A JOURNEY TO BALI

 Experience not only the warm tropical weather, but the warm friendly Balinese people. The best time to visit Bali is May through September. 

I like to begin my journey in Kuta or Sanur Beach. The former being the hip place with all the bars, discos and shopping, the latter far more layed back. Sanur was the first area developed for the tourists who began coming to Bali in the 60's, older bungalow type hotels surrounded by a great market area. If you love to bargain Bali is the place for you.

If you are an early riser, an hours drive up country from Sanur is the Sukowati market which opens at 4am. This is where the locals shop, what a bustling scene, great hand carved Buddhas, by noon most of it is closed down.

 We visited several of the unique temples of Bali, an island that is home to thousands of Hindu and Buddhist Temples. From this area we travel to the temples of Uluwatu and Tanah Lot,  both with dramatic sea settings.

Next we travel to the north of the island to black sand beaches and the peaceful village of Lovina. As we make our way through the mountains we stop to visit Pura Ulun Danu Bratan, the temple of the lake goddess on  Lake Bratan. If we are lucky there could be a  Gamelan band rehersing for  one of the many festivals held in the temple pavillion.

The fruit market in the hilltop village of Bedugul sells any and everything you could desire as well as fruit we have never seen before. The sellers offer the unusual looking fruits for tastes before a purchase is determined. Have you ever tasted a Jack fruit or a Snake fruit? They look strange, but taste divine. Fortunately the Durian is not in season. We would have been able to smell it from the previous village, an acquired taste I am told.

From Lovina beach we board outriggers before dawn in search of dolphins.

The dolphins go down when the sun becomes too hot, so the earlier the better. They appear out of nowhere and jump and dive all around us. What an amazing sight they are. On our return we stop to snorkel in crystal clear still waters.

 We sleep in the next day and after a lazy breakfast we travel through small villages into the mountains to visit the only  Buddhist Monastery in Bali. Several Buddhas  sit serenely throughout the gardens. I had only ever seen pink lotus but here we find stunning white lotus in the water garden. Several of us sat and meditated in one of the beautiful rooms set aside for visitors.

On our way back down the mountain we decide to visit the hot springs with  pools set into the hillside. We change into our costumes and slide into the warm relaxing water.

After 3 days of relaxing in Lovina we travel back down through the mountians to the artist's village of Ubud. The food of Bali is delicious 

and we not only savour it while traveling we learn how to prepare many traditional dishes here in Ubud. 

The lush tropical setting of the family compound of hosts Ketut Suardan and his Australian born wife Janet De Neefe at the Honeymoon Bakery Guesthouse will be the setting for our 3 day cooking school.

The setting and the friendly staff make you feel as though you are staying with friends.

Janet leads us through the local food markets to shop for the ingredients to be used in the preparation of several Balinese dishes. Lawar is a ceremonial food and part of a sacred task known as "Mebat". Gado-Gado and Mie Goreng, ferns, long beans, and leaves from the garden all make for delightful new taste sensations. Each day we do a full compliment of dishes. 

The way in which Janet handles food is amazing to watch. She will put her hands into the rice and begin to turn it over, caressing it, adding a bit of sea salt, a few Lombok chilis and turns it, a bit of Torch ginger flowers and turns it again. Then gradually Janet will add tiny crisped red onions bought in the market. A little more of this, a bit of that and it is ready to be tasted to determine if it is just right. 

We learn to grind fresh spices and herbs with a volcanic lava stone morter and pestal. It looks so easy until you begin to grind and flip that wrist. If you have any room left in your luggage and want to carry one of these home like I did, you can purchase them for a few Rupiahs in the market place.

Now for the bonus, you eat what you've just prepared for your lunch.

Over the next few days you may choose to lie by the pool, or wander the huge market place in Ubud. One day we traveled through the mountians to Besakhi Temple, also known as the Mother Temple, the largest oldest Temple in Bali. On our return we drove up into the Kintamani area to Mt. Abang volcano  and the crater lake of Batur, the largest lake in Bali. You may want to trek up to the volcano before dawn if you are fit. 

A guide took us on an early morning trek through the terraced rice fields that surround Ubud.  You may decide to hire a driver to take you to nearby villages that specialize in a variety of hand crafts. 

One evening after a delicious meal in one of the many restaurants of Ubud  we experienced what is ment to be the best dancing in the whole of Bali. The temple setting, the costumes and the amazing way in which they move their hands all added to the mystic. 
Ubud  became famous for it's artists, dancers, and craft people. 

If you want to purchase a traditional Balinese painting this is where you will find it.

We visit village markets for baskets, fabrics, weaving, woodcrafts, ready to wear, spices, lace, artworks, any and everything imaginable. You will then learn the art of bargaining.

 Experience fragrant flower filled baths and variety of styles of massage given by the local men and women. Have them on the beach, by the pool or in your room at a fee that is a bargain even to South Africans.

This was our second trip to Bali and after the group departed for home my husband and I spent a bit more time exploring the island. We took a local bus, which is designed for very small Balinese people, thank goodness it was only half full so we could spread out. Once at our destination we found a local driver we hired by the day to explore the area.

Up the east coast we discovered sleepy villages with few tourists. We stayed in bamboo bungalows on the beach in Candi Dasa  which is a great place to go treking in the mountains or walking terraced rice fields. If you enjoy weaving then a to visit Tenganan, an Aga village, is a must. We watched them weave the scarce Ikat and double Ikat weavings. Bali and  Japan are the only areas still weaving in this style. An Aga village is a village of the original people of Bali.

Further up the east coast at the foot of Mt. Agung we stayed in Amed, an even smaller seaside village known for it's salt panning and diving. Dry and dusty, very unlike the rest of Bali we had experienced, it reminded me a bit of Greece. Steep twisty roads winding around the coastline, a small built up area here and there. Great snorkling right off the black sand beaches.

Sadly our time was growing to a close. Our driver returned us to Ubud and all our left luggage so we might repack and return the following day.

Will we return? You can be sure of that. My husband Adrian would love to move there. Look for my next Journey to Bali in late May-June. Check out my website www.jaywalk.com/reiki
See you in Bali!

