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Bali is a land of somewhat mythical proportions. 
Friendly and inquisitive natives repeatedly wel-
come you. Cute and unabashed thieving monkeys 

keep you on your toes. Colorful and melodic spiritual 
and religious celebrations engage your senses. And 
strange marine creatures, such as ocean sunfish (mola 
molas), which hold unicornlike status among divers due 
to their elusiveness and otherworldly features, can be 
found if you know when and where to look. 

 Born of Fire 
The Republic of Indonesia is an expansive archipel-

ago of more than 17,500 islands in Southeast Asia. It 
is the fourth-largest country in the world, with almost 
250 million people (the United States is third with 
315 million). Bali is one of Indonesia’s 33 provinces 
and sandwiched between the islands of Java (west) 
and Lombok (east) in the Lesser Sunda Islands. It is 
relatively small in size at 2,232 square miles (5,803 sq 
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km), which is not much larger than the U.S. state of 
Delaware. Though the island only measures 93 miles 
(149 km) east-west and 69 miles (110 km) north-south, 
I recommend you ignore anyone who suggests it is 
“easy” to get anywhere on the island from a lone hotel. 
Narrow, winding roads, circuitous routing and what 
appears to be the world’s entire population of motor-
cycles can leave you pulling your hair out if you try to 
cover too much ground. 

Bali was gradually birthed from the fiery eruptions of 
volcanoes that now emphatically punctuate its landscape. 
The island and its people will continue to be dynami-
cally shaped by volcanic activity as they are positioned 
over the active subduction zone created by the colliding 
Sunda and Indo-Australian tectonic plates. For exam-
ple, Gunung Agung’s (or Mount Agung’s) last eruption 
in 1963 killed more than 2,000 people and lowered the 
10,308-foot (3,124 m) mountain by more than 655 feet 
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Nusa Lembongan sunset.



(198 m). While the volcanoes have occasionally unleashed 
destructive forces, they have predominantly enhanced the 
Balinese way of life by providing the fertile soil and suf-
ficient rainfall that help sustain the beautiful rice terraces 
on their southern slopes, as well as the rainforests. They are 
also responsible for the black-and-white sand beaches that 
attract tourists from all other the world.

The Wallace Line
The Lombok Strait is a narrow waterway that separates Bali 

from Lombok and connects the Java and Flores seas in the north 
to the Indian Ocean in the south. Its physical breadth seems 
rather unimpressive, with a maximum width of about 21 miles 
(34 km). And yet, the Lombok Strait is a critical component in 
the process known as the Indonesian Throughflow. The strait’s 
depths reach 4,921 feet (1,491 m) and the strong currents that 
pass through it help channel enormous amounts of water from 
the warmer, fresher (less saline) waters of the Pacific Ocean to 
the Indian Ocean. This circulation replenishes the southern wa-
ters and is vital to maintaining a stable global climate. 

The strait is also instrumental in explaining the evolu-
tionary development of the region as it serves as the biogeo-
graphical transition zone known as the Wallace Line. This 
imaginary line was named after the English explorer and 
scientist, Alfred Russel Wallace, who spent eight years in 
Indonesia in the 1850s and postulated the rational for the dis-

tinct delineation between the flora and fauna of the Indoma-
layan and Australasia ecozones. In summary, Bali’s plant and 
animal life more closely resemble Asian species because the 
island was connected to the Asian mainland when sea levels 
dropped during the Ice Age (Pleistocene Epoch) some 1.6 
million years ago. Conversely, the unyielding depths of the 
Lombok Strait continued to serve as a barrier between Bali 
and the rest of the Lesser Sunda archipelago and thus pre-
vented a land bridge from developing between Asia and Aus-
tralasia. The Australasia flora and fauna populated Lombok, 
but could not reach Bali and vice versa. 

Oasis of Originality
The Balinese traditionally passed information from one 

generation to another through dramatic storytelling, plays 
and even dancing. The written historical accounts are rela-
tively scant. The original inhabitants are thought to have 
been proto-Malay people who arrived via Java in the pre-
historic times. Evidence exists of a Stone Age people and 
of Chinese and Vietnamese that brought metallurgy to the 
island during the Bronze Age. Peaceful Indian traders ar-
rived in the first century and sowed the initial seeds of Hin-
duism that still flourishes there today. 

The Hindu Majapahit dynasty from East Java ruled Bali 
from 1293 to 1520. When Islam spread to Java in the late 
15th century, the ripple effect caused the Majapahit to im-
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Picturesque Ubud rice terraces. 





FACTS AND FIGURES
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Location: 8 degrees south of the 
equator and between the islands of 
Java and Lombok in the Lesser Sunda 
Islands.
Size: Total area is 2,232 square miles 
(5,803 sq km). 
Population: 3,891,428.
Capital: Denpasar.
Getting There: The Denpasar inter-
national airport is the gateway to Bali. 
Connections are commonly made via 
Korean Air and Seoul, Singapore Air-
lines and Singapore, Qantas from Bris-
bane, Japan Airlines and Tokyo, Cathay 
Pacific and Hong Kong, China Airlines 
and Taipei, Thai Airways and Bangkok, 
and Garuda Indonesia and Jakarta. 
Departure Tax/Visa: Visas are valid 
for only 30 days from date of issue 
and cost $25 U.S. per person. The 
departure tax is Rupiah 150,000 
per person. 
Currency: Rupiah. Credit cards are ac-
cepted in the larger cities and resorts. 

Electricity: 220 volts, 50 cycles, 
with outlets that employ two 
round prongs. 
Language: Bahasa Indonesia is the 
official language. Balinese is also 
widely spoken. English is becoming 
more common.
Time: Greenwich Mean Time plus 
eight hours.
Hyperbaric Chamber: Sanglah Gen-
eral Hospital in Denpasar. 
Climate and Dress: The climate is 
equatorial, which means hot and 
humid in the low-lying areas. The 
monsoon season (musim hujan) 
is from November to March. The 
dry season (musim panas) is from 
April to October. The average tem-
perature is 79 degrees Fahrenheit 
(26 degrees Celsius), with an aver-
age humidity of 75 percent. Expect 
much cooler temps at higher el-
evations. Hats, sunglasses and sun-
screen are essentials.
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An intriguing rock formation off Nusa Penida. 



plode into a civil war between sultan-
ates. Many of the Majapahit’s most re-
nowned aristocracy, priests, scholars, 
artists and warriors fled to Bali in 1537 
and then heavily influenced the devel-
opment of the Balinese way of life. The 
Javanese priest Danghyang Dwijendra 
(or Nirartha) introduced elements of 
Buddhism and Javanese practices to 
the Balinese Hindu beliefs and ulti-
mately helped lay the foundation for 
Bali to become the only modern-day 
oasis of Hinduism in the entirety of the 
Muslim country of Indonesia. 

Dutch colonialism in the East Indies 
held sway in Bali, off and on, during 
the 19th and 20th century until the Jap-
anese gained control in 1942. Shortly 
after the end of War II, Indonesia pro-
claimed its independence on August 
17, 1945. The rest of the world, espe-
cially the Dutch, apparently missed 
that memo and failed to formally ac-
knowledge the Republic of the United 
States of Indonesia until 1949. 

Religion as Life  
and Life as Religion

Throughout all my travels, I have 
never experienced a place where the 
spiritual identity of the people is as in-
tricately woven into the tapestry of the 
culture as Bali. The Balinese religious 
beliefs permeate every layer of their 
society. Everywhere you go — the 
beach, a store, an eatery or even just 
the sidewalk — you find offerings and 
other symbolic expressions of their 
Agama Hindu Dharma faith. Even the 
exquisite, fragrant flowers that abun-
dantly grow around homes, businesses 
and along the road are there, in part, to 
appease and pleasure their deities. 

The Balinese embrace and cel-
ebrate religion because religion ulti-
mately represents the totality of their 
existence. Since religion is their lives, 
there is no separation between church 
and state, home and work or civiliza-
tion and nature. The integration is so 
complete and pervasive that you can 

easily miss their cultural uniqueness if 
you do not take time to engage locals 
in conversation. It is almost like fail-
ing to notice someone or something 
hiding in plain sight. Oh, you cannot 
avoid the colorful temple ceremonies 
if for no other reason than that they 
bring the local traffic to a halt during 
temple ingress and egress. But, that re-
ally is the tip of the cultural iceberg.

The Balinese are a communal, fam-
ily-oriented and festive lot. There is a 
seemingly nonstop conga line of holy 
festivals, ceremonial rites and temple 
celebrations. Since their calendar, the 
wuku or pawukon, is based on only 
210 days, the events cycle much quicker 
than they would in the Western 365-day 
version. And, with multiple generations 
often living together in a family com-
pound and intimately linked to others 
through village, banjar (self-governing 
community groups), subak (irrigation 
cooperatives) and temple ties, there is 
never any fear of celebrating alone.
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and let the adventure begin!

A REEF diver would.
Do you know this fish?
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Rites-of-passage ceremonies are intended to guide each 
soul through the essential stages of life and include:
• Child naming. Balinese do not use family names. A child’s 
name is based on birth order and the parent’s hopes for or 
perceptions about the child. 
• 105th day touchdown. Infants are carried and not allowed 
to touch the ground for the first 104 days. On the 105th day, the 
child is placed on the ground for the first time and the family 
asks Mother Earth (Ibu Pertiwi) to protect him or her. 
• Tooth filing. When young people are old enough to marry 
(18 for males and 16 for females) and thus move from pu-
berty to adulthood, the points of their upper and lower ca-
nine teeth are filed away to remove the animal aspects of 
their personality. (There are no vampires on Bali.)
• Marriage. A ngerorod marriage is a theatrical kidnapping/
elopement that is followed by an intentionally failed rescue 
by the bride’s family. 
• Death. The Hindus believe a soul cannot be freed while 
the body continues to exist. The ngaben ritual releases the 
soul through cremation and is among the most expensive 
and dramatic celebrations. 

  
Location, Location, Location

Bali is located in the hottest of the hot spots for marine 
life. The Indonesian Throughflow through the Lombok Strait 
continually bathes the Bali reefs in larvae and vital nutrients. 
In addition, the island resides in the southwest portion of the 

Coral Triangle, which is defined as the center of marine bio-
diversity that encompasses 5.8 million square kilometers of 
the Pacific Ocean. According to the WWF, the convergence 
of oceanic currents, warm water and plentiful sunlight in this 
area have yielded 76 percent of the world’s coral species, six of 
the world’s seven marine turtle species, and at least 2,228 reef 
fish species. Data from a 2008 survey identified about 400 spe-
cies of coral and 1,000 species of fish in Bali’s coastal waters. 
Incredibly, this major scuba destination still seems to possess 
plenty of secrets. In the past year, eight new fish and one coral 
species have been discovered. 

Bali’s dive sites and the potential conditions are as diverse 
as its wildlife. Underwater visibility, currents, temperatures 
and even some species can change from dive to dive on the 
same site, much less across locations and seasons. A tropic-
weight wet suit should suffice.

The best ways to ensure your skills, interests and expec-
tations match the reality of your diving holiday are to ask 
your local dive shop for advice and go online to research 
the possibilities. Bali offers thrilling drift dives, a famous 
WWII wreck and some of the best muck (more underwater 
creatures per kilometer) hunts on the planet. Just keep in 
mind that thrilling, famous and best can easily turn into 
dangerous, forgettable and boring without proper planning 
and the invaluable expertise of knowledgeable guides. 

‘Nusa’ Means Island and Big Action
Nusa Ceningan, Nusa Lembongan and Nusa Penida are 

three small islands that lie off the southeast Bali coast. They 
can be dived via day trips from the mainland or by staying on 
Nusa Penida or Nusa Lembongan. Drift dives, pelagic sightings, 
relaxation and seaweed farming are their drawing cards. The 
strong Lombok Strait currents, surge fluctuations and thermo-
clines present here demand advanced diving skills. Be sure to 
bring a surface marker buoy with at least 20 feet (6 m) of line 
and a Dive Alert™ or similar audible surface-signaling device. 

Reef manta rays (Manta alfredi) are locals and regularly 
encountered throughout the year at sites such as Manta Point. 
The north and northwest coasts of Nusa Lembongan are 
among the few places in the world that reliably offer divers 
the chance to come face to face with mesmerizing sunfish 
from August to October. Crystal Bay is the most popular site, 
but it is often congested with boats and divers. The better bets 
may be the cleaning stations off SD Point and Toyapakeh. 

Wrecks and Rocks
Tulamben is on the northeast coast of the mainland. It 

is home to Bali’s most famous dive site, the USAT Liberty 
wreck. On January 11, 1942, this U.S. Army transport ship 
was torpedoed in the Lombok Strait by a Japanese sub-
marine. A U.S. and Dutch destroyer managed to tow it to 
Tulamben and beach it for salvaging. The Liberty stayed 
put until the 1963 Gunung Agung eruption shoved it back 
into the water. Its broken remains now lay along a sandy 
slope only 9 feet to 100 feet (3 m to 30 m) from the surface 

A Balinese woman carries her evening 
sacrifice on her head as she prepares to 
enter a Nusa Lembongan temple.



and are thoroughly encrusted in cor-
als and gorgonians. Divers frequently 
see cartoonish bumphead parrotfish 
(Bolbometopon muricatum), swirling 
bigeye jacks (Caranx sexfasciatus) 
and even tiny pygmy seahorses (Hip-
pocampus bargibanti). The wreck is 
gradually succumbing to the elements, 
so be on the lookout for falling debris. 

The Bali Diving Academy and Scuba 
Seraya house reefs are world-class shore 
dives. There really is no need to get in 
a boat. The only time I leave the house 
reefs is to visit the USAT Liberty. The 
diving is similar to the addictive muck 
hunts in North Sulawesi’s Lembeh Strait. 
Sven Fautz, a German transplant whose 
professional diving resume includes 
stops throughout Indonesia and Oceania, 
serves as my talented guide. We rarely 
need to cover more than a few feet in any 
direction on a given dive. Multiple spe-
cies of mouth brooders (male fish that 
incubate eggs in their mouths), blue rib-
bon eels (Rhinomuraena quaesita) and 

prized Coleman shrimp (Periclimenes 
colemani) riding on the backs of fire ur-
chins (Asthenosoma varium) are among 
our finds. The slippery rocks I awkwardly 
and comically stumble over when enter-
ing and exiting the water offer perpetual 
lessons in humility. A helpful dive buddy 
or dive guide may be the difference be-
tween a rockin’ dive and a bruised bum. 

Recreational Reincarnation
To all you diveaholics, please ac-

cept this advice from one of your own. 
Spending all your time underwater 

in Bali would be as big of a mistake 
as never stepping foot on one of the 
Galapagos Islands while you are there. 
Take time to visit the Balinese ma-
caque monkeys (Macaca fascicularis) 
that nimbly pick the pockets of tourists 
in the Monkey Forests. Tour the pic-
turesque rice terraces, hike a volcano, 
go whitewater rafting and linger over 
the brilliant sunsets. Most of all, get 
to know the locals. A visit to Bali will 
help us learn something new about the 
island, the people, the wildlife and, 
more importantly, ourselves. 
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A resident blue ribbon eel on the  
Bali Diving Academy’s house reef. 

A diver off the bow of a new, unnamed Tulamben wreck. 


