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Bali / 

Sweet 
Bali high 

A road trip to Bali’s northern reaches reveals 

uncrowded beaches and reconfirms that the Island of 

the Gods’ has an enchanting appeal   

BY JONATHAN EVANS

PHOTOGRAPHY TOMMY SCHULTZ
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Ten years ago 
almost to the day,  
I fi rst journeyed to Bali with the wide-eyed 
anticipation of so many visitors for whom the 
Indonesian island’s very name has become a byword 
for unmatched beauty and fascinating culture. I 
found that hypnotic mystique – not least at Mount 
Batur, the Besakih mother temple and Ubud – but 
just as inescapable were unscrupulous touts, 
hazardous roads and a dysfunctional airport. It was 
both heaven on earth and paradise lost. 

A decade on, Kuta’s nightlife, Seminyak’s 
boutiques and Canggu beaches have continued to 
fuel rampant commercialism, which inspires me to 
venture north, far from the tourist industry’s 
clutches, to search for more unambiguously 
uplifting pleasures.

LEAVING TOWN
As anyone who’s tried navigating the backstreets 
here knows, veering off  the main drag often lands 
you in confusing, non-signposted byways. So it 
helps enormously that my companion on this 
ambitious trip is a long-time Bali resident armed 
with an intimate knowledge of the law of the road 
(and Google Maps). After negotiating the mid-

morning traffi  c from Denpasar, we pass through 
Ubud and arrive in tiny Poyan, where we escape the 
modern world altogether. 

On cue, the sky darkens with impending rain in 
this community near the central highlands, but our 
spirits are undampened. We have arrived just four 
days after Galungan, the festival celebrating the 
triumph of good over evil, and get the chance to 
witness a ceremony where hundreds of men, women 
and children parade through the village centre. In a 
bewitching scene that encapsulates Bali’s spiritual 
life, they clutch penjor (bamboo poles draped in 
white linen), tedung (ceremonial umbrellas), fl ags 
bearing the village’s insignia and canang sari (dried 
fl owers) packaged in boxes and baskets. Penjor, an 
icon of Bali, is everywhere on our trip, ornately 
festooning even remote settlements. 

THROUGH LAKES TO LOVINA
After the ceremony, we continue our drive, by now 
completely under a spell. Signs point the way – 
loosely speaking – to Carangsari. Deep in the forest 
there, next to an elephant sanctuary and up a 
vertiginous driveway where we subject our car’s 
suspension to severe challenges, we make a stop at 
cacao factory Pod and stay briefl y to sample organic 
chocolate fl avoured with hazelnut and chilli. 
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LEFT TO RIGHT: A 

SIDE-STREET 

TEMPLE IN LOVINA; 

PURA MELANTING 

TEMPLE IN 

PEMUTERAN; A 

LOCAL FESTIVAL IN 

POYAN VILLAGE, IN 

BALI’S CENTRAL 

HIGHLANDS 
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“Temblingan 

is shrouded in 

late-afternoon 

mist, 

surrounded 

by dense 

rainforest”

ABOVE: A BAMBOO 

SHRINE TIED TO A 

TREE, WITH LAKE 

TEMBLINGAN IN THE 

BACKGROUND 

Once back on the road, we climb steadily through 
driving rain to 1,000 metres above sea level, via 
obscure back roads and families of happy-go-lucky 
monkeys until, an hour later, glorious Lake 
Temblingan comes into view. The smallest of 
Bedugul district’s three caldera lakes, Temblingan is 
shrouded in late-afternoon mist, surrounded by 
dense rainforest and begging to be photographed. 
We oblige, from the roadside above, where a 
classically Balinese sanggah cucuk (temporary 
bamboo shrine) stands among Cordyline fruticosa 
(“Bali red”), tumbling frangipani and heliconia 
fl owers to conjure an equally spellbinding tableau. 

Darkness looms, as does the dramatic outline of 
Mount Batur in the distance. We speed towards the 
northern coast, descending through the hills, past 
vast woodlands pockmarked by rainy-season 
landslides. We set out from Jimbaran at 10.30am, 
and by the time we arrive in the beach town of 
Lovina it is 6pm. Yet the day’s travelling is still not 
done. In Lovina, the hotels hide down largely 

unsignposted side streets, and we take another full 
hour to fi nd our rooms for the night. 

Though high season is fast approaching, Friday 
night in the town centre, Kalibukbuk, is a ghost 
town. Lovina is clearly targeted at older tourists – 
with its unfussy restaurants and backstreet bars – 
but barely a soul walks the main road, Jalan Seririt 
Singaraja. Distance from the south 
notwithstanding, I am not sure why. In many ways, 
this is a far more appealing environment than 
Legian or Seminyak – hassle-free, clean and amply 
furnished with eateries and stores. Each side lane 
leads to a patch of black-sand beach devoid of pushy 
vendors. My hotel, a boutique aff air fi lled with 
contemporary art, stands in a rice fi eld studded 
with multicoloured penjor where only the yapping of 
excitable dogs breaks the silence. Lovina, we 
conclude, is simply too far, too unknown an entity, 
and too unfashionable for most travellers to make 
the trip, but there are few better Balinese towns to 
enjoy meaningful rest and recuperation.  
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FORMER COLONIAL CAPITAL  
The next day, after a short drive east, we arrive in 
Singaraja. Bali’s second-largest city after Denpasar, 
its colonial trading history is traceable in faded 
Dutch townhouses, grungy markets and a laid-back 
port. Its past glories may be muted nowadays, but an 
ojek (motorbike taxi) ride courtesy of two proud 
locals highlights the quirks among Singaraja’s urban 
grit. Stilted houses line the old harbour at Jalan 
Erlangga, alongside a statue of a semi-naked man 
pointing seaward that turns out to be an 
independence monument (Yudha Mandala Tama). 
Just behind sits the city’s best-maintained temple, 
an immaculate red-and-white Buddhist shrine, 
Klenteng Ling Gwan Kiong. Multi-hued geropak – 
mobile food stalls purveying ayam bakso (chicken 
meatballs) – line the roads. Our guides whisk us to 
Pasar Anyar, the bustling old food market, where an 
array of fi sh and brightly coloured vegetables supply 
ample photo opportunities. After a meal of nasi 
goreng (fried rice), we plot an onward path to the 
north-western coast.  

Two divergent routes appear before us. One, 
Jalan Seririt Singaraja, runs along the coast via the 
town of Seririt. But since we have time on our 
hands, we take Jalan Laksamana, which off ers a 
remote detour that proves the stuff  of purest bucolic 
fantasy. We pass tiny villages dotting a narrow 
trajectory that winds slowly uphill, climaxing at a 
peak overlooking sun-dappled palms and paddies 
that burn in the afternoon haze. Little streams 
gurgle through roadside channels where residents 
bathed unselfconsciously. We rejoin the coastal 
route, and drive in the shadow of mountains, 
weaving past watermelon vendors and B&Bs, to 
fi nally reach Pemuteran in the early evening – and a 
landscape that is, yet again, entirely diff erent.

If Lovina felt pleasingly easygoing, Pemuteran is 
its upscale cousin, lined with resorts that off er 
lengthier stretches of fi ner, whiter sand and 

“Jalan Laksamana 

offers a remote 

detour that proves 

the stuff of pure 

bucolic fantasy”

TOP TO BOTTOM: 

YUDHA MANDALA 

TAMA, AN 

INDEPENDENCE 

MONUMENT IN 

SINGARAJA; PADDY 

FIELDS ALONG JALAN 

LAKSAMANA
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manicured gardens. After a blissfully quiet sleep 
and an outdoor shower under the shade of palms, we 
chance upon a sublime ceremony at Pura Melanting, 
one of Bali’s most splendid temples. A giant 
staircase leads to a courtyard where gamelan music 
softly accompanies the morning worship, and 
devotees clad in kebaya (blouse), kamen (sarong), 
selendang (belt) and udeng (head-dress) pray, carry 
off erings of food and smile graciously as we watch 
their rituals. Incense fi lls the air as tropical birds fl y 
overhead and mountains provide a towering 
backdrop. The word “magical” seems insuffi  cient to 
describe the scene.  

HIKES WITH A VIEW 
From Siririt, we head south again and start another 
heady, winding ascent through villages with names 
as decorative as they look: Ringdikit, Rangdu, 
Mayong, Munduk. Many of these perfect rustic 
pockets off er eco-tourism treks and homestays, and 
all command staggering views over lakes and 

ROAD TRIP 

PLANNER

BADUNG / 

1. POD CHOCOLATE 

FACTORY & CAFÉ 

Secluded cacao specialist 
with generous free samples. 

LOVINA / 

2. GLOBAL VILLAGE KAFÉ 

Garden restaurant that helps 
fund local health projects. 

fb.com/globalvillagekafe

3. BALI PARADISE HOTEL 

BOUTIQUE RESORT 

Colourful, modern stayover 
set off  the main road.

 
baliparadisehotel.com

SINGARAJA / 

4. KRISNA BEACH STREET 

Street food in tranquil 
surrounds. 

fb.com/krisna-beach-street 

PEMUTERAN / 

5. THE SALT & PEPPER 

WAROENG 

Comfort-food restaurant on 
the main Pemuteran drag. 

6. TAMAN SARI BALI 

RESORT AND SPA 

Upmarket hotel with fi ne 
bay views. 

fb.com/tamansaripemuteran

SEKUMPUL VILLAGE / 

7. SEKUMPUL RESTAURANT 

& SPICES

Cosy eatery near the 
waterfall with fi ne views.

BEDUGUL / 

8. CLV HOTEL & VILLA

A neighbourhood-
style resort near Lake Bratan.

clvhotels.com
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forests. Our destination is Sekumpul, Bali’s most 
jaw-dropping waterfall. At Singaraja we follow 
another uphill path unknown to most tourists, Jalan 
Raya Gitgit – an ever-narrowing road where 
settlements are dotted with makeshift football 
fi elds, tiny stores and temples, each more perfect 
than the last. By the time we reach Sekumpul village 
and a yellow house marking the turn to the 
waterfall, we face a near-vertical incline. 

From the car park, the falls are still 2km away. 
Speeding on motorbikes down a ribbon-like 
pathway, we pass idyllic homes and kopi luwak 
(civet coff ee) cafés that cling to the hillside before 
reaching a clearing in the trees. Sekumpul’s majesty 
comes into view across the valley: not one waterfall, 
but seven, the tallest tumbling 50m before churning 
ferociously into boulders below, where youngsters 
splash and pose for profi le pictures. 

We tread gingerly down tall steps to the river’s 
edge and make for the “Fiji” cascade. Clambering up 
another insanely steep staircase, we emerge at the 

“Sekumpul’s majesty 

comes into view 

across the valley: not 

one waterfall, 

but seven”

Aspire 
2017

sunny030-043_Feature Bali.DL.MS.PZ.AK.AZ.indd   41 7/7/17   4:44 PM



43

Bali / 

source – Lebukih village, a sweeping panorama of 
rice terraces watched over by the cheery owners of 
a refreshment shack. Motorcyclists briskly return 
us in semi-darkness to our car, and a night drive 
through silent mountain roads to the lakelands of 
Bedugul ensues.

At 1,500m above sea level, and almost midnight, 
the drop in temperature chills our faces. When we 
arise at 5.30am it is no warmer, but that seems a 
small price for the views we soon soak up. Arriving 
at Lake Bratan before daylight, we fi nd ourselves 
the only visitors at the astonishing Pura Ulun Danu 
Bratan, the water temple with a tiered roof built in 
1633 as an off ering to the water goddess Dewi Danu. 
Streaked with rich pinks and purples, the sky 
refl ects off  the mirror-like lake surface, creating 
marvelous montages as the dawn light picks out 
solitary rowing boats by the temple. At 6.30am, the 
sun peeps over the hills, casting a deep blue 
backdrop to our frenzied photo shoot. This is a 
sublime confl ation of the manmade and natural, 
gradually revealed in a glorious, free light show. 

The scene of utter serenity across Lake Bratan 
feels a fi tting end-point to our road trip. Everyone 
acknowledges this temple’s status as a rightful icon 
of the island. But unbeknownst to most visitors, the 
north is packed with many staggering sights – more 
than enough to make anyone fall in love with Bali all 
over again. 

Hong Kong Airlines flies to Bali 
daily. For more information, visit 
hongkongairlines.com

“Streaked with rich 

pinks and purples, 

the sky reflects off 

the mirror-like lake 

surface, creating 

marvelous montages 

as the dawn light 

picks out solitary 

rowing boats by 

the temple”
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