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In Scoot’s “Getting 
in Cars with Locals”, 
we send a writer on 
an unplanned road 
trip with the help of  

a seasoned  
cab driver. On our travels, we often have a narrow timeframe and a 

list of places we want to prioritise. What if we entrusted 
our trip to a local driver instead? Jonathan Evans goes 
off the grid in northern Bali with no particular place to go, 
and finds this strategy reaps fascinating rewards  

GETTING IN CARS WITH LOCALS:  

SOMEWHERE  
ONLY WE KNOW
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I
’d contacted my driver in 
Bali days before we met 
– he was named Made 

(pronounced “Mar-day”) 
– and let him know my wish: 
for him to take me around this 
bejewelled island’s remote 
northern reaches, to places 
only Indonesians would visit. It 
seemed a perfect opportunity 
to delve deeply into the 
lesser-travelled end of this 
world-famous destination. I’d 
visited once, on a whistle-stop 
tour of waterfalls, beaches, 
and lakes two years ago, but 
only fleetingly explored areas 
such as the westernised town 
of Lovina. PH
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Fine, said Made, but on one 
condition: he had three days 
blocked out between 19 to 21 
February. I agreed to take a 
private tour on the 18th instead, 
and was left intrigued. Why 
might he be unavailable on 
those weekdays? After all, Nyepi, 
the Balinese new year, was still 
several weeks away, and 
Galungan, the island’s major 
religious holiday, wouldn’t be 
happening until July.

We finally met in 
Pemuteran, halfway between 
grungy Siririt and West Bali 
National Park – a one-time 
fishing village that has 
blossomed into a full-

fledged tourist destination, 
brimming over with chi-chi 
cafés, beautiful resorts, and 
impeccable spas. Though it 
was tempting to settle into 
such Sanur-like comforts, time 
was short and the agenda set 
– local, not touristy. So Made 
ushered me into a polished 
SUV that zoomed along the 
traffic-free highway of Jalan 
Siririt-Gilimanuk, flanked by 
lush, mist-enshrouded 
mountains and impeccable 
rice fields. In a clearing, graffiti 
strewn on a wall pointed 
down an unpromising dirt 
track to Pantai Pasir Putih or 
white-sand beach.

Sunset over the 
agricultural land 
in Lovina rarely 

disappoints.
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“This used to be a secret 
beach,” said Made, “although 
now, maybe not so secret.” 
After his tongue-in-cheek 
comment, I half-expected 
hordes of tourists basking on 
the sand, but this still felt 
secret enough to me: only 
one glamping resort had 
sprung up beside this most 
un-Bali-like of scenes. It’s not 
the small, stony beach that 
draws curious visitors, but the 
view – it fronts a wide-open, 
shimmering blue lake fringed 
by dense forest and outrigger 
boats, and behind it, the 
snorkeller’s paradise Pulau 
Menjangan.

The Island of the Gods lies 
just half an hour by boat from 
the world’s most populous 
island, Java, which explains 

the eclectic religious make-up 
of north-western Bali. We 
noticed many mosques and 
Hindu temples line the roads 
as we journeyed back to 
Pemuteran in an unhurried 
pace. When we turned at a 
roadside restaurant, Made 
pointed out Pura Pulaki, the 
monkey temple beyond the 
town. It’s one of a string of 
pura segara (sea temples) 
that Balinese believe protect 
their island. 

Then, almost as an aside, he 
gestured at a sign pointing 
towards Pura Melanting and 
told me this is where, as a 
Hindu, he comes to pray on a 
full moon. Something about 
this back lane veering towards 
the mountains sparked my 
curiosity – it promised the kind 

Pantai Pasir Putih 
sits in front of a 

pristine blue lake.

Only a handful of 
visitors enjoy the 

serenity of the 
white-sand beach.

of authentic experience you’d 
never find in, say, Seminyak. But 
even as a veteran of Indo 
temple-hopping, I wasn’t 
prepared for the fairy-tale 
magnificence of this place of 
worship: accessed by a pristine 
staircase, sparkling under the 
midday sun with yellow and 
white tedung umbrellas, and 
spiralling up to the montane 
heights. Encircled by mystical 
hills and populated by just a few 
devotees, I couldn’t think of a 
temple anywhere in Bali – aside 
from Besakih, on Mount Agung 
– that enjoyed such a 
staggeringly beautiful location.  

Turning right off the coastal 
road of Jalan Seririt-Singaraja, 
Made drove into Banjar, whose 
modest centre gave no 
indication of the cultural riches 
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The decorative 

entrance to 
Brahmavihara-Arama 

monastery.

A scenic walk through 
the rice fields by 

Pura Segara Banjar in 
the late afternoon.

the village offered. Winding 
through ever-escalating 
backstreets, we reached an 
enclosure, navigated a parade 
of stalls and crossed a bridge 
to stumble upon the unlikely 
vision of a pea-green pool, 
with a sign overhead: “Holy 
Hot Spring” (Air Panas Banjar). 
These northern suburbs 
seemed an obscure location 
for this venerated aquatic 
temple, with warm, sulphur-
tinged waters bubbling up 
from the mountain source, 
and design – staggered 
across three levels – 
highlighted by a row of naga 
(dragon) heads spouting out 
the therapeutic streams. 

 Between rainstorms, Made 
and I darted from this soothing 
jungle sanctuary and ventured 
further up into the 
mountainscapes. Here, 
another unexpected attraction 

HE’S GOT 
REAL DRIVE

Made Bawa, 44, is married 
to Kadek, with whom he 
has two sons and one 

newborn daughter. Before 
he became a driver in 
2016, he worked as a 

property developer on 
behalf of Jakartans looking 
for a second home in Bali. 
An expert on back-road 

short cuts and local coffee 
shops, his peak period is in 
July and August. “Lovina is 

my home,” he says. “It is 
where I was born, and it 
taught me everything: I 
learnt to drive, I learnt 
English, and how to 

make money.” 
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An alternative 
view of the 
mini-Borobudur.

Air Panas Banjar's hot 
spring is a pocket of 
colour in the midst of the 
mountainous jungle.

awaited: Bali’s largest Buddhist 
monastery, the 50-year-old 
Brahmavihara-Arama. While 
monks in robes ambled 
between meditation sessions, 
I weaved through bell towers, 
gardens, and statues, scaled a 
tall staircase and found a 
mini-Borobudur replica 
looking rather lost at the back 
of the compound. It was worth 
the climb; from this altitude, I 
realised just how mountainous 
the north of Bali was, with 
remarkable views that spotlit 
small communities living in the 
upper reaches of the hills.

Back in the village, we 
stopped at Banjar’s Pasar 
Rakyat market to find much 
more than just vegetables and 
fish. We’d walked right into a 
political rally on behalf of the 
Partai Demokrasi Indonesia 

Perjuangan (PDI-P), where 
attendees dressed in 
traditional costume delivered 
a rousing version of the 
national anthem. The party’s 
red flags fluttered across the 
village in the run-up to April’s 
general election – even along 
the dreamy side roads leading 
to the seafront. 

Here, rice fields and a tiny 
temple, Pura Segara Banjar, 
jostled for space with grape 
plantations which are 
harvested to boost the island’s 
incipient red-wine industry. 
On the easy-going black-sand 
beach of Pantai Lovina, 
boat-makers fixed their ageing 
vessels, fishermen cast 
enormous nets, ladies dried 
fish on tables and, much to my 
amusement, an eccentric man 
led a procession of well-

behaved ducks along the shore 
– a trip he apparently makes 
every day.

A purple sunset painted the 
skies over the temple and the day 
was drawing to a close. I thanked 
Made for his time and wished him 
well. Then he explained the 
mystery I’d been pondering all day 
– the reason for his three-day 
absence later in the week – with 
an invitation to visit his house on 
the 21st. It was on this Thursday, 
he told me, that he would be 
celebrating the third month since 
his daughter’s birth – a ceremony 
known to Balinese as nyabutan. 

Flattered and thrilled to be 
invited, I immediately accepted 
and bought a sarong in 
anticipation. On arriving at 
Made’s house in the bijou 
village of Kaliasem, near Lovina, 
the ceremony was already in full 



28 SCOOT

F
E

A
T

U
R

E
 S

T
O

R
Y

swing, with around 40 family 
and friends dressed in 
Balinese blouses, sarongs, 
and selendang 
(cummerbunds) sitting in the 
garden. The preparations had 
apparently started at 4 a.m. 

It was a hypnotic spectacle 
that encapsulated the 
enchantment of Bali’s 
traditional lifestyle. A priest sat 
among incense sticks, waved 
flowers, and chanted 
incantations; penjor (bamboo 
poles) surrounded a mini-
marquee where women 
prepared spicy lawar food 
(meat and vegetable dishes, 
with rice saturated in pig’s 
blood); family members used 
flower stems to douse each 
other with coconut water; and 
the babi guling (roast pork) 
– which carries special 
significance on ceremonial 
occasions – was hoisted in on 
a wooden pole. 

For all its adherence to 
ritual, it was all delightfully 
informal. Men flitted in and 
out smoking cigarettes, while I 
chatted with Indonesians 
who’d worked overseas and a 
teenager keen to practise his 
English. The infant we were 
celebrating seemed entirely 
oblivious, sleeping soundly 
even as she was passed from 
one adoring cousin’s arms to 
another. We proceeded to the 
pura desa (village temple) for 
prayers, waving of flowers and 
ringing of bells. The pig was 
laid before a shrine and 

dissected – and I watched, 
mystified, as three-layered 
plates of chicken were passed 
around the congregation, each 
person touching the top plate. 

After two hours, the canang 
sari (dried-flower offerings) that 
decorated the shrines, the 
woven food baskets, and the 
chopped-up pig were returned 
to the house. Passing my thanks 
– and a small sum of money – 
to Made and his wife Kadek, I 
left in a daze, overjoyed to have 
been witness to this 
fascinatingly detailed, quite 
magical Balinese tradition.    

A Hindu priest 
performs rituals to 

greet Komang, a 
three-month-old 

infant, into the world.

A colourful baby-
shower celebration at 

a Balinese nyabutan 
ceremony.
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