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A misunderstood megalopolis if there ever 
was one, Jakarta’s unfeasibly large scale 
and grinding gridlock are only the most 
visible aspects of a spectacular city whose 
sub-districts are rich in individual character. 
As the MRT finally nears completion, 
Jonathan Evans sizes up the essential 
neighbourhoods of Indonesia’s capital
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ABOVE  
FROM LEFT:
The Selamat 

Datang 
monument at 

Bundaran HI 
roundabout, 

Central Jakarta; 
Galeri Nasional 

Indonesia.

E
very major Asian city 
has its enduring cliché 
– Bangkok’s risqué 

nightlife, Singapore’s 
mechanical efficiency, Toyko’s 
mind-bending otherness – 
and few conversations about 
Jakarta will neglect to mention 
the infamous traffic that brings 
life here to a regular standstill. 

While it’s true these 
legendary logjams are a 
defining trait of the Big Durian, 
a new dawn for transportation 
is just around the corner. 
Following the opening of the 
high-velocity ARS (Airport 
Railink Service) in late 2017, 
March 2019 heralds the 
long-awaited opening of the 
first phase of the MRT. What 
were once hair-tearingly 
frustrating slogs through one 
of the world’s most populous 
conurbations could now be 
transformed radically, allowing 
visitors to finally see Jakarta for 
the multifaceted megacity that 
it is – far from the 
homogenous, concrete-and-
steel dystopia that it might at 
first resemble. 

Like its Philippine 
counterpart Metro Manila, 
Jakarta is a conglomeration of 
many cities and regencies (six, 
to be precise), each containing 
several kecamatan 

(subdistricts). For the 
uninitiated – or those who’ve 
not seen beyond the 
colossal malls and condos 
that spatter its skyline – 
here’s a north-to-south 
guide to ten of the 
neighbourhoods that instil 
the Indonesian capital with 
its raw, vibrant soul.

Best for the airport: 
PANTAI INDAH 
KAPUK (PIK)
First things first: it’s late at 
night, your joints are aching 
after a long flight, and you 
need a soft entry to this 
dauntingly vast city. Find your 
sanctuary in this upscale new 
town – with its detached 
houses, cosmopolitan 
restaurants, a golf course 
(Damai Indah), water park 
(Waterbom Jakarta), and 
eco-reserve (Angke Kapuk) 
– that’s located just ten 
minutes by taxi from 
Soekarno-Hatta airport. 

Best for culture:  
KOTA TUA/
GLODOK
The best place to start 
exploring is Kota Tua (“Old 
Town”) – the administrative 
seat of Batavia, or Dutch-era 
Jakarta. Dating back to 1619, PH
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Fatahillah Square presents an 
elegant time capsule with its 
colonial-style cafés, well-
preserved museums, and 
street artists. A short walk 
northward brings you to the 
maritime roots of the city at 
the Sunda Kelapa, where you 
can watch twin-masted 
phinisi ships unload their 
cargo; while a ten-minute 
stroll south is Glodok, Jakarta’s 
Chinatown, an amorphous 
jumble of red lantern-
festooned markets, cafés, and 
nightclubs.   

Best for the beach: 
ANCOL 
A sprawling seafront 
development which combines 
theme parks, stalls, hotels, 
and beaches, few would 
describe Ancol Bay City as 
beautiful. Yet this is a rather 
jolly place of pier walks, 
marinas, cable-car rides, odd 
attractions (like a restaurant 
inside an aeroplane), and 
impromptu group dancing on 
the beach. It’s also the 
jumping-off point for the 
nearby Thousand Islands 
(Kepulauan Seribu; in fact, 
there are only 342) – a marine 
national park of reefs, resorts, 
fishing villages, and nature 
reserves that are being touted 
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as one of the government’s 
“10 New Balis”. 

Best for boutique hotels 
& pubs: 
MENTENG
Once home to a young 
Barack Obama, Menteng’s 
Westernised cityscape is a 
hotspot for shoppers, 
tourists, gourmets, and 
drinkers. No surprise, then, 
that this Central Jakarta 
district also houses many 
swish boutique hotels, as well 
as bars ranging from laidback 
trendsetters to the raucous 
Jaya Pub, the city’s oldest 
watering hole. It’s also a short 
walk from backpacker haven 
Jalan Jaksa, the unfathomably 
huge Merdeka Square (and its 
unmissable national 
monument, Monas), the 
National Gallery of Indonesia, 
and Gambir, one of 
Indonesia’s busiest train 
stations with services all 
across Java. 

Best for restaurants: 
CIKINI
Nothing to do with ladies’ 
beach apparel, Cikini 
(pronounced “chee-key-
nee”) east of Menteng 
combines an upscale 
character with intriguing PH
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ALIGHT AT 
THE MUSEUM 

Escape Jakarta’s busy 
streets at these four 

museums and immerse in 
their unmissable cultural 

off erings.

Museum Sejarah Jakarta
Located in Fatahillah 
Square, this collection 

specialises in Betawi, or 
original Javanese-style 

furniture.
 bit.ly/2FNNmm2

Museum MACAN
The Museum of Modern 
and Contemporary Art in 

Nusantara showcases 
Indonesia’s modern-art 
pioneers, such as Tisna 

Sanjaya and Gatot Indrajati.
 museummacan.org

Taman Mini 
Indonesia Indah

This alfresco attraction 
re-creates the architecture 

and culture of all 26 
Indonesian provinces: a 
perfect spot for Indo-

newbies.
 ilovetamanmini

Galeri Nasional Indonesia
This free-entry institution in 

an immaculate Dutch 
building holds works by 

painters including artistic 
titan Raden Saleh. 
 galeri-nasional.or.id

ABOVE:
By the sea 
at Ancol.
CIRCLE:
Modern art is 
the specialty 
at Museum 
MACAN.

diversions – TIM (Taman 
Ismail Marzuki) is Indonesia’s 
best-known arts centre – but 
most of all, food. Every 
cuisine under the sun is 
represented here, with the 
balance tipped slightly in 
favour of Indonesian (the 
beautiful Lara Djonggrang, 
carved out of a 200-year-old 
temple) and Chinese (the 
timeless Restoran Trio). Jalan 
Surabaya fl ea market, the 
biggest in the country, adds 
extra vintage fl avour to this 
largely contemporary village. 

Best for rooftop bars: 
THAMRIN  
Enjoy the high life? Make for 
this area surrounding the 
imposing Selamat Datang 
(Bundaran HI) monument to 
fi nd some of the city’s most 
dizzying hotels, offi  ce blocks, 
and residences. Once you’ve 
wallowed in the grandeur of 
the Hotel Indonesia 
Kempinski, head to the BCA 
(Bank Central Asia) building 
after sundown and veer 
heavenwards to the Skye Bar & 
Restaurant for panoramic 
views of the illuminated 
megacity. Across the road, 
high above Plaza Indonesia, 
the opulent Cloud Lounge 
lures a chilled crowd.  

An art 
installation by 
the entrance of 
Galeri Nasional 
Indonesia
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ABOVE:
The Ecodome 

at the Bogor 
Botanical 
Gardens.
CIRCLE:

A local  
vendor mans  
a “kaki-lima” 
(“five-feet”) 

street-food cart  
found around 

the Jakarta 
thoroughfares.

INDO AT  
THE DEEP END

Feeling overwhelmed? 
Follow these  

first-timer tips.

Get streetwise
Jakartans sometimes 

hold peaceful but large-
scale political protests, 

particularly around Monas. 
It’s best to steer clear of 

the area during such rallies.

Old-school icons 
Don’t be distressed by 
ondel-ondel – giant, 

freakish-looking Betawi 
puppets parading in pairs 

– as they’re entirely 
harmless.

Becak it out 
Avoid walking the 

congested streets by 
jumping in a becak (metal 

box-like trishaw) and 
negotiating the minimal fee 

with the driver. 

Scoot  
flies to  

Jakarta daily.  
Book your flights 
at flyscoot.com
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Best for nightclubs: 
SUDIRMAN 
CENTRAL BUSINESS 
DISTRICT 
In stark contrast to Jakarta’s 
enduring image as a city of 
grunge and grit, the glitzy 
Sudirman Central Business 
District is as awe-inspiringly 
modern as any CBD in the 
world. Glittering hotel, office, 
and retail towers such as Pacific 
Place form an expansive skyline; 
while below, on some of the 
city’s most walkable boulevards, 
lively bar, café and nightlife 
options jostle for hedonists’ 
attention. One caveat for night 
owls: don’t come to Jakarta 
imagining that alcoholic drinks 
will be cheap. Unless you’re 
sitting in a dimly lit dive bar in 
Chinatown, they are most 
certainly not. 

Best for shopping: 
SENAYAN 
Veering south, leafy Senayan is 
Jakarta’s most pedestrian-
friendly retail district, 
characterised by a succession 
of mid-range and upscale malls 
including Senayan City and 
Plaza Senayan, the latter of 
which holds regular art 
exhibitions. The village also 
offers direct access to the GBK 
(Gelora Bung Karno), one of 

Asia’s largest football stadiums 
inside a leafy park, which 
flickers with colour-changing 
LEDs at night and recently 
hosted the Asian Games’ 
spectacular opening and 
closing ceremonies. With the 
SCBD right next door, this is 
one of Jakarta’s most versatile 
and alluring areas.

Best for chilling out: 
KEMANG/
KEBAYORAN BARU
Neatly illustrating the Big 
Durian’s diversity, this area in 
South Jakarta juxtaposes high 
and low culture in a 
bewildering patchwork. While 
expat-beloved Kemang is 
infused with a sedate, 
Europhile ambience – think 
Italian restaurants, tasteful 
boutiques, trendy hotels – it’s 
also a short drive from Blok M 
(part of the Kebayoran Baru 
subdistrict), a decidedly grungy 
demimonde. By way of utter 
contrast, the area also contains 
three of the city’s stateliest 
hotels (the Dharmawangsa, 
Gran Mahakam, and Ambhara), 
while just east of Kemang lies 
Pondok Indah, another of 
Jakarta’s greenest, most 
desirable suburbs.

Best for nature: 
BOGOR
Bogor is the last southbound 
stop on the slow-trundling KA 
Commuter train line, but your 
patience will be rewarded in 
spades. Technically a city in its 
own right, this is the home of 
both Southeast Asia’s oldest 
botanical garden and, within it, 
the palatial residence of 
President Joko Widodo (Istana 
Bogor). Any visitor weary of the 
city grind will find solace in the 
lily ponds, fountains, 
hothouses, and landscaped 
gardens here – not to mention 
hundreds of tree and flower 
species which literally offer a 
breath of fresh air from Jakarta’s 
intensive urbanisation. 


