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across two flimsy bamboo poles that
stretched 15 feet over black goo into
the cave.

“Don’t fall off or you'll sink up to
your knees in guano,” Fernando cau-
tioned. Inside, my eyes adjusted to the
darkness and | heard the swoosh of
swifthets circling overhead. The 2 million
resident bats were, thankfully, napping.

“Keep away from the walls,” Fer-
nando advised.

I gaped at thousands of two-inch
cockroaches swarming over the lime-
stone walls and answered, “I've had
enough.”

Back in the car, my hands still
trembled as we drove to Sukau, a vil-
lage along the Kinabatangan River. We
boarded a perabu (wooden fishing
boat) to cruise to the Rain Forest
Loxlge, my home for three days. Rest-
ing on stilts, the simple 10-room struc-
ture features an open-air sitting area
with cushioned rattan chairs. A gift
shop in a corner of the office sells
wildlife books and (uh-oh) “leech
socks,” and my 8-by-10-foot room in-
cluded a private shower anxl toilet. This
eco-conscious lodge, featuring solar-
powered fans and palm-oil lamps for
illumination, is situated right in the
hean of the jungle.

Cacophonous screeches outside
my window, along with rain pounding
relentlessly on the tin roof, made for
fitful sleep. 1 was terrified that the
lodge's pet cobra (*He lives only in the
garden,” Fernando promised) might
slither into my room, since the garden
was currently under two feet of steadi-
ly rising river water ("Our worst floods
in 30 years,” Fernando informed me).

As | closed my eyes to sleep, 1 ago-
nized over the whereabouts of the fuzzy
brown spider with four-inch legs that had
been creeping across my ceiling,

Moming came at last. Mist cloaked
the Kinabatangan when 1 boarded the
perahu for a wildlife cruise. The elec-
tric motor was barely audible, so 1 could
hear hornbills cackling and pittas

whistling from fig trees as we glided
up the muddy river. 1 was watching a
white-bellied eagle soar overhead when
Femando yelled, “Probascis monkeys!”
We edged close to the riverbank and
watched branches shake as pot-bellied,
Jimmy Durante-nosed monkeys, who
live only on Borneo, cavorted through
the treetops. Darling critters, but their
B.O. was pervasive,

Fernando surprised me by turn-
ing the boat into what appeared 1o be
a solid wall of trees bordering the
river. “This is the secret passage,” he
said as we entered a narrow tributary
of the Kinabatangan. Low-hanging
branches grazed my hair and Fernan-
do unsheathed his machete to hack
through the intrusive undergrowth.
“Stay alert, because vipers nest in
these trees,” he warned.

My hearnt skipped yet another beat
when a four-foot monitor lizard leapt
over the prow of the boat, but Fer-
nando was orgasmic. “This is your
lucky day, Val'" he gushed. “We seldom
see them!™ We emerged, finally, in a
serene lake fringed with mangroves.
Fernando pointed up and whispered,
“Look!” There, napping in a leafy nest
N & gapis tree, was a male orangutan,

I'd never been farther from civi-
lization in all my life, but seeing the
“wild man of Borneo™ in the flesh was
worth every pulse-pounding moment.
From bats to bushwhacking, I'd done
it all—and also accumulated enough
stories for cocktail party chatter to last
till the millennium.

Cruise Line: Royal Caribbean Cruises. Auto
COub members will recerve a two-category upgrade
on selected sailings between August S and Sep-
tember 16, 1996.

Lodging: Shasgri-La Taspag Aru Resort, Kota
Kinabaly, Sabah, Malaysa.

Tour Operator: Beraeo Eco Tour, telephone
60-88-234009.

Insider Tips: Don't trek through Borneo un-
less youTe wearing long trousers and koag-sheeved
shirts; sturdy, waterproof boots or sneakers; and 2
vissred hat. Bring spare plastic bags (10 protect
film, camera, and writing material) and powerful in-
sect repelleat. “Leech socks™ are opticnal.



