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E&@ﬁ expat excursions: malay5|a

Below the Wind and Three Came Home,
Agnes Keith and her husband, Englishman
Henry “Harry” Keith, who was the
Conservator of Forests and Director of
Agriculture for British-ruled North Borneo,
lived in Sandakan for several years. The
beautifully rebuilt and subsequently
refurbished house stands now as a
museum, having opened in 2004 in this
capacity. Walking through the open and
spacious home - which incorporates
American, British, and local architectural
elements - and viewing its antiques (both
genuine and reproduced) and a series

of informative displays, | could easily
imagine the idyllic times spent here by
the Keiths. As a nice complement to the
Agnes Keith House, history buffs can also
spend a bit of time exploring the Sandakan
Heritage Museum in town, which offers
free admission. For traditional British food
and a civilised spot of tea, the place to go
is the aptly named English Tea House and
Restaurant, a colonial dining concept on
a grassy hilltop near town, just next to the
Agnes Keith House.

The oldest stone church in Sabah is the

St. Michael's and All Angels Church in
Sandakan, an Anglican church built from
1893 to 1925. The church’s beautiful stained
glass windows were donated by Australia
to commemorate the 60th anniversary

of the end of World War II, and two time
capsules were buried beneath a memorial
on the church grounds in 1988, to be
opened in 2038 and 2088.

Finally, the Sandakan Memorial Park

is a must-visit site for those interested

in Sabah’s history or who wish to pay
respects to the thousands of Australian and
British POWSs who died here during WWII,
most perishing on the Sandakan Death
Marches at the hands of the Japanese. The
park comprises six stations connected by a
circular pathway and includes a memorial
pavilion with a permanent exhibition
about the POW camps here and the

death marches. Of some 2,500 POWs in
the camps, only six Australian men, who
escaped during the marches, survived. The
park was created as a joint effort of the
governments of Sabah and Australia, along
with the Australian veterans’ association
and Sandakan Municipal Council. It is

an exceptionally well-designed and
beautifully maintained memorial park, a
serene and reflective site that stands as

a sombre remembrance to the victims of

a painfully dark chapter in Sabahan and
Australian history.

NATURAL WONDERS

Though Sandakan offers a number of city
experiences, perhaps it's best-known as
the gateway to many of Sabah's natural
wonders. Among the most popular of these
is the Sepilok Orangutan Rehabilitation
Centre, located in the Kabili-Sepilok Forest
Reserve about 25km west of Sandakan

At the centre, which opened in 1964 to
rehabilitate orphaned orangutans, visitors
can watch orangutans in a semi-natural
setting, observe them during feeding times,

A pondering primate at the Sepilok
Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre

and enjoy the newly opened nursery
centre where the younger orangutans
learn important survival and social skills.
Though this centre is certainly a worthy
destination when visiting Sandakan, they
inexplicably levy a separate RM10 charge
for cameras, which is baffling, as it seems a
foregone conclusion that most visitors here
would want to take pictures. It also must
be stressed that this is not a zoo or theme
park, but rather a working rehabilitation
centre, so visitors should not expect any
“hands-on” interaction with the animals,
nor any staged orangutan shows.

Adjacent to the Orangutan Rehabilitation
Centre is the Bornean Sun Bear
Conservation Centre, which on top of

the admission fee levies a bewildering
RM1,000 charge for'cameras with a lens
of 500mm or longer (no charge if shorter).
Fortunately for me, my longest lens checks
in at 450mm, though no one asked or
checked. Also of note: at both of these
centres, non-Malaysians pay six times as
much as Malaysians to enter (RM30 vs
RM5), and the Malaysian iPass that many
expats hold sadly does not seem to be of
much use for enjoying the local rate.

Not far away lies the Labuk Bay Proboscis
Monkey Sanctuary where visitors can see
large numbers of these monkeys, which
are endemic to Borneo, in the mangrove

forests. Owing to the sanctuary’s proximity
to the sea and ongoing struggles with
Filipino incursions, there were armed
security personnel present here, yet
another surprise offered by the trip. The
groups of monkeys, with their impressively
long tails and even more impressive noses,
were in abundance here. | counted at least
50 animals, and when it was feeding time,
they seemed to come from all directions.
Dutch expats will perhaps be less than
amused to learn that the Malay name

for these big-nosed creatures is Monyet
Belanda - or Dutch monkey - suggesting
that the locals found a more than passing
resemblance between these animals and
colonists hailing from the Netherlands.

Though all of these animal centres were
enjoyable places to visit, my favourite
attraction was the Rainforest Discovery
Centre (RDC), also located in the Kabili-
Sepilok Forest Reserve. Opened in 1996,
the RDC is now one of Sabah’s - and
indeed Malaysia's - most popular
environment education centres. A
particular highlight here is the outstanding
canopy walkway, a breathtaking 347-metre
walkway that soars 25m above the

ground. The walkway is punctuated by
two observation towers that allow visitors
to go even higher. On my visit, | was lucky
indeed to spot from the canopy walkway
all three local species of hornbill - including

both the male and female of the sexually
dimorphic black hornbill species - along
with various monkeys, flying squirrels, and
the highly vocal hill myna birds. Back on
the ground, the RDC has a nice visitor's
centre, a number of nature trails, and a
Plant Discovery Garden. For this and all
your Sabah jungle expeditions, bring a
little bag with the essentials: sunscreen,
insect repellent, sunglasses, hat, and hand
sanitizer are all advisable.

It took me seven years of living in Malaysia
to finally make my first trip to Sabah, and
it's one | would cheerfully embark on
again. Natural beauty, a wonderful array of
wildlife, a city of heritage and history, and
in the Four Points by Sheraton Sandakan,
avery comfortable and impressive place
to call home base for a few days. This is an
easily recommended place to stay in a very
worthwhile destination for any expat living
in Malaysia. B



