pavilion KL mall ® 03/2148
8018, W www.bodega.com.my. Like the original
setup in Bangsar, this serves up tapas plus deli
food (including all-day breakfasts and great
sandwiches and cakes) and modern European fare.
Daily 8am—2am.

2 Jalan Binjai. Phenomenal 24hr mamak
joint, the size of a supermarket, that’s a major
social hub by evening and into the post-clubbing
hours. They do all the usual South Indian favourites
plus nasi kandar, with some of the food laid out in
self-service spreads.

Lot 420/421, Level 4, Suria KLCC
mall ®03/2026 2297. If street stalls and kedai
kopis don’t appeal, come here to try Madam
Kwan’s elaborate takes on classic local fare, from
nasi lemak to chicken rice, though naturally at
elevated prices: main courses start at RM10. Daily
11am-10.30pm.

Ground floor, Somerset Apartments, 8
Lorong Ceylon ®03/2070 0530. Relaxed sister
restaurant to Nerovivo just up the hill, and cheaper
too, serving deli food, including sandwiches and
(unlike its pork-free sibling) parma ham. Daily
9.30am-midnight, though Tues from 6.30pm.

3a Jalan Ceylon ®03/2070 3120. This
upmarket restaurant is among the best Italian places
in KL, with chic modern decor and an extensive
menu including plenty of meat and seafood options.
Though they can be a little inconsistent, they do
generally produce great pizzas. Not cheap — pizzas
and pasta start at RM25, while main courses start

around the RM55 mark — and not great for an
intimate meal either, as both the background music
and conversation can be pretty loud. Daily noon till
late, except Sat closed lunchtime.
84-88 Jalan Imbi ®03/2148

7567. Established and much-loved
Cantonese restaurant, well known for excellent
roast meats such as char siew, plus dim sum at
lunchtime and great seafood, including its
trademark (non-Cantonese) asam fish head. Daily
11.30am-2.30pm & 5.30-10.30pm.

Mandarin Oriental, KLCC
®03/2179 8882. Specializing in pricey modern
European cuisine with Asian influences, this place
is particularly strong on fish and steaks.

Mon-Fri noon-2.30pm & 7-11pm, Sat 7-11pm,
Sun (brunch) 11.30am-3.30pm.
21 Jalan Mesui

©03/2142 2148, @ www.palatepalette
.com. You couldn’t wish for a friendlier and
more unpretentious venue despite the lofty aims
of combining creativity in cuisine and the visual
arts, as the snazzy decor attests. The menu
encompasses a wide range of fare with fusion
touches — everything from Thai roast beef
sandwich to lamb chops with black bean sauce.
Mains from RM20, with cheaper sandwiches, soups
and salads available, and a vast range of cocktails;
portions tend to be small. Daily except Mon noon
till late.

4 Jalan Delima, close to the
junction of Jalan Bukit Bintang and Jalan Tun
Razak ®03/2145 0366. Well-regarded place
drawing its menu from every part of the
subcontinent. Prices are reasonable — tandoori
chicken will set you back around RM18. Daily
11.30am-2.30pm & 6.30—11pm.

Westin Hotel, 199 Jalan Bukit Bintang
®03/2731 8333. Latin American-themed
restaurant with generous portions and a cosy
ambience, though on the pricey side — plenty on
the menu is around the RM50 mark. Put together
your own grill platters featuring steak, chicken or
seafood (charged by weight) or go for lighter tapas
or other options. Daily from 5pm till late.

21 Tengkat Tong Shin ®03/2144

1225, @ www.saonam.com.my. You don’t
have to be mad about Vietnamese food to warm to
this unpretentious restaurant. Beneath wall posters
extolling the collectivist life, definitive beef pho
noodles are served up, alongside delightful
mangosteen salad — a house speciality — and, to
wash it down afterwards, Vietnamese drip-style
coffee, brewed in a filter placed over your cup.
Good-value weekday set lunches too (RM20).
Tues—Sun 12.30-2.30pm & 7-10.30pm.
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42-4 Jalan Sultan Ismail ©03/2141
1811. Indonesian restaurant serving good-value
food from around the archipelago, including nasi
padang. Daily 11am—11pm.
Revolving atop Menara KL

@®03/2020 5055. The buffets, which are what
most customers end up going for (lunch RM70,
tea RM40, dinner RM150), aren’t that spectacular
— but the views are. Smart casual dress required
(no shorts, sleeveless tops or sandals).
Daily: lunch noon-3pm, tea 3.30-5.30pm,
dinner 6.30—11.30pm; Sat & Sun additional
brunch (11.30am-3pm; RM80) and high tea
(3.30-5.30pm; RM50) options.

LG16, Starhill Gallery ©03/2144 6393;
138 Jalan Bukit Bintang ®03/2142 8558. A classy
Lebanese par excellence, with a particularly
elegant feel at the Starhill Gallery. There’s plenty for
carnivores, including classic shish tawook (grilled
chicken breast) plus a best-of-everything mixed
grill at around RM35, as well as loads for veggies if
you order up meze (selections, all at around RM12,

include hummus, stuffed vine leaves and
tabbouleh). The fruity milkshakes are as luscious as
anything sold on the streets of Beirut. Daily 11am
till late.

7 Jalan Kia Peng ®03/2142 8611. Classy
restaurant based in a renovated 1930s mansion.
Nonya food dominates proceedings, from the kuih
pai tee appetizers (their signature dish, thanks to
the resemblance to top hats) to mainstays like
laksa, but there’s a fair amount of Western and
fusion fare as well. Desserts, mainly gateaux, are
particularly sinful. A wide range of three-course set
meals can be good value. Daily 11.30am-10.45pm.

21 Changkat Bukit Bintang
®03/2142 0021, @ www.twentyone.com.my.
A breakaway from La Bodega, this trendy
restaurant specializes in clever fusion cuisine —
almond-crusted rack of lamb, for example, with
more straightforward risottos, salads and plenty of
cakes for dessert. Quality varies but is reliable by
and large; mains from RM30. Reserve at
weekends. Daily noon il late.

Little India is a good area for both Indian and Malay food — there are a number
of inexpensive Indian restaurants and sweetmeat shops along Jalan Melayu,
while in and around Lorong TAR’s pasar malam are quite a few Malay food stalls
and Indian kedai kopis. There’s also a useful food court opposite the Palace Hotel
that stays open late. A few truly venerable kedai kopis, some housed in equally
venerable shophouses, can be found along hectic Jalan TAR, while there are
more stalls, Malay and even Indonesian, around Chow Kit Market.

The only upmarket eating in the area is at the so-called Asian Heritage
Row on Jalan Doraisamy, close to Medan Tuanku Monorail station and the
Imperial hotel. A terrace of refurbished 1920s shophouses, it’s home to a
string of smart restaurants, bars and clubs, though unfortunately the quality
is very patchy. Unless otherwise noted, the locations of the places are on the
map on p.106.

Kompleks Damai, 50 Jalan Lumut, off
Jalan Ipoh & 03/4044 8888; see map,
pp.84-85. A Malay diner like no other, with funky
modern decor on the walls and a soundtrack of
world music or vintage Malay tunes. They do
amazing buffet spreads, good value at RM10-15
depending on what you have, which feature
several fish curries and the likes of ayam kicap
(chicken and potatoes cooked in soy sauce),
tempeh goreng (fried fermented bean cakes) and
ulam (Malay salad). The place is just a few
minutes” walk south from Titiwangsa station; head
through Pekeliling bus station and past the Vistana
hotel, then turn left. Mon—Sat 7.45am till late;
shorter hours in Ramadan.
213 Jalan TAR. Housed in
a Neoclassical block, this endearing

kedai kopiis something of a period piece itself,
looking as though little has been altered since it
first opened in the 1950s. The halal food caters to
all tastes: there’s nasi lemak in the morning, rojak
and nasi padang during the day and excellent satay
in the evenings, plus Chinese rice and noodle dishes
cooked to order throughout. Daily 7am—8pm.

98 Jalan TAR. Colonial-era hotel
restaurant known for bland meat-and-two-veg
meals, once served up by Hainanese chefs who
emulated English cooking to please their colonial
masters. The restaurant still serves up steaks and
fish and chips today, of distinctly variable quality;
you may be better off sticking to the rice and
noodle offerings. Service can be shambolic, but
the atmosphere partly makes amends. Daily
8am-10pm.



11-15 Jalan Melayu. Friendly Sikh-run
kedai kopi which, besides an impressively wide-
ranging campur-type spread of curries and stir-fries,
also has an extensive menu of North Indian
savouries and sweets, as good as you'll get in much
posher restaurants but at half the price. Mon—Sat
8am-9pm, Sun 10am-7pm.

Jalan Masjid India.
Member of a slightly eccentric Madras-based
chain of vegetarian restaurants that’s spread its
tentacles as far afield as London and New York.
The menu features all the usual South Indian

delights — thosai, idli, uthapam, and so forth —
plus a few supposedly Chinese aberrations,

to be avoided. Be warned that spicing can be
incendiary even by South Indian standards.
Inexpensive, with main courses under RM10.
Daily 8am—-10pm.

233 Jalan TAR. One of a
handful of popular kedai kopis on Jalan TAR
serving Penang-style variations on mamak fare,
with an impressive range of fiery curries, including
fish head as well as cuttlefish. Daily
7.30am-7.30pm.

Naturally enough, Indian food dominates the Brickfields eating scene; the
restaurants reviewed are shown on the map on p.115.

Temple of Fine Arts,

114-116 Jalan Berhala ®03/2274 0799.
Community-run South Indian vegetarian restaurant
with a stupendous eat-all-you-want buffet,
featuring terrific home cooking. You actually pay
what you feel the meal is worth to you, and the
profits go to support the work of the Temple of Fine
Arts (see p.115), among other projects. Daily
except Mon 11.30am-3pm & 6.30—10pm.

124 Jalan Tun Sambanthan, Brickfields
®03/2260 1373. Reliable a/c restaurant serving
up South Indian chicken, mutton and seafood
curries from RM10 and up. The thali platters make
for a good deal, costing around RM10. Conveniently
close to the Monorail station. Daily 11.30am—-3pm
& 6-11pm.

Ground floor, Scott Sentral Service
Suite, Jalan Padang Belia. Once this was housed in

shack by a car park, but success has enabled them
to move into a sterile cafeteria-style place below
an apartment block. Still, they cook to order a
range of delicious if oddly named Indian vegetarian
dishes (Y2K Chicken, and so forth), making use of
soya chunks and other meat substitutes. Friendly
and inexpensive. Daily 7-11am, 11.30am-2pm &
5pm till late.

Jalan Thambypillai.
Kedai kopi doing delicious ikan bakar and
barbecued stingray, covered in spices and served
on banana leaves.

Jalan Travers. Widely reckoned to sell
some of Brickfields” best Indian food, this little
place does excellent banana-leaf curries from
midday onwards and wonderful dosai all day.

The masala dosai is particularly fine. Inexpensive.

Of the handful of suburbs to have enjoyed a mushrooming of upmarket
restaurants and bars, Bangsar is the closest to downtown KL. Just four
kilometres’ southwest from Chinatown is the epicentre of the area’s thriving
eating and drinking scene, the small grid of streets known as Bangsar Baru,
beginning pretty much at the junction of Jalan Maarof and the southern part
of Jalan Ara. Altogether the area is very much an expat ghetto as well as
catering to well-heeled local professionals, though these days there’s less of a
reason to trek here as many places that cut their teeth in Bangsar have
sprouted branches downtown. Bangsar also boasts a great mamak, Devi’s
Corner, that’s crammed most nights, and a heaving Sunday pasar malam
that’s one of the city’s best markets for takeaway cooked food, with some fresh
produce also available. A little incongruous here are a smattering of Tamil
clubs, a spillover from Brickfields just to the east.

Bus #U87 travels to Bangsar Baru from the Sultan Mohamed terminal in
Chinatown, via KL Sentral. The LRT isn’t convenient for Bangsar Baru,
however, as Bangsar station is some way downhill from Bangsar Baru with busy
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highways to cross in between. A taxi to Bangsar Baru from Chinatown

shouldn’t cost more than RM6.

29 Jalan Telawi 3 ®03/2284 2880,
@ www.alexis.com.my. The de facto clubhouse of
Kuala Lumpur’s movers and shakers — you’ll see
newspaper editors, academics, film-makers and
politicos chewing the fat and putting Malaysia to
rights here. Both local and Western fare is served,
so don’t be surprised that slick noodle and pasta
dishes feature on the menu. There’s also a formi-
dable gateau counter. Main courses from around
RM15. Daily 9am till late.

Lower ground level,

Bangsar Village mall ® 03/2284 2094, @ www
.countryfarmorganics.com. Bravely blazing a trail for
organic products in Malaysia, this supermarket has
its own small restaurant serving mainly noodles and
rice dishes, plus veggie spaghetti and sandwiches,
made with organic produce. They also do a good
range of smoothies and juices. Daily 10am-9.30pm.

Lower ground level, Bangsar Village
mall ®03/2287 6708, @ www.thedailygrind.com
.my. Gourmet burger joint with not just beef patties
but also burgers of salmon, crab, chicken and
lamb, plus a great range of side orders and their
own range of relishes. Not cheap though — most
burgers cost RM25-40. Daily 11am-11pm.

Ground floor, Bangsar Village Il

mall ®03/2288 1554, @ www.delicous
.com.my. Once upon a time, a store selling clothes
for the larger woman decided to branch out into
health-conscious catering — and this superb café-
restaurant was the result. The food’s not actually
starved of fat, sugar and salt, but is expertly
prepared and reasonably priced — sandwiches,
quiches, pastas and salads start at RM20. The
deep-dish pies, if available (the menu changes
regularly; RM20), are recommended, as are the




luscious cakes, which probably boost their clothing
sales. Breakfasts (cooked or featuring French
toast or waffles) available at weekends until 6pm.
Mon-Fri 11am-1am, Sat & Sun 9am-1am.
12 Jalan Telawi 5 ©03/2284
1624. If the pork-free nature of a lot of KL dining
is getting you down, come to this agreeable
bar-restaurant to enjoy schweinfleisch — as grilled
pork knuckle, wurst or schnitzel. They also do
classic southern German spétzle, little pasta bits
with cheese and bacon. A great place for a drink
too (see p.124). Daily noon—midnight.
16 Jalan Telawi 2 ®03/2287 8318,
@ www.bodega.com.my. Basically a tapas bar
augmented by a bistro and deli; see review on
p.119. There’s also a lounge with cosy armchairs,
cocktails and yet more tapas. Deli daily 8am—
10pm; rest of the place Mon—Fri noon till late, Sat
& Sun 10am till late.
65 Jalan Telawi 3 ®03/2284
2297. See review on p.119. Daily 11.30am till late.
6-8 Jalan Telawi 2 ®03/2282
4084. Consistently good Thai food with an eclectic
twist. Good desserts too, including a Thai-style air
batu campur with jackfruit and water chestnut.
Moderately priced. Daily noon till late.

Level 2, Bangsar Village Il mall
®03/2287 3770. From the same stable as
Delicious, this excellent Chinese restaurant
really draws the punters with its elegant decor
and classic Cantonese fare, including dim sum
during the day at weekends. Mon—Fri noon-3pm
& 6-10.30pm, Sat & Sun 10.30am—-3pm &
6-10.30pm.

52 Jalan Maarof. See review
on p.121. Daily 8am—10pm.

57-59 Jalan Telawi 3. Convivial
bar-restaurant with a mix of Asian and Western
fare, plus football matches on satellite TV. Set
lunches at RM25 are good value. Best of all, the
terrace tables offer a superb view of the hectic
Sunday pasar malam. Daily noon—2am.

1 Jalan Telawi 3
®03/2284 3168, @ www.telawi.com.my. The
decor is modern, the food influenced by Western
bistros — so modern continental European and
Mediterranean flavours predominate. Very strong
on pizza, not just in its traditional form but also in
pocket (stuffed, a la calzone) and plank (long
rectangular crusts with up to four toppings)
varieties. Daily noon—midnight.

The most fashionable of KLs bars and clubs are concentrated in the Golden
Triangle, with Bangsar also playing host to a few slick bars. If the drinking scene
seems to tick over healthily enough, KLs clubbing appears surprisingly
buoyant for the size of the city. It’s only during Ramadan that both the bars and
clubs are distinctly quiet.

The local performing arts scene is modest, and furthermore is split
between KL and its satellite town Petaling Jaya, which, with its complex
system of numbered roads which even residents don’t understand, is best
accessed by taxi. Theatre is probably the strongest suit, and throughout the
year there are concerts, musicals and so forth, by local as well as visiting inter-
national performers and troupes. There’s also a dedicated community of
people working in the visual arts. For event listings, check the national
press and also the monthly magazines Klue (@ www.klue.com.my) and Time
Out (Wwww.timeoutkl.com). In a similar spirit, ®www.kakiseni.com is
worth consulting not only for listings but also for an intelligent look at how
the performing arts can reach a modus vivendi with the multicultural Asian and
Muslim values that hold sway in Malaysia.

Bar hours vary from one venue to the next, but most places are open from
mid-afternoon till midnight, at least. Beer in KL costs around RM12 a pint
(when available on draught; bottles and cans are more common), a couple of
ringgit less during the happy hours which most places offer.
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98 Jalan TAR; see map, p.106.
Endearingly antiquated, the bar here has a rich
history and relaxed atmosphere, though some of the
cocktails are a bit iffy. Sip a chilled beer and imagine
the planters and colonial administrators of yesteryear
gathering to quench their thirst. Daily 10am—10pm.

51 Jalan Sultan Ismail, Bukit
Bintang; 6 Jalan Telawi 5, Bangsar; see maps,
pp.108-109 & 122. This chain bills itself as
“Malaysia’s leading Irish pubs”, which isn’t saying
much, though the venues are pleasant enough.
Guinness, Kilkenny and Strongbow cider on tap, plus
a menu of generic pub food — ploughman’s lunches,
pies — as well as pricier steaks and the obligatory
Irish stew. Also good for football on satellite TV.

25 Changkat Bukit Bintang; see map,
pp.108-109. Behind the impressive Art Deco-style
facade is a bar with sleek minimalist decor,
excellent cocktails, pumping house sounds and a
beautiful straight and gay clientele, almost as
pretty as the downstairs restaurant’s pricey
nouvelle cuisine. Tues—Sun: bar from 6pm till late,
restaurant 7.30-10.30pm.

40 Changkat Bukit Bintang; see
map, pp.108-109. Small, likeable pub serving
reasonably priced local and imported beer and
bacon and cheese toasties. Particularly busy when
there’s football or rugby on TV (there’s also a pool
table). Mon—Thurs 4pm till late, Fri-Sun noon till late.

12 Jalan Telawi 5, Bangsar; see
map, p.122. Relaxed venue with amicable manage-
ment and walls lined with vintage photos of German
movie stars. They offer a terrific range of Pilseners
and German dark beers and weissbier, plus
schnapps and German wines. Daily noon—midnight.

Level 34, Pacific Regency Hotel Apart-
ments, Menara Panglobal, Jalan Puncak; see map,
pp.108-109. If you've only time to take in a couple of
bars while in KL, you could do far worse than drop by
this gorgeous rooftop poolside venue, with loungey
sounds and breathtaking views of KL's skyline.

158 Jalan Tun H.S. Lee, Chinatown; see
map, p.99. No-frills bar below a hostel and thus very
popular with backpackers, though a few locals drop
by too. The wall are plastered with Bob Marley
memorabilia, though the DJs do recognize that other
reggae artistes are available. Daily 5pm till late.

32 Jalan Telawi 2, Bangsar; see map,
p.122. Plenty of bars feature football matches on
satellite TV, but at Ronnie Q’s the focus is very much
on sport — not just soccer but also cricket and rugby.
The closest thing KL has to a Western sports bar.

9 Jalan Ampang; see map, p.99. A rare
example of its species in the Chinatown area, this
bar-restaurant does Tiger on draught plus
Heineken, as well as a menu of light meals and
snacks. Pool tables available. Mon—Fri
10am-11pm.

KL’ clubland is largely focused around the junction of Jalan Sultan Ismail and
Jalan P. Ramlee in the Golden Triangle; there are also a number of venues
springing up around Asian Heritage Row on Jalan Doraisamy, close to
Medan Tuanku station on the Monorail. The music policy at any venue can
change as often as KL experiences a thunderstorm, but as a g