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Borneo has long been
a must-visit destination
for travellers in search of
adventure. Hugh Francis
Anderson discovers a
breathtaking landscape
of lush rainforest, golden
beaches and exhilarating
experiences

i

am taking in the serenity of the Mengkabong River
from a kayak when my guide Fauzi points to the dense
foliage and tells me that you can ﬁnd everything from
pythons and macaques to crocodiles and parrots in
there. “But don’t worry,” he reassures me, “the crocs
are little.”
Kayaking is just one of the many activities offered
by the exclusive Shangri-La’s Rasa Ria Resort & Spa
in Kota Kinabalu, northern Borneo, where I’m staying. It is
surrounded by 162 hectares (400 acres) of tropical forest, and
when the sun rises slowly behind Mount Kinabalu
it projects an ethereal hue across the dense wilderness all
around. The warm waters of the South China Sea caress
the golden sands of Pantai Dalit Beach, and the sound of
wildlife erupts from the surrounding rainforest.
Borneo is the third largest island in the world with an
abundance of natural resources and a vivid yet brutal history.
Though the effects of mass deforestation have been well
documented, tourism is helping this island to recover its
ecosystem. As part of its Care for Nature Project, the Shangri
La’s Rasa Ria Resort & Spa established a nature reserve in
1996 to help facilitate the rehabilitation of local endangered
species. Nestled at the foot of Mount Kinabalu, it covers
26 hectares (64 acres) and is home to an astonishing variety
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of ﬂora and fauna. A new discovery
centre at the heart of the reserve
offers guests the chance to learn
about the area and get close to the
wildlife on one of its guided walks.

SUNRISE TO SUNSET
The 499 rooms and suites of Shangri
La’s Rasa Ria Resort & Spa include
the family-focused Garden Wing and
the luxurious Ocean Wing, where
I am staying. Here, each suite
features a private balcony with large
bathtub and daybed so you can relax
and enjoy the views. And while the
suites are sumptuous, it is the
abundance of activities that
impresses most.
After the 5.30am trek through the
nature reserve to watch the sun rise,
a daily activity organised by the
hotel, I travel back through the forest
to participate in tree-planting before
exploring the resort in more detail.
I ﬁnd my way to the activity centre
and look through the exhaustive list
of things to do. From sailing and
paddleboarding to horse riding and
golf, there’s enough to keep me active
for weeks. I settle on kayaking and
join the group as it departs the hotel.
We drive the short distance to the
banks of the vast Mengkabong River
where I meet our guide Fauzi.
Equipped with life jackets and
paddles, we set off with the deep
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boom of thunder rumbling in the foothills of the mountain.
We meander slowly through mangroves as warm rain causes
ripples in the water.
After Fauzi’s comment about crocodiles, my initial fear
subsides as I breathe in the surroundings. Travelling slowly
by water also offers the opportunity to glance into Borneo’s
past. It is an island whose locals thrive off the populous
waterways; we pass small ﬁshing communities and spot a
150-year-old boat, once home to the Bornean sea gypsies,
so-called because they famously never stepped on land.
When I get back to the hotel, I charge towards the beach and
refresh myself in the warming waters. As the sun begins to
drop on the horizon and the storm clouds drift out to sea, I meet
Long, a Bornean cowboy and one of the resort’s horse-riding
guides. The sky erupts into a vivid shade of mauve while we
saddle up the horses and ride out to watch the sun set. We trot
towards the sea and gallop along the resort’s beach, which
stretches for almost three miles (ﬁve kilometres).

MEET THE ORANGUTANS
Dinner is at Kozan, the resort’s renowned Japanese teppanyaki
restaurant. As one of six restaurants the resort has to offer, it is
an immersive experience that allows you to sample the ﬁnest

seafood, caught just a stone’s throw from the hotel. Yet
it’s early to bed as I’m boarding a 6am ﬂight to Sandakan to
meet the juvenile orangutans of the renowned Sepilok
Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre.
The ﬂight may be early, but it is worth it purely for the
breathtaking aerial view of the island. Mount Kinabalu almost
touches our wing as we ﬂy high over the dense lowland
rainforest. And I’m treated to the equally awe-inspiring scene
of orangutans playing carefree when I arrive at Sepilok
Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre. Set in 43 square kilometres
(17 square miles) of protected land, it has been dedicated to
rehabilitating these magniﬁcent creatures since 1964.
“We currently have about 45 young orangutans, with many
coming from people who illegally owned them as pets,”
explains our host Jonathan Koh. “They’re very cute until
they grow big enough to throw your TV across the room. At
Sepilok, they can learn to be orangutans again.”
The Sepilok Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre makes for a
thrilling day excursion from the hotel, and when you return,
there is still enough time for a traditional Malaysian massage
at the spa. Then I walk to Naan for supper and gorge on an
array of tapas-style Indian dishes, all paired with specially
selected wines by the restaurant’s sommelier: a truly ﬁne
way to end an altogether perfect day.

“The sky erupts into a vivid shade of
mauve as we saddle up the horses and
ride out to watch the sun set”
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EMBRACING ESCAPISM
I wake early the following morning. So
close to the equator, the sun rises and
sets every 12 hours with fastidious
punctuality. At 6am, the morning light
ﬂooding the landscape beckons you
out of bed like the pulling hand of an
excited child. And as soon as you see the
expanse of sand that leads to the sea
from your balcony, you realise there’s
nowhere on Earth you’d rather be.
While activity and adventure are
integral to the resort’s charm, it also
caters for those wishing to simply
escape the bustle of city life and switch
off. As a guest of the Ocean Wing, the
adjoining private pool is the spot for
rest and relaxation. It’s easy to while
away the hours with a book in one hand
and gin and tonic in the other. But
I scarcely have time for such luxuries as
I’m meeting Alfons Olim, General
Manager of Dalit Bay Golf & Country
Club, Rasa Ria’s 18-hole golf course.
We eat breakfast on the green and
watch the wildlife go about its daily
business. A high-pitched squeak sounds
from one of the lakes beside us. “Do you
hear that?” asks Alfons. “That’s the
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family of otters.” As if by magic, the elegant shape of an otter
appears on the bank, and then another. I count 10 otters
before they disappear across the green and into the distance.
At that moment, Alfons calls my name. “Look over there.” In
the water, a large monitor lizard approaches the bank to
warm in the morning sun. I can scarcely believe such a
diverse range of wildlife lives so close to human habitation.
We clamber into a golf buggy and begin the tour of the
course. “Many people like to play golf here purely because
of the wildlife,” says Alfons, pointing out a toucan and the
vivid-green long-tailed parakeets in a nearby tree. As we
continue, we spot numerous great egrets, their coats so
white they look more suited to the Yukon than Borneo. Even
though I’m no golfer, I see why this is a must-visit location
for aﬁcionados of the sport. I bid farewell to Alfons with the
promise that I will pick up a club on my return to London.
And so, I ﬁnally make my way to the pool to soak in the
last afternoon of this Malaysian wonderland. As the sun sets
on my ﬁnal evening, I saunter down to the sea and let the
water envelop me one last time. There’s a peace to this
Bornean paradise, a peace that is found by immersing
yourself in the locale: the people, the culture and the
wildlife. Tomorrow will see the long journey home, but
for tonight, at least, I’m in heaven on Earth.

WIN A LUXURY BREAK IN BORNEO
You could win a five-night stay at the exclusive Shangri-La’s Rasa Ria Resort & Spa in Borneo,
with complimentary excursions, including breakfast with a view and night jungle walk

Nestled in the rainforests
of Borneo, Shangri-La’s
Rasa Ria Resort & Spa is a
stunning retreat perfect
for nature lovers looking
for off-the-beaten-track
luxury. The prize winner
can enjoy the surrounding
162 hectares (64 acres) of
protected reserve with
the chance to explore the
beautiful environment and
have unique experiences,
including canopy walks,
guided jungle trails,
bird-watching, as well as
nocturnal wildlife-viewing.

Back at the exclusive
resort, the Ocean Wing
provides the ultimate
romantic getaway, offering
the largest suites in Sabah.
Each has a private balcony
with sea vistas, an outdoor
bathtub and a daybed. For
rejuvenation, book one of
the treatments at the spa.
And, if you are a golfer,
tee off at the beautifully
landscaped golf course.
The prize for two people
includes:
• A five-night stay in a
Premier Room Ocean

/ 69

Wing at Shangri-La’s
Rasa Ria Resort & Spa
for two people, with
breakfast included
• Complimentary minibar,
pre-dinner drinks
and canapés
• Luxury excursions,
including breakfast with
a view, a night jungle walk
with night-vision goggles,
and bird-watching at Dalit
Bay Golf & Country Club
Travel is not included but
Singapore Airlines’ flights
to Kota Kinabulu cost from
£605 (book by 31 March 2019).

For a chance to win this
travel prize, and for
more information, visit
magazine.bentley/issue67
Terms and conditions
apply on entry. Closing
date: 11 March 2019
shangri-la.com

Enter the
competition
online

