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Hemmed between mountains  
and sea, Malaysia's easternmost 
city is at its most magnificent. 
Simon N. Ostheimer explores 
the abundant wildlife and natural 
charms found in the islands  
of Sabah

KOTA KINABALU

LOVING  
THE LAND
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Locals dub Sabah the Land Below the 
Wind, an evocative name that conjures 
up images of a magical, tropical idyll;  
a serene place where palm trees sway 
in the barely-there breeze, and exotic 
smells and spices tease you from the 
beaches. The vivid description is most 
commonly attributed to ancient 
seafarers who were referring to the 
territory’s position beneath the 
typhoon belt as a safe area from the 
terrible storms that assault much of 
Southeast Asia.

Probably the most distinctive part  
of the Sabah flag – a charming trio of 
sea-blue, pure white, and earthy red – 
is the outline of Mount Kinabalu in the 
top left corner. I count myself lucky 
today because I can see its majestic 
peak some 80 kilometres away as my 
plane comes in to land at Kota Kinabalu 
International Airport.

After a short taxi ride, I board a 
speedboat and head out to sea. While 
Sabah’s capital city of Kota Kinabalu 
thrived and grew, first under British rule, 
then as part of Malaysia, the villagers on 
nearby Gaya Island maintained a simple 
life – until it was declared part of the 
Tunku Abdul Rahman Marine Park in 
1974. These days, it's a central part of the 
state's eco-tourism push and is home to 
several splendid hotels, including Sutera 
Harbour Resort and Gaya Island Resort, 
where luxury villas peek out between 
lush jungle, and tropical fish swim in 
abundance right off the hotel jetty. PH
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INTO THE OCEAN
On the morning of my arrival, I find 
myself shaking hands with Gaya Island 
Resort's marine biologist and New York-
native Scott Mayback. He leads us down 
the pier's steps and into the balmy 
ocean waters aboard a boat. As we float 
in the gentle waves, he tells us what 
drew him out to this distant corner of 
Southeast Asia. 

“I came to Sabah to help open up an 
aquarium for another resort, but let's 
just say that the owner and I didn't 
exactly see eye to eye on the cost of PH
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properly caring for the animals,” shares 
Mayback candidly. “When I heard that 
the Gaya Island Resort was looking for 
someone to head up their marine 
conservation efforts, I immediately 
jumped at the chance.”

We marvel at the fish and colourful 
corals all around. What makes this 
abundance of marine life even more 
remarkable is that the skyscrapers of 
Kota Kinabalu are so close – at its 
nearest point, the island is only 1.5 
kilometres from the mainland.

ABOVE:
Gaya Island's 
remarkable private 
beach Tavajun Bay 
is perfect for lazy 
outdoor lounging.

CIRCLE:
Revitalise the mind 
and spirit with 
Gaya Island Resort's 
yoga classes.
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“Although more could always be 
done, the Sabah government is making  
a real effort to preserve what we have. 
And as a hotel, we have even cordoned 
off our bay from boats and fishing,” 
says Mayback. But as he goes on to 
explain, leading snorkelling tours is 
only one part of his job.

Mayback prefers to spend his time at 
nearby Tavajun Bay. The private beach 
occupies a sheltered cove fringed by 
shady trees, and has a line of 
immaculate loungers and a small 
restaurant where guests are served 
lunch. Its main attraction, however, is 
the Gaya Island Resort Marine Center.

Mayback steps inside the small, 
wooden building, puts the lights on, 
and begins a slideshow that explains 
the valuable work he does here. We’re  
at Malaysia's first turtle rescue centre, 
he says, where a team of animal 
protectors nurse sick and injured 
turtles back to health.

Aside from looking after turtles  
in need, they are also involved in 
restoring coral reefs and running 
educational programmes for school 
kids, and often meet with local fishers 
to explain the importance of using less 
harmful practices. It's an impressive 
pioneering setup. 

LEFT:
Gaya Island Resort's 
resident marine 
biologist Scott 
Mayback with a turtle.

BELOW:
Aquariums inside the 
Gaya Island Resort 
Marine Center are 
devoted to Sabah's 
sea creatures.
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WILD ENCOUNTERS
“I grew up in the jungle,” answers 
the resort's resident naturalist, 
Justin Juhun, when asked where his 
passion for the wilderness comes 
from. “My dad worked on a remote 
plantation 60 kilometres outside of 
Tawau [a small town on the south 
coast of Sabah], and as a young boy,  
I remember seeing injured animals 
and wanting to help them.

Soon, people were bringing me  
all sorts of creatures – hornbills, 
monkeys, squirrels, wild pigs – and 
our home soon became like my zoo!”

We're walking along a narrow track 
through the deep bush in the hills 
directly above the Gaya Island Resort. 
It's part of a series of rough roads that 
Juhun created himself when the resort 
first opened.

“I spent two weeks up here by 
myself looking for the best routes,” 
Juhun says. “I'd hack through the 
jungle during the day, and then camp 
at night...” At this point he abruptly 
cuts himself off and grabs me by the 
arm – I've almost stepped on a tiny 
green snake on the path.

LUXURIOUS 
LODGINGS
These superb 
properties are your 
gateway to paradise

Sutera Harbour Resort
Located halfway between the airport 
and downtown Kota Kinabalu, the 
Sutera Harbour Resort is a vast, 
sprawling 384-acre property, with two 
onsite hotels, a 27-hole golf course, and  
a marina from where you can explore 
the surrounding islands.

 suteraharbour.com
 

Gaya Island Resort
A quick speedboat ride from the Sutera 
Harbour Marina brings you to the stunning 
Gaya Island Resort, its 120 luxury villas 
and suites hidden amid the lush jungle. 
The world-class spa centre offers 
therapeutic treatments rooted in 
age-old practices.

 gayaislandresort.com

ABOVE:
The rooms at 
Gaya Island Resort 
are enveloped by the 
wildlife-filled jungle.
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Scoot  
flies to Kota Kinabalu daily 
starting 3 December. Book 
your flights at flyscoot.com

RIGHT:
Indigenous performers 
dance around a bonfire 
while guests dine.

CIRCLE:
The cloudy peaks of 
Aki Nabalu (better 
known as Mount 
Kinabalu) are where 
indigenous people 
believe their souls go.

STAIRWAY  
TO HEAVEN

In Sabah, there's no escaping 
Mount Kinabalu – it is sacred to 
the indigenous Kadazan people. 
Most climbers summit Southeast 
Asia's highest mountain in three 
days. Day One typically consists 
of entering Kinabalu Park and 
spending the night at the foot of 
the mountain. On Day Two, one 
would start hiking towards the 
peak, stopping at a rest house to 
sleep, and then rising at 2 a.m.  
to watch the sunrise. Finally, Day 
Three would be dedicated to 
descending back to flat land. 
Indeed, it’s an adventure one 
should experience at least once  
in a lifetime.

 mountkinabalu.com
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“We are very, very lucky to see this,” 
he says, referring to the legless reptile. 
“These creatures are meant to be found 
throughout Borneo, but in all my 
travels I have only ever seen it here.”

What was meant to be an informative 
45-minute walk soon becomes a 
two-hour odyssey of exploration. Juhun 
regularly pauses to point out wildlife 
we would have otherwise missed – 
though we're a little thankful not to 
encounter the pythons he says are 
normally found on hikes. His 
knowledge and passion are infectious, 
and soon we're all pointing out wildlife, 
swapping photography tips, and 
sweating profusely – it's hot in the bush.

Filled with tales of wildlife, we finally 
head to a restaurant to refuel. We order 
a local speciality called Kadazan 
Steamboat – a combination of a hotpot 
(for boiling seafood) and grill (for 
cooking meat). Our server is a young 
Kadazan man named Romshah from 
Beaufort, a quiet provincial town 
halfway between Kota Kinabalu and 
Brunei that, according to him, is 
“famous for white-water rafting”.

As he stirs the noodles and 
mushrooms and puts meat on the 
grill, I ask Romshah what Mount 
Kinabalu means to him as a Kadazan. 

“Aki Nabalu is our home,” he says, 
pertaining to the Kadazan name for 
Mount Kinabalu. “It's where we're from, 
and where we go when we die.”

Sitting in this five-star hotel that is  
full of modern luxuries, Romshah’s 
strong inclination to tradition is 
striking. It is evident how Sabahans 
have struck the perfect balance in  
life – allowing development but 
promoting conservation, looking to the 
future but preserving the past. This land 
is their land; a land below the wind. 


