Superlative wildlife, oil palm plantations and, for one, the Mt Kinabalu sore leg
challenge in-

Sabah (Malaysia)

17" March to 3" April 2005

Ted Nixon and Steve Anye8mith

Outline of Trip

This short holiday was conceived, planned and ereduta few weeks. The idea was to
maximise our time in the field looking for wildlife by visiting only a few sites and spending
a number days in each.

We made no attempt to visit any tourist attraction that was not aligned with the primary
purpose for ar visit. With the exception of a few dive sites that are accessible to pirates,
hostage takers and other assorted rabble, there are probably no other attractions anyway.

WARNING: Although it is relatively easy to move between places in Sabah, there is a
problem with prebooking accommodation. For an unfathomable reason all accommodation



providers in Sabah, with one notable exception, have been trained in the Basil Fawlty
School of Customer Service.

Sites visited

The concrete outside Kota Kinabalu airp(three hours)

Borneo Rainforest Lodge in Danum Valley (4 nights)

Uncl e Tands Wildlife Camp on the Kinabatag:
Gum Gum (outside Sepilok) for a visit to the orarign thing (1 night)

Mt Kinabalu (4 nights)

Poring Hot Springs (2 nights)

Kota Kinabalu (most of 1 night), this time not sleeping on the concrete

Various planes
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view from the Mt Kinabalu descent

General comments on sites visited

Borneo Rainforest Lodge (BRL)

Accommaodatioii good as you might expect for about $A300 per nidi a few extras,

twin share. This price included all the food and some activities. The rooms have fans and
most things you would expect given the location (a long way from anywhere), the
competition (none), and the cost.

Staffi smiling, and with the eception of the skilled locally sourced guides and a few
talented cooks, almost entirely useless. Certainly any staff that populated the various
offices that BRL maintain around the country were keen to remove our money, heralding
the end of any customerrsee. It is hard to imagine a more tbpavy business model.

Wildlife andtrailsigood t o excellent. There i s not as
Tands Jungle Camp (see below) but the I|ikel
There have beenare birds recorded in the valley than anywhere else in Borneo.

The vibe' a shocker. Most of the inmates were rich mtgma from the USA or
immaculate Japanese who thought they were in Africa. Neither of these groups was any fun
to be with. Most had cusus expectations of Danum Valley and its wildlife. The sight of



blindingly brightly-coloured tourists sneaking about looking for majestic herds of
wil debeest showed just how daft white (or

Danum Valley-canopy walkway

Uncle Tandos Wi ldlife Camp (UTWC)

Accommodation better than the $A10 per night tariff would suggest. This ludicrously low
fee included all food, guides and activities in and around the camp. UTWC charges $A30
each way for the road / river transfer from near Sandakan to the camp. Thigdhclu

wildlife viewing each way and is not excessive given the distances involved. The
accommodation consisted of raised open timber and corrugated iron huts with mattresses
and mosquito nets. The camp is all less than two years old, replacing the apjesently
salubrious version that became part of the river during a flood.

Stafffal | staff including Uncle Tands son Euge¢
helpful. The camp staff did everything to maximise the experience of all their guests. We
did not hear a single complaint from anyone during our four night stay.

Wildlife and trailsi There are a number of trails marked from the camp. One circles some
beautiful oxbow lakes whilst others penetrate the lowland rainforest. The Kinabatangan
River isthe real focus for wildlife with many different primates possible, along with a
variety of other large mammals that included for aephants, otters and a variety of

civets. There were many birdgarticularly hornbills.



The vibe' awesome. The lowost and the high probability of seeing lots of critters sees
many backpackers and young wildlife enthusiasts flock here. | hate intelligent and beautiful
young women so | had a rotten time. Particularly after a few beers.

Mt Kinabalu T Sutera Sanctuary Lodjes

Accommodatioii great if you succeed in booking it in any way. Why these guys have an
internet booking site is a complete mystery. There is no known method for booking
accommodation here, with their web site claiming they were completely booked out
months in advance. Many intending tourists told us they were advised that there was no
chance of them getting accommodation but they all appeared to be able to get some by
fronting the office with money in hand.

Staffi all the staff came out of the same imiae. They were all five feet two inches tall,
female or effeminate, recently employed, neatly uniformed and sharing a brain. Trust me, |
am not making this up. Any three people chosen at random from a sheltered workshop
could have replaced ten of theseamtive walking blobs.

Wildlife and trailsi pretty good for birds and squirrelly things. Not many large mammals.
Happily there is only one type of person that visits figree Mt Kinabalu climber (or

failed versions thereof). This means that therensat nobody on any of the other trails,
and they are all good.

The vibe' it depends, but really it was a bit poor. All the folk that had just staggered down
the mountain were close to death, whilst those that were going up the next day were one
day remoed from being close to death. It seems that nobody stays for more than two
nights; all others being fixated on walking up and down a very steep hill.



Poring Hot Springs1 Sutera Sanctuary Lodges
Accommodatioil ourselfc ont ai ned @A Te mp umadinexpahgive.0 was gr ¢
Staff- the staff seemed to be able to perform simple tasks simply and without fuss

Wildlife and trailsi lots of birds but limited mammals. The latter have been eaten

methinks. The trail system is also rather limited. The obsessibAsians have with

waterfalls sees that these are accessible but aside from them and the canopy walkway there
are no trails.

The vibe' Pretty good, aa few metres outside the park are a number of small but good
restaurants, and the hot springs atteacinge of locals and tourists. | could have spent
more time here.

The People of Sabah

We really didndét meet many | ocals. The peo]
tourism in some way. | got the impression that the other local people were hahest an

helpful. At no stage did we feel unsafe or unwelcome. There was no obvious disharmony
between the local islamic and christian folk. Sabah, like the rest of Malaysia is a very safe
destination for women, even those travelling alone. This includes thasemibat Ted

and | met (although this may not always have been the case).

Roads / transport

The roads were okay. Traffic was relatively light and the ludicrously low price of fuel
A24 cents / litré ensured that transport costs were very low. Lastadce buses were
modern and comfortable while minivans could be cheaply hired, especially with two or
more travelling together.




Weather

Except for Mt Kinabalu, where the temperatures were delightfully mild, it was hottish,
about 32 each day, and hudh about 85%. This meant it was fun to think of when this
weather was going to stédike when you got home. It was not possible to wash and dry
clothes. If anything they got wetter the longer they hung.

We were very lucky with rain. It rained at somage almost every day but it always
seemed to coincide with lunch or drinks.

Insects

Pathetic. Except for an occasional mozzie, a few pitiful leeches (at Danum Valley), the odd
six kilogram scorpion, and the occasional spider that would take out hatotitme forests
were disappointing bereft of interesting biting insects.

Cicadas were another thing entirely. There is a species of cicada or three million that
cranked up for every miniscule change in temperature, humidity, cloud cover, time of day
or human proximity. There is even an undescribed bastard of a cicada that attacks boats in
the Kinabatangan River when the outboard motor achieves a certain number of revs. This
particular beast is unfortunately in no danger of extinction and had our drivericg in

fear. | used to like cicadas before | went to Sabah.

cicada selection



| t di dnot make us sick but there was not t

Beer

Very ordinary, relatively expensive, and often unavailable due to a pathetic and unsound
religious misinterpretation of the scriptures.

Wildlife T see lists at end of report

Birdsi We managed 220 species including 20 odd endemics (depending on how these
things are calculated). We did not have tdpasserious error in plannirigand many key

species were breeding and not calling. We had a small tape recorder that allowed a number
of birds to be seen that would have otherwise been missed. Nonetheless, we achieved a
reasonable list given our short visit. | managed 70 new birds.

Mammalsi Everyonethat visits Sabah would hope to see wild oratens and we

managed these at BRL and UTWC. I think tha:
bit disappointed with our list of 36 mammals as many of these were squirrels and

treeshrews. Primates aresgaat sites away from cooking pots, but other large mammals

require time and luck.




Diary
Day 17 Thursday 17" March 2005

Our Malaysian Airlines 74400 left Sydney at 1545. From the perspective of the airline

the flight was a success. Had thglilt lasted any longer they would eventually have

noticed that a smallish child in the seat behind me had being strangled. This rodent thought
that the seat in front of him was some kind of computer game. A lasting glare in his
direction in combination wit a shorter less severe version for his mother seemed to do the
trick.

The airport at Kuala Lumpur is similar to many modern airports in that it defies the laws of
physics. Most impressive was the driverless monorail that connects terminals. This refugee
from an amusement park twists and turns along its rail in what appears to be an overly
complicated path just because it can.

We had a few hours in the terminal in which to attempt some sleep so we sprawled out
across some rows of seats. We woke to findselves surrounded by people. Luckily too,
because our plane for Kota Kinabalu was broken and with no intelligible announcement on
the PA everyone trucked off to another part of the airport. Never fall asleep for too long in
airports.

Falling asleep fotoo long was not really possible when we arrived at Kota Kinabalu. Our
cunning plan for crashing in a comfortable row of seats for a few hours before our next
flight to Lahad Datu evaporated. We followed all the airport signs and personal instructions

unt i | we found ourselves out on the street.

Hardness Scale, but | reckoned that concrete outside airports is about a 10.5.




Day 2i Friday 18" March 2005

The very reasonably priced $A40 flight to Lahad Datwadtokker F50 took us past Mt
Kinabalu (the highest mountain in SE Asia at 4097 metres) and as this was early in the
morning you could actually see it. The only other things you could see were the endless
palm oil plantations. If there is only one trulyilgslant in the world, oil palm would be the
one.

We were met at the airport by our Borneo Rainforest Lodge (BRL) guide, a formidable and
pleasant chap named Stephen. He hailed from a nearby village, grew up in the jungle, loved
the place, and aside fropeing converted to christianity, seemed reasonably well adjusted.
For reasons that would later be apparent, we were quickly hustled into one of the BRL
offices to remove all our money before going anywhere near the lodge.




The 70km drive to the fige took us through a large area of logged forest. Logging trucks
were more or less continuous in the other direction. Sad really. | guess if the logged forest
was left to regrow then the harm is not complete but does this ever really happen? Only the
last5km held any primary forest. We saw no mammals on the way to the lodge although
another group arriving later in the day saw a Sumatran rhino on the road. The people from
this group are now buried in the forest.

We were met at the lodge by Patricia, whalsed a lot and took us to our accommodation.

We spent the rest of the day getting hot and identifying some of the more common birds on

the nearby trails. Stephen joined us late in the afternoon and we started seeing some good
birdsi including whitefronte d f al conet (the worl doés small e
our mammal listwithlong ai | ed macaque, bearded pig, Pr
greater mouse deer.

Spotlighting started at 2030 and wielding a torch and two spotlights we marcdggd, ¢
bl ack giant flying squirrel, sa+sblar deer,

-

agamid lizard

Took a sleeping pill to ensure some continuous sleep and died.
Day 37 Saturday 19" March 2005

| was resurrected at 0520 and walked for most of the day. S@atngemories with six
primates being observé&dorangutan, Bornean gibbon, maroon {gainkey, pigtailed and
long-tailed macaques and slow loris (during the evening spotlighting). The maroon leaf
monkeys are bizarre in terms of their bright orange colour.

Our bird list was also boosted with chestnue c k| aced partridge, gr e:
hawke agl e and Jerdonbés baza. No pittas. They



told. Others had seen them but at the other end of the forest near thedngkl Alas, we
were told that a visit there was not possible as there was a shortage of vehicles.

Spotlighting saw me rise to the rank of secamdommand spotlighter. Aside from slow
l oris, we saw Thomasods and tesgser mgusedeet, f | yi n.
brown woodowl! and savannah nightjar.

The other tourists were starting to get a bit boring. | wondered their motivation for leaving
home.

Day 47 Sunday 2" March 2005

It was an amazingly hot and humid day that revealed feeesets very slowly. A blue
headed pitta was the highlight and only after a lot of effort.

A postlunch solo sojourn along the Jacuzzi Trail was more an exercise in fluid loss than
wildlife spotting. Buffy fishowl, green broadbill and lesser figlaglewere the only
interesting birds.

The spotlighting effort saw my position as 2IC confirmed, this time with a short
introduction. | found most things seen but these seemed to be the same animals as the
previous night.

Day 5i Monday 21* March 2005

Stepen arranged to have us driven to the ent
of the hill early in the morning. | was warned that we could all die from the heat today. A



curious mixture of religion and other superstition had determined thatdsechan eclipse

of some sort the temperature was supposed to reach record levels. Schools had been
cancelled for two days and all and sundry were predicting doom and devastation. This is
from a country that wanted to be taken seriously.

It turned out tdoe a cooler day than most as we ticked off a number of good birds. These
started with black hornbill, black e aded pitta, Stormds stork (
and redbearded beeater.

The afternoon was less productive and the evening spotlighhsawlegated to tourist,

ordinary class, with no spotlight. | found most of the animals anyvegw loris,

Thomasdés and red giant f | yyw, cagnmenpamavete!l s, e.
lesser mouse deer, bearded pig and an enormous spider.

Day 61 Tuesday 22 March 2005

We were leaving BRL and so were keen to get along the road forbmgakfast walk in
the hope of seeing a few local rarities before our 1000 departure. We managed dark
throated wrefbabbler and great slaty woodpecker beforer fispeci al depart

Now a cautionary note regarding the use of
earlier than the standard departure. So we
us + all our luggage crammed intoraal minibus for the long and somewhat boring

journey dodging logging trucks on the way back to Lahad Datu.

BRL sponsored our lunch in Lahad Datu before the BRL driver (nowdudif) took us to
the Kinabatangan River f ofeCamp@UTWO).®&ursf er t o
transfer cost us 80MR, a little less than the 250MR that BRL wanted us to pay.

The rest of the UTWC crowd arrived from Sandakan and we all plonked ourselves in a
large motorised canoe for the journey demwer to the camp. We had mdea what to
expect.

The boat trip was brilliant with regular squadrons of various hornbills flying across the

river. The highlight was a small herd of Bornean pygmy elephants adjacent to the riverbank
and being marshalled by nlban, UWuslte shBynad afi
looked a tad pathetic, but not near as pathetic as they were to look later in the week when
several of them turned up shot.

Proboscis monkeys and Idrtgiled macaques were in plague proportions, while bearded
pigs and maron and silvered leahonkeys were reasonably common. A pair of the

endangered Stormbés stork posed in a tree.
OQur arrival at the camp jetty heralded the
place and settled into a few beers. Lan made us vdopme and deferred to our desires

far more than for the other tourists. We di

Spotlighting by boat during the evening produced lots of buffydists, monkeys and
crocodiles.



Day 77 Wednesday 25 March 2005

Lan took us upriver to sech for otters and birds. Lots of hornbills and a few green pigeons
but nothing really exciting. Ted and | later dawdled around the twmoexlakes near the
camp and added a few birds including marbogasted philentoma.

Lunch merged into an extendgdsbag with all the bright young backpackers that
populated the camp. The other tourists at UTWC were gneatpretensions and very
chatty.

The afternoon threw a c éellipdwodpetkeriaidiblieer s o a-
winged pitta. | celebratedith a Scapa.



