
A
SNOW-WHITE fortress in the style of the English Ren-

aissance, garnished with crenellations, pepper pot
turrets and an octagonal keep, is not quite what
you’d expect to find on a steamy bluff overlooking
an equatorial river in Malaysian Borneo. But Fort

Margherita, built in 1879 by Charles Brooke, the second White
Rajah of Sarawak, is just one of the many charms of Kuching, a
gracious and kaleidoscopically diverse city of about 600,000 just
an hour and a half by air from Singapore.

An amble through its safe, eminently walkable streets will
reveal dragon-festooned Chinese temples a few blocks from a
19th-century South Indian mosque; fortresses from the time of
the White Rajahs (English rulers of the Kingdom of Sarawak

the capital of the Malaysian state of Sarawak (pronounced sah-
RAH-wok) several years ago. My soon-to-be wife, Rachel, was
living in Singapore and we decided to escape it for a few days
and explore some of Malaysia’s other half. In less than a day I
was entranced and decided to return at some point — with a
note pad. 

When I went with Rachel, we stayed in the center of town,
but for this visit I chose a guesthouse a bit off the beaten path.
Kuching has several international-standard business hotels,
but this place came with a good recommendation, and the fact
that the co-owner of the Fairview Guesthouse, Eric Yap, a re-
tired civil servant, offered to show me around was a bonus, es-

from 1841 to 1941) a short walk from a high-rise district of hotels
and icily air-conditioned shopping malls; and chic restaurants
that would not be out of place in London a few streets away
from open-air stalls redolent with half-a-dozen Asian cuisines.

The most extraordinary attractions in the Kuching area,
however, are natural. Drive an hour or two out of town and you
come to tracts of some of the most ancient and species-rich rain
forests on earth. In less than a week, you can plunge into an ex-
otic world of primeval flora and endangered fauna, visit — or
live with — a local tribe, and still have time for urban pursuits
— i.e. eating and shopping. In addition, many Sarawakians con-
verse comfortably in English, making travel a breeze.

I first discovered the sundry delights of Kuching, which is
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ABOVE Boating on the Sarawak River in Kuching, with the Sarawak State Legislative Assembly in the background. BELOW FROM LEFT Shophouses and colonial-era buildings of
Kuching at night; Sawarak style laksa, or noodle soup; mother and child orangutans in the Semenggoh Nature Reserve; visitors at the reserve.

Borneo Bound
Plunge into the jungle to see orangutans, local tribes and the world’s largest flower,

then return to the city for a bed and a French meal. BY DANIEL ROBINSON
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