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1. City Pulse and Island Peace: Exploring Kuala Lumpur and 
the Perhentian Islands in the Off-Season
Are you looking for an immersive journey that balances high-
energy urban exploration with the tranquility of a tropical 
paradise? This guide is specifically curated for travelers who 
prefer a streamlined ‘City and Sea’ itinerary. By focusing on the 
vibrant heart of Kuala Lumpur and the pristine marine sanctuaries 
of the Perhentian Islands, you will enjoy a perfect transition from 
modern skyscrapers to the gentle rhythm of the tides.

The Strategic Advantage: The May Shoulder Season This 
guide is specifically designed for travel during the May shoulder 
season. While many parts of Southeast Asia begin to experience 
the heavy Southwest Monsoon rains in May, the East Coast of 
Malaysia remains in its prime dry season. By choosing this 
specific window, you will benefit from:
• Optimal Marine Conditions: You will find crystal-clear 

visibility and calm waters for the best snorkeling experience in 
the Perhentian Islands.
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• Reduced Crowds: You will arrive after the monsoon closures 
but before the peak tourist surge of July and August.

• Logistical Efficiency: By focusing on Kuala Lumpur and the 
East Coast, you avoid the rain-heavy West Coast, ensuring 
your travel plans remain uninterrupted by weather-related 
delays.

The Contrast: From Iconic Towers to Island Time Your journey 
begins in Kuala Lumpur, the high-energy heart of Malaysia. You 
can stand beneath the iconic Petronas Twin Towers and explore 
vibrant cultural districts where modern architecture overlooks 
ancient Hindu shrines like the Batu Caves. From the city, you will 
fly to the turquoise waters of the Perhentian Islands. In this island 
paradise, the jungle meets the reef, and your only schedule is 
defined by the sun and the sea.
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Nature and Adventure: From Street Food to Coral Reefs In 
Kuala Lumpur, the cuisine is incredibly diverse, featuring fiery 
Chinese-Malaysian flavors and authentic Indian flatbreads. Once 
you reach the Perhentian Islands, your days will end with fresh 
seafood grilled right on the beach as the sun sets over the South 
China Sea. On these islands, you do not even need a boat to find 
adventure; some of the best snorkeling on the planet is accessible 
directly from the shore. Within minutes of stepping into the water, 
you will swim alongside sea turtles, vibrant coral, and harmless 
reef sharks.

About This Malaysia Purple Travel Guide
This is not a generic, high-level encyclopedia. We have 
intentionally focused on these three specific locations to ensure 
you spend less time on buses and more time making memories.
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Our goal is to help you Make Memorable Moments. This guide 
is packed with original photography so that you can see exactly 
what you will experience. We provide the factual details you need 
to make an educated decision about your itinerary, helping you 
build a trip that is both relaxing and deeply rewarding.

Ready to start your adventure? Dive into the detailed sections of 
this guide to begin your self-guided discovery of Kuala Lumpur, 
and the Perhentian Islands.

Please also check out the other exciting destinations and travel 
guides on our Backpack and Snorkel website.

© backpackandsnorkel.com 8

Malaysia Travel Guide



2.1 Disclaimer
In this guide we are doing our best to give you the most accurate 
information.  Over time, however, prices, times, and even 
attractions are subject to change.  Therefore, I and 
backpackandsnorkel.com cannot be held responsible for the 
experiences of users while traveling.  I strongly suggest that you 
write or call the attractions you plan to visit for confirmation when 
you make your travel plans. 
Also, please stay alert, be aware of your surroundings and keep 
an eye on your belongings.   Pickpockets and other criminals can 
easily ruin even the best planned vacation.
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2.2 Copyright
This website and its content are copyright of “Rudy at Backpack 
and Snorkel”.  All rights reserved.  Any redistribution or 
reproduction of part or all of the contents in any form is prohibited.  
The content on this site (including photos) may not be sold, 
reprinted, or used for commercial purposes without the written 
consent of “Rudy at Backpack and Snorkel”.  You may not, except 
with our express written permission, distribute or commercially 
exploit the content.  Nor may you transmit it or store it in any other 
website or other form of electronic retrieval system.
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3. General Information about Malaysia
3.1 How much time do you need to visit Malaysia?
To fully appreciate the cultural depth of Kuala Lumpur and the 
natural splendor of the Perhentian Islands, an eight-day trip is 
the ideal duration. 
This timeframe allows you to explore each destination thoroughly 
without the exhaustion of constant travel.
• Kuala Lumpur (3–4 Days): In the Malaysian capital, three to 

four days will allow you to visit the Petronas Twin Towers, the 
Batu Caves, and the historic Merdeka Square. This duration 
also provides ample time to explore the city’s legendary street 
food scene in Bukit Bintang and Petaling Street at a relaxed 
pace.

• Perhentian Islands (4–6 Days): Because the journey to the 
East Coast involves a domestic flight and a boat transfer, you 
should dedicate at least four full days to the islands. This 
ensures you have enough time to visit multiple snorkeling 
spots, trek through the island jungles, and truly unwind on the 
beach.

• Travel and Buffer Days (1-2 Days): It is important to account 
for the transit time between Kuala Lumpur and the Perhentian 
Islands and recommended to add a day to count for bad 
weather.
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Below is the climate that you can expect during your trip to Kuala 
Lumpur in Malaysia:

Below is the climate that you can expect during your trip to the 
Perhentian Islands in Malaysia:
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3.3 The highlights of the history of Malaysia
Prehistory: The Dawn of the Peninsula
• 1,830,000 BC: A meteor impact in the Lenggong Valley 

preserves the earliest evidence of hominid tool-making in the 
region.

• 235,000 BC: Early humans inhabit the Mansuli Valley in 
Sabah, leaving behind the oldest dated stone tools in Borneo.

• 46,000 BC: Samang Buat Cave becomes the oldest inhabited 
cave site in Sabah and Borneo.

• 40,000 BC: A modern human skull, known as the ‘Deep Skull’, 
is found in the Niah Caves of Sarawak.

• 11,000 BC: ‘Perak Man’ is buried in the Lenggong Valley, 
becoming the oldest complete skeleton found in Malaysia.

• 6,000 BC: Early inhabitants create the Tambun rock art in 
Perak, depicting human figures in reddish-purple hematite.

• 500 BC: Global maritime trade routes link the peninsula to 
India and China, earning it the nickname ‘The Golden 
Chersonese’.

Classical Era: Hindu-Buddhist Kingdoms
• 200 BC: The Bujang Valley (Old Kedah) emerges as a vital 

trade hub for the Bay of Bengal.
• 150 AD: The Greek geographer Ptolemy includes the Malay 

Peninsula in his world map.
• 400 AD: The Gangga Negara kingdom thrives in present-day 

Perak, exporting gold and tin.
• 683 AD: The Srivijaya Empire expands its maritime influence, 

seizing control of the strategic Strait of Malacca.
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3.5 Public Transportation in Malaysia
To navigate Kuala Lumpur effectively, you must understand the 
‘Golden Rule’ of tropical travel: the shortest walk can feel like a 
marathon in 90°F (32°C) heat with 80% humidity. Fortunately, 
both cities possess world-class infrastructure designed to keep 
you moving in air-conditioned comfort.

1. Kuala Lumpur: The Multimodal Hub
(website)
Kuala Lumpur’s transport system is more varied, consisting of the 
LRT, MRT, Monorail, and KTM Komuter. 
• The Hub (KL Sentral): Almost every line converges here. It is 

a massive, air-conditioned terminal where you can switch from 
the airport express to the city trains.

• The Monorail Experience: The Monorail is iconic but can be 
crowded. It glides above the traffic in the Bukit Bintang 
shopping district, offering great views, but the stations are often 
smaller and may require climbing stairs.

• Payment: While you can buy single-journey tokens, you 
should purchase a Touch 'n Go card (available at most 
stations). It works across all train lines and even on buses.

• The GoKL Free Bus: Look for the bright purple buses. These 
are free for everyone and loop through major tourist sites like 
the Petronas Towers and Bukit Bintang.

To ensure you are ready to navigate Kuala Lumpur’s transit 
system the moment you arrive, here is the detailed process for 
acquiring and using a Touch 'n Go (TnG) card.
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Grab (The Dominant App)
Grab is the ‘Uber of Southeast Asia’. You should download this 
app before you arrive. It works seamlessly in both Singapore and 
Malaysia, and is our exclusive way to travel in Kuala Lumpur due 
to the heat and humidity.
• Convenience: You can book a ride from inside an air-

conditioned mall and only step outside when the app shows the 
driver is 1 minute away.

• Fixed Pricing: You see the fare before you book. Even if the 
driver gets stuck in heavy Kuala Lumpur traffic or a sudden 
tropical downpour, the price does not change.

• Safety: The app tracks your GPS location, shows your driver’s 
face and license plate, and allows you to share your ride status 
with friends.

• Affordability: In Malaysia, Grab is incredibly cheap. A 15-
minute ride often costs less than RM 15 (US$3.45). 

Other Option
• AirAsia Ride: A growing alternative in KL that often has more 

drivers available during peak ‘surge’ times when Grab prices 
are high.
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Summary of Transit Strategies

Traveler Tip: If you see a dark cloud approaching, book your 
Grab immediately. Once the rain starts, ‘surge pricing’ kicks in, 
and wait times can jump from 3 minutes to 20 minutes as 
everyone else tries to escape the downpour.
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Why?Best ChoiceSituation
Door-to-door service; no 
walking in the elements.

Grab / Ride-
Hailing

Heavy Rain / 
High Heat

Trains bypass the legendary 
KL traffic jams.

MRT / LRTRush Hour 
Traffic

Reaches the city in 28 
minutes; faster than any car.

KLIA EkspresKLIA to City

Closest airport to downtown; 
no direct rail link currently.

Grab / TaxiSubang 
Airport to City

Extremely cheapPublic Bus Budget 
Sightseeing



3.7 Tap water in Malaysia
The ‘Treat Before You Drink’ Rule
In Malaysia, while the water leaving the treatment plants generally 
meets safety standards, the aging distribution network (pipes)
can cause re-contamination by the time it reaches your tap.
• The Consensus: Do not drink straight from the tap. Even 

locals do not do this.
• The ‘Boil or Filter’ Standard:

• In Hotels: Most 4-star and 5-star hotels provide an electric 
kettle. It is standard practice to boil tap water and let it cool 
before drinking. Many modern hotels also have ‘Filtered 
Water Taps’ installed in the room.

• In Airbnbs/Homes: Most Malaysian households use a 
multi-stage filtration system (like Coway or Cuckoo). If 
your host has one of these, the ‘Filtered’ setting is safe to 
drink.

• Public Water Stations: Look for ‘Vending Machine’ style 
water dispensers on the street. These use Reverse 
Osmosis (RO) and are safe for refilling bottles for a few 
cents.

• Ice and Salads: In established restaurants and cafes in cities 
like Kuala Lumpur and Penang, ice is usually made from 
filtered, food-grade water and is safe. For street food stalls, it is 
safer to stick to canned or bottled drinks.

• Brushing Teeth: Using tap water to brush your teeth is 
generally considered safe for most travelers in major cities. 
Just avoid swallowing large amounts. If you have an extremely 
sensitive stomach, use bottled water.
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3.10 Visa requirements for Malaysia
Malaysia: The Social Visit Pass
Malaysia offers a similar, welcoming policy for tourists, but with a 
few unique digital requirements for 2025.
• Visa-Free Entry: Travelers from the US, UK, EU, and 

Australia generally receive a 90-day social visit pass. Citizens 
of many other nations (like the UAE or South Africa) also 
receive 90 days, while others receive 30.

• Malaysia Digital Arrival Card (MDAC): As of 2024, all foreign 
nationals (except Singaporeans and those with long-term 
passes) must complete the MDAC.

• Timeline: Submit within 3 days before arrival.
• The Autogate Benefit: If you are from one of 63 ‘low-risk’ 

countries (including the US, UK, Australia, and Germany), 
you can use the automated gates at the airport for much 
faster entry. You must have submitted your MDAC to be 
eligible.

• Proof of Onward Travel: Malaysian immigration officers are 
more likely than Singaporean officers to ask for proof of your 
flight out of Malaysia. Ensure you have your flight or bus 
confirmation ready on your phone.
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Official Verification & Submission Links
To ensure your data is secure and that you are not charged 
unnecessary fees, use only these official government websites:
To Check Visa Requirements:
• Malaysia Immigration (slow website)

To Submit Your Mandatory Arrival Cards:
• Submit Malaysia Digital Arrival Card (MDAC) (slow website)

Warning on ‘Visa Scams’: You will encounter many third-party 
websites that look official but charge $50–$100 to ‘process’ your 
arrival card. Submission of the MDAC is free. Always ensure 
the URL ends in .gov.my.
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3.11 Languages spoken in Malaysia
To navigate the social landscape of Malaysia effectively, it is 
helpful to understand not just what people speak, but how they 
use language to bridge their multicultural societies. Here is a 
detailed breakdown of the linguistic diversity in Malaysia.

Malaysia: Unity through Bahasa Malaysia
In Malaysia, language reflects a deep history of trade and 
indigenous roots.
Bahasa Malaysia (The National Language): Also known 
as Malay, this is the official language. It is phonetically 
consistent and uses the Latin alphabet, making it relatively 
easy for travelers to read signs and menus.
English (The ‘Second’ Language): English is a 
compulsory subject in schools and is spoken with high 
proficiency in Kuala Lumpur, Penang, and major tourist 
hubs like the Perhentian Islands. You will have no trouble 
communicating in hotels, malls, or with Grab drivers.
Manglish: Similar to Singlish, Malaysia has its own 
informal version of English (Manglish) that incorporates 
Malay and Chinese dialects. It is equally efficient and 
expressive.
Regional Diversity: In the cities, you will frequently hear 
Cantonese and Hokkien. In rural areas or local ‘makan’ 
(eating) spots, a few basic Malay phrases go a long way in 
building rapport.
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Useful Phrases for the Traveler
While English is sufficient, using these local terms will win you 
smiles and better service:
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Usage TipEnglish MeaningPhrase
‘Let's go makan!’To eat / FoodMakan

The most important 
phrase in Malaysia.

Thank youTerima Kasih

The standard response to 
Terima Kasih.

You are welcomeSama-Sama

‘Boleh?’ is used to ask if 
something is okay.

Can / PossibleBoleh

Used to address elders 
(like a taxi driver or food 
stall owner), regardless of 
actual relation.

Respectful titleUncle / Auntie



4. Eight-Day Itinerary for Your Malaysia Trip
This off-season itinerary is specifically designed to maximize 
your time in Malaysia while avoiding the logistical hurdles often 
found during peak monsoon or holiday periods. By focusing on 
the urban wonders of Kuala Lumpur, and concluding with a 
tropical escape to the Perhentian Islands, you gain a deep dive 
into the region's modern and traditional cultures.

Note on Route Selection: To ensure a smooth flow and avoid 
seasonal closures or heavy crowds, this specific plan does not 
include Malacca, Penang, or the Cameron Highlands. Instead, 
it prioritizes a seamless transition from the high-energy cityscapes 
to the pristine, white-sand beaches of Malaysia's East Coast.

You can use this itinerary as it is or modify it to fit your interests 
and travel style.

Weather Warning: Please be advised that it can rain at any point 
on the island or peninsula. Tropical showers are usually brief but 
intense; adding a few buffer days in the areas that you are most 
interested in can be a good idea.
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NightDaytime

Kuala 
Lumpur

Arrive at Kuala Lumpur Airport; Jalan Alor Food 
Street; Alor Backspace Street Art; Changkat
Bukit Bintang; Pavilion KL; Lot 10 Hutong Food 
Market; Heli Lounge Bar

1

Kuala 
Lumpur

Menara Kuala Lumpur; National Museum of 
Malaysia; Chinatown (Petaling Street, Central 
Market); Sultan Abdul Samad Jamek Mosque; 
Merdeka (Independence) Square; Kuala Lumpur 
City Gallery; Jalan Alor food street and Night 
Market

2

Kuala 
Lumpur

Batu Caves; Petronas Towers; Suria KLCC Mall; 
KLCC Park + Symphony Lake Water Show; 
KLCC - Bukit Bintang Pedestrian Walkway to 
Pavilion Mall

3

Kuala 
Lumpur

Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia; National Mosque 
of Malaysia; Thean Hou Temple 

4

Perhentian 
Islands

Morning flight: SZB or KUL - KBR; transfer to 
Kuala Besut; ferry to the Perhentian Islands

5

Perhentian 
Islands

Relaxing on the beach and snorkeling6

Perhentian 
Islands

Relaxing on the beach and snorkeling7

ferry from Perhentian Islands to Kuala Besut; 
transfer to Kota Bharu Airport; fly: KBR – KUL 
and then home

8



5. Eight Fabulous Days in Malaysia
5.1 Day 1: Arriving in Malaysia and exploring Kuala Lumpur
Today, you will arrive in Kuala Lumpur, the high-energy capital of 
Malaysia. Whether you are arriving from Europe, North America, 
or elsewhere in Asia, your first impression of Malaysia will likely 
be its sprawling, modern infrastructure. This city is a beautiful mix 
of colonial history, massive skyscrapers, and some of the best 
street food in the world.

Your first day in Malaysia is about settling into the rhythm of the 
city and experiencing the legendary culinary scene, vibrant street 
art, and rooftop views of the Bukit Bintang district.

What to Know When Arriving at KLIA
Kuala Lumpur International Airport (KUL) is massive and consists 
of two main terminals: KLIA1 (for most international full-service 
carriers) and KLIA2 (primarily for budget airlines like AirAsia).
• Immigration: You must ensure you have completed the 

Malaysia Digital Arrival Card (MDAC) online within three 
days before your arrival. This is now a mandatory requirement 
for almost all foreign visitors.

• Currency: While credit cards are widely accepted in malls, you 
will need Malaysian Ringgit (RM) for street food and small 
shops. There are numerous ATMs and currency exchange 
booths in the arrivals hall.

• SIM Cards: You can find several kiosks (such as Maxis/Hotlink 
or Celcom/Digi) right after you exit customs. A local SIM with 
plenty of data is very affordable and essential for using the 
Grab app.
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Day 1 Activities:
• Arrival and Transfer: After clearing customs, take the KLIA 

Ekspres train to KL Sentral. From there, a quick Grab ride or 
a trip on the Monorail will bring you to your hotel in the Bukit 
Bintang area. Did you know you can potentially save 50% on 
the Airport Train?

• Lunch: Jalan Alor Food Street: Start your Malaysian food 
journey at the city's most famous food street. While it is known 
for its night market, many stalls are open for lunch. Try the 
famous BBQ chicken wings or a plate of oyster omelet while 
soaking in the bustling atmosphere.

• Afternoon Exploration: Alor Backspace Street Art: Just 
behind the food stalls of Jalan Alor, wander through the 
transformed alleys. These back lanes are now covered in 
massive, colorful murals depicting lush jungles, glowing clouds, 
and local life, making it a perfect spot for photography.

• Stroll: Changkat Bukit Bintang: Walk through this nearby 
avenue, which is the heart of KL’s upscale bar and bistro 
scene. It is lined with beautifully restored colonial-era 
shophouses that house some of the city's most popular pubs 
and restaurants.

• Retail Therapy: Pavilion KL: Visit one of Malaysia's premier 
shopping destinations. Do not miss the Crystal Fountain at 
the entrance, a national landmark, and head down to the ‘Food 
Republic’ or ‘Tokyo Street’ levels for a unique shopping and 
snacking experience.
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1 = Jalan Alor Food Street
2 = Alor Backspace Street Art
3 = Changkat Bukit Bintang
4 = Pavilion KL
5 = Lot 10 Hutong Food Market
6 = Heli Lounge Bar
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5.1.0.1 JW Marriott Kuala Lumpur
(map, booking, expedia, agoda, hotels, kayak, tripadvisor)
The JW Marriott Kuala Lumpur is often described as the 
‘Happening House’, and for good reason. It is the definition of 
‘location, location, location’, situated directly on the Bintang 
Walk in walking distance to several top Kuala Lumpur 
attractions. This means you can step out of the lobby and 
immediately immerse yourself in the vibrant energy of Kuala 
Lumpur’s primary shopping and entertainment district. For 
travelers who prefer a polished, traditional luxury experience
over the minimalist style of newer boutique hotels, this property is 
an excellent choice.
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The Room Experience Following a comprehensive renovation, 
the rooms offer a sophisticated sanctuary from the bustling city 
below. You will find a modern, neutral color palette paired with 
high-quality linens that are especially welcoming after the journey 
from Singapore.
• Marble Bathrooms: The bathrooms are a highlight, featuring 

extensive marble finishes, deep soaking tubs, and premium 
Aromatherapy Associates toiletries.

• Space: The rooms are thoughtfully designed to feel open and 
airy, providing ample space to organize your luggage for the 
remainder of your trip.
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5.1.2 Changkat Bukit Bintang & Alor Backspace Street Art
(map, reviews)
The vibrant murals at Changkat Bukit Bintang transform forgotten 
back alleys into a dynamic, unexpected open-air gallery. This site 
represents the modern, urban artistic pulse of Kuala Lumpur, 
providing a sharp contrast to the historical and religious 
architecture of the city. What were once gritty, neglected service 
corridors are now filled with floor-to-ceiling artwork that celebrates 
Malaysian heritage through a contemporary lens.
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5.1.4 Pavilion KL
(map, reviews, website)
Pavilion Kuala Lumpur is more than just a shopping center; it is 
the crown jewel of the Bukit Bintang district and a premier lifestyle 
destination. Since its opening in 2007, it has served as the focal 
point for luxury retail and major public celebrations in the city. The 
massive complex is easily identified by its grand Roman-style 
pillars and the iconic fountain at its main entrance, serving as a 
gateway to over 700 stores spread across eight levels.
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Why You Should Visit
You should visit Pavilion KL to experience the height of Malaysian 
retail culture. It offers a perfect escape from the heat and humidity 
of the city within a world-class, air-conditioned environment. 
Whether you are looking for high-end designer brands, unique 
Japanese imports, or a massive variety of local and international 
food, this mall provides a comprehensive look at the modern, 
affluent side of Kuala Lumpur. It is also the best place to witness 
spectacular seasonal decorations, especially during Lunar New 
Year or Christmas.
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What is Special About It?
• The Pavilion Crystal Fountain: Located at the main entrance, 

this is the tallest Liuli Crystal Fountain in Malaysia. It is a 
national landmark where the three bowls represent the multi-
racial culture of the country living in harmony. At night, it is 
illuminated with colorful lights, making it a favorite photo spot.

• Tokyo Street: Located on Level 6, this themed precinct is a 
tribute to Japanese culture. It features traditional Japanese 
architecture, sushi bars, and specialty stores selling authentic 
Japanese snacks and crafts. It feels like stepping into a 
different country within the mall.
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3. Evening: ‘Foodie’ Finale
• Dinner at Jalan Alor: This is the ultimate Kuala Lumpur 

experience. The street transforms into a massive open-air night 
market after 5:00 PM.

• Must-Try: Head to Wong Ah Wah (WAW) at the end of 
the street for their world-famous Grilled Chicken Wings.

• The ‘Wok Hei’ Experience: Grab a plastic stool at any 
busy stall and order Char Kway Teow or Satay. The 
smoky aroma and the sound of sizzling woks create an 
atmosphere you will not find anywhere else.

1 = Menara Kuala Lumpur (KL Tower)
2 = National Museum of Malaysia
3 = Petaling Street
4 = Central Market
5 = Sultan Abdul Samad Jamek Mosque
6 = Merdeka (Independence) Square
7 = Kuala Lumpur City Gallery and ‘I  KL’ Sign
8 = Jalan Alor food street and Night Market
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5.2.1 Menara Kuala Lumpur (KL Tower)
(map, reviews, website)
The Menara Kuala Lumpur (KL Tower) is a communications and 
observation tower that stands as the seventh tallest freestanding 
telecommunications tower in the world. Rising 1,381 feet (421 
meters) above the city, it is a dominant feature of the skyline. 
Unlike the Petronas Towers, which are office skyscrapers, the KL 
Tower was purpose-built on a hill within the KL Forest Eco Park
(formerly Bukit Nanas). This strategic elevation allows the tower 
to offer truly unobstructed, 360-degree panoramic views of the 
entire Kuala Lumpur metropolitan area.
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Why You Should Visit
The KL Tower is widely considered the superior choice for 
panoramic photography in Kuala Lumpur. Because it sits on 
Pineapple Hill, you are positioned at a vantage point that looks 
down upon almost every other major skyscraper, including the 
Petronas Twin Towers. This makes it the perfect place to orient 
yourself to the layout of the city. The open-air Sky Deck and the 
famous Sky Box provide a high-adrenaline viewing experience 
that glass-enclosed observation decks cannot match.

What is Special About It?
• Observation Deck (276 meters): This is an enclosed, air-

conditioned viewing gallery situated at 905 feet (276 meters). 
It features high-powered binoculars and informative displays 
that identify key landmarks across the horizon.

• Sky Deck (300 meters): Located at 984 feet (300 meters), 
this open-air platform allows you to feel the breeze and hear 
the distant hum of the city. It is the highest public viewing point 
in the tower.

• The Sky Box: Extending out from the ledge of the Sky Deck 
are two transparent glass cubes. Standing in a Sky Box gives 
you the sensation of floating 984 feet (300 meters) above the 
ground with nothing but thick glass beneath your feet.

• Tower Walk 100: For extreme thrill-seekers, this activity allows 
you to walk along a transparent glass platform on the external 
edge of the tower while wearing a safety harness.
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Architecture and History
• Islamic Geometric Design: The architecture of the tower is a 

tribute to the Islamic heritage of Malaysia. The main lobby 
features elaborate glass-clad domes arranged in the form of 
Muqarnas (honeycomb vaulting). These were designed by 
Iranian artisans from Isfahan and represent a transition from 
the physical world to the spiritual realm.

• Songket Patterns: You should look closely at the exterior of 
the main shaft; it is clad in intricate patterns that reflect the 
traditional Malaysian Songket weaving style, blending modern 
engineering with local textile art.

• Nature Preservation: During construction, special care was 
taken to protect the surrounding rainforest. A retaining wall 
costing over RM 430,000 (US$100,000) was built specifically to 
save a 100-year-old Jelutong tree (Dyera costulata) located 
near the tower base.

• The Falak Observatory: The tower serves as a crescent 
moon observatory to determine the start of the Muslim fasting 
month of Ramadan and the festivals of Hari Raya Aidilfitri
and Hari Raya Aidiladha.
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5.2.2 National Museum of Malaysia (Muzium Negara)
(map, reviews, website)
The National Museum of Malaysia, known locally as Muzium 
Negara, serves as the definitive guardian of the nation’s history. 
Located on the fringe of the Perdana Botanical Gardens, the 
building itself is a masterpiece designed to resemble a grand 
Malay royal palace. Since its opening in 1963, it has provided 
visitors with a chronological journey from the dawn of time to the 
modern achievements of the 21st century.
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Why You Should Visit
This is a high-energy sensory experience—a place where history, 
commerce, and legendary street food collide. It is the perfect 
destination for self-guided travelers looking to experience the 
gritty, authentic pulse of Old Kuala Lumpur and practice their 
haggling skills. Whether you are looking for a pair of ‘designer’ 
sneakers or a bowl of noodles that has been prepared the same 
way for three generations, Petaling Street offers a raw look at the 
survival of traditional trades in a modern metropolis.

Do not forget to walk around in Chinatown for more high-energy 
sensory experiences.
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What is Special About It?
• The ‘Starch Factory’ Legacy: Locally, the street is known in 

Cantonese as Chee Cheong Kai (Starch Factory Street). This 
name refers to its history in the 1870s when the Chinese 
Kapitan Yap Ah Loy opened a tapioca mill here to provide 
employment for miners whose tin mines had been flooded 
during the civil war.

• The Green Dragon Canopy: The iconic green roof is not just 
decorative; it was a multi-million dollar engineering project 
designed to revitalize the area. It allows the market to remain 
active even during heavy monsoon downpours.

• Heritage Archways: Two grand Chinese-style arches mark 
the main entrances of the street at Jalan Tun Tan Cheng Lock 
and Jalan Sultan. These arches are popular photography spots 
and serve as the traditional gateways to the district.

• Kwai Chai Hong: Located in a back alley just a 2-minute walk 
from the main market, this restored ‘Little Ghost Lane’ features 
interactive murals and QR codes that play audio stories about 
the lives of early Chinese settlers. It is one of the most 
Instagram-worthy spots in the area.
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History and Cultural Facts
• A Multi-Cultural Stronghold: While predominantly Chinese, 

the area is a microcosm of Malaysian diversity. Within a 500-
foot (152-meter) radius, you will find the Sri Mahamariamman
Temple (the oldest Hindu temple in KL) and the Sin Sze Si Ya 
Temple (the oldest Taoist temple in the city), coexisting 
peacefully.

• Cultural Significance: Petaling Street has remained the 
commercial anchor for the Chinese community for over a 
century. Many of the shophouses lining the street date back to 
the early 1900s and feature unique architectural details hidden 
above the modern stall awnings.

• Must-Try Foods:
• Air Mata Kucing: Look for the famous bronze-colored cart 

selling ‘Cat's Eyes’ water—a sweet, chilled drink made 
from dried longan, monk fruit, and winter melon.

• Madam Tang Muah Chee: A legendary stall serving 
chewy glutinous rice balls coated in finely ground peanuts 
and sugar.

• Kim Lian Kee: Located at the intersection of Jalan 
Petaling and Jalan Hang Lekir, this is where the dark, 
charcoal-fried Hokkien Mee was purportedly invented.

• Hon Kee Porridge: Famous since 1949 for its raw fish 
porridge, where the heat of the congee cooks the delicate 
slices of fish.
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5.2.5 Sultan Abdul Samad Jamek Mosque (Masjid Jamek)
(map, reviews, website)
The Sultan Abdul Samad Jamek Mosque, or simply Masjid 
Jamek, is the historical heart of Islam in Kuala Lumpur. It holds 
the distinguished title of being the oldest functioning mosque in 
the city, situated gracefully at the symbolic confluence of the 
Klang and Gombak rivers. This specific geography is the very 
spot where Kuala Lumpur was founded in the mid-19th century. 
Until the National Mosque was completed in 1965, Masjid Jamek 
served as the primary place of worship for the capital.
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Why You Should Visit
A visit here provides essential historical context for your journey. 
The confluence of the two rivers is the ‘muddy estuary’ (Kuala 
Lumpur) that gave the city its name. The serene setting of the 
mosque, with its palm-fringed courtyards and ancient brickwork, 
offers a beautiful counterpoint to the glass-and-steel skyscrapers 
of the nearby financial district. For the independent traveler, it is a 
place to witness the ‘River of Life’ project, where the waterfront 
has been transformed with misting fountains and blue LED lights 
that create a magical atmosphere at night.
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What is Special About It?
• Mughal Splendor: The mosque is a stunning example of Indo-

Saracenic (or Mughal Eclectic) architecture. This style was 
highly popular among British colonial builders who wished to 
blend European structural techniques with Northern Indian 
Islamic aesthetics.

• The ‘Blood and Bandage’ Minarets: The two main minarets 
stand at 88 feet (26.8 meters) tall. They feature a striking 
pattern of alternating red brick and white plaster, a design often 
referred to locally as the ‘blood and bandage’ style.

• A Sacred Confluence: Standing at the tip of the river junction, 
you can see the exact point where the city began. A plaque 
nearby marks ‘Point Zero’, the traditional center of Kuala 
Lumpur from which all distances in the city were once 
measured.

© backpackandsnorkel.com 131

Malaysia Travel Guide



5.3.1 Batu Caves
(map, reviews)
The Batu Caves is a massive limestone hill housing a series of 
caves and cave temples, serving as one of the most significant 
Hindu shrines outside of India. This monumental site is dominated 
by the towering, gold-painted statue of Lord Murugan and the 272 
vibrant, rainbow-colored steps that lead to the main sanctuary. 
Located approximately 8 miles (13 kilometers) north of Kuala 
Lumpur, it is a spiritual and geological marvel that attracts millions 
of pilgrims and tourists every year.
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5.3.2 Petronas Towers
(map, reviews, website)
The Petronas Twin Towers are an engineering and architectural 
masterpiece, defining the Kuala Lumpur skyline and serving as 
the primary global symbol of the modern ambition of Malaysia. 
Rising to 1,483 feet (451.9 meters), they held the title of the 
tallest buildings in the world from 1998 to 2004 and remain the 
tallest twin structures on the planet. The towers are not just office 
buildings; they are a cultural landmark that represents the 
transition of the nation into a major player in the global economy.
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Why You Should Visit
Visiting the Petronas Twin Towers is a non-negotiable part of any 
trip to Kuala Lumpur. The experience allows you to walk across 
the iconic Skybridge and ascend to the Observation Deck for a 
bird's-eye view of the city. Beyond the views, the towers are a 
magnificent subject for photography, especially at night when their 
stainless steel and glass facades are brilliantly illuminated, 
symbolizing a blend of traditional Islamic motifs and futuristic 
progress.

What is Special About It?
• The Skybridge: This double-decker pedestrian bridge 

connects the two towers at the 41st and 42nd floors, situated 
558 feet (170 meters) above the ground. It is the highest two-
story bridge in the world. Interestingly, the bridge is not fully 
attached to the main structure; it is designed to slide in and out 
of the towers to prevent damage as they naturally sway in high 
winds.

• The Observation Deck: Located on the 86th floor of Tower 2 
at a height of 1,214 feet (370 meters), this deck offers a 360-
degree view of the metropolitan area. It features high-tech 
digital displays and scale models that explain the construction 
and history of the towers.

• Suria KLCC and Lake Symphony: At the foot of the towers 
lies Suria KLCC, a premier six-story shopping mall. Outside 
the mall, the Lake Symphony fountains perform a spectacular 
light and music show every evening, providing a stunning 
foreground for photos of the towers.
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Architecture, History, and Facts
• Islamic Geometric Design: Designed by the late Argentine-

American architect César Pelli, the floor plate of the towers is 
based on the Rub el Hizb, an Islamic symbol consisting of two 
overlapping squares that form an eight-pointed star. Pelli 
added circular arcs to the inner angles to increase the floor 
space, creating a scalloped facade that resembles traditional 
Islamic art.

• Record-Breaking Foundations: The towers sit on one of the 
deepest foundations in the world. Due to the soft bedrock, 
engineers had to bore 104 concrete piles as deep as 374 feet 
(114 meters) into the ground. A massive concrete raft, 15 feet 
(4.6 meters) thick, was poured continuously over 54 hours to 
support each tower.

• Construction Rivalry: To ensure the project met its strict six-
year deadline, two different consortia were hired. A Japanese 
team built Tower 1, while a South Korean team (led by 
Samsung C&T) built Tower 2. Despite starting later, the South 
Korean team finished their tower first.

• Material Innovation: While most Western skyscrapers use 
steel frames, the Petronas Towers are built primarily of high-
strength reinforced concrete. This material was chosen 
because it is twice as effective as steel at reducing vibration 
and sway in high-rise buildings.
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5.3.5 Symphony Lake Water Show
(map, reviews, website)
The Symphony Lake Water Show is a magnificent, free nightly 
fountain display set directly in front of the illuminated Petronas 
Twin Towers at KLCC Park. It provides a dazzling, synchronized 
display of music, light, and water jets, offering a perfect and 
inexpensive finale to an evening in the KLCC area. Set within a 
10,000-square-foot (929-square-meter) man-made lake, the 
performance transforms the park into an open-air theater where 
the liquid ‘performers’ dance against the most famous backdrop in 
Malaysia.
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Why You Should Visit
It is one of the premier free nightly entertainment options in Kuala 
Lumpur. The show offers an unmissable spectacle where the 
modern, silver architecture of the towers is perfectly 
complemented by dynamic light and water choreography. For the 
self-guided traveler, it is the ideal way to decompress after a day 
of sightseeing, providing a communal atmosphere where locals 
and tourists gather on the steps to enjoy the cooler evening air.

What is Special About It?
• The ‘Vertical’ Heights: The show is powered by two 

sophisticated musical fountains. The central water jets are 
capable of shooting over 138 feet (42 meters) into the air, 
while secondary jets create a variety of shapes, including fans, 
lilies, and spirals.

• Complex Animations: The system is programmed with over 
150 unique animations, ensuring that the movement of the 
water is never repetitive. These animations are precisely timed 
to a rotating playlist of musical scores, ranging from classical 
masterpieces to contemporary Malaysian pop and international 
hits.

• The Mirror Effect: Because the show takes place on the 
surface of the lake, the colorful lights are reflected in the water, 
doubling the visual impact. On a clear night, you can see the 
reflection of the glowing Petronas Towers shimmering behind 
the dancing fountains.
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5.3.6 KLCC - Bukit Bintang Pedestrian Walkway
(map, reviews)
The KLCC - Bukit Bintang Pedestrian Walkway is a 0.73-mile 
(1.173-kilometer) long, elevated, and air-conditioned bridge 
connecting the KLCC area (Petronas Twin Towers) with the Bukit 
Bintang shopping and entertainment district. Opened in 2012, this 
architectural link allows thousands of pedestrians daily to move 
between the two most important commercial hubs of the city 
without ever stepping onto the congested streets below.
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5.4.1 Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia (IAMM)
(map, reviews, website)
The Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia (IAMM) is a world-class 
cultural institution and houses the largest collection of Islamic art 
in Southeast Asia. Opened in 1998, the museum spans over 
322,917 square feet (30,000 square meters) and is set in the 
lush surroundings of the Perdana Botanical Garden. The museum 
acts as a bridge between the Middle East and the Asian world, 
showcasing a collection that is as geographically diverse as it is 
artistically profound.
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Self-Guided Information
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DetailsCategory
Mondays to Sundays: 9:30 AM – 6:00 PM, 
Last Entry: 5:30 PM
Important Note: During the month of 
Ramadan, the museum typically closes one 
hour earlier (9:30 AM – 5:00 PM).
Holiday Closures: The museum is closed 
only on Hari Raya Puasa (Aidilfitri) and Hari 
Raya Haji (Aidiladha). 
Estimated dates:
Hari Raya Puasa: March 20 & 21, 2026, 
March 10 & 11, 2027
Hari Raya Haji: May 27, 2026, May 17, 2027

Opening 
Hours

International Adult: RM 20.00 (US$4.60). 
Students & Seniors (Non-Malaysian): RM 
10.00. 
Children (under 6): Free.

Admission 
Fee

MOZA Restaurant: Located within the 
museum, serving high-quality Middle Eastern 
and Mediterranean cuisine. Open 9:30 AM –
5:00 PM.

Dining

Permitted for personal use. Flash 
photography and tripods are strictly 
prohibited.

Photography

A 5-minute walk from the National Mosque. 
The nearest train station is the Kuala Lumpur 
KTM Station (Old Station).

Getting There
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Why You Should Visit
It is one of the most important architectural stops in Kuala 
Lumpur, providing a fascinating look at how modern design 
principles can be integrated with classical Islamic functions. 
Visiting the mosque offers a chance to respectfully observe 
Islamic traditions and witness the scale of Malaysian religious 
devotion. For the self-guided traveler, it is a place of immense 
tranquility where the play of light and shadow across the vast, 
white-marbled halls creates a meditative atmosphere.
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5.4.3 Thean Hou Temple
(map, reviews, website)
The Thean Hou Temple is a magnificent six-tiered Chinese temple 
complex and one of the largest and most beautifully adorned in 
Southeast Asia. Perched atop Robson Heights on 1.67 acres 
(6,758 square meters) of land, it serves as a stunning cultural 
landmark. The temple offers a panoramic view of the Kuala 
Lumpur skyline, providing a visual bridge between ancient 
spiritual traditions and the modern city.
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5.5.0.1 BuBu Long Beach Resort on Pulau Perhentian Kecil 
(The Small Island) 
(map, booking, expedia, agoda, hotels, kayak, tripadvisor)
Located on the northern tip of Long Beach on Pulau Perhentian 
Kecil, BuBu Long Beach Resort is one of the two premier 
accommodations on the island. It offers a refined, comfortable 
experience in a location that is otherwise dominated by 
backpacker hostels and simple chalets.

The Arrival Experience
Your journey begins at the Kuala Besut Jetty, where the resort 
maintains a private air conditioned ‘Meet & Greet’ office (map). 
They also offer a private speedboat that takes you directly to the 
resort's doorstep in approximately 30 minutes, but we used the 
less expensive Seven Seas ferry. Upon arrival, the staff greets 
you with a welcome drink, and because the resort is located right 
next to the jetty, there is no need to drag your luggage across the 
sand.
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Accommodation & Rooms
The resort has 38 rooms, each designed with a blend of modern 
comfort and island charm.
• Premier Deluxe Rooms: These are located on the top floor 

and offer the most breathtaking, unobstructed views of the 
South China Sea from a private balcony.

• Deluxe Garden Rooms: Situated on the ground floor, these 
rooms open directly onto a small, manicured garden just 
meters from the beach.

• The Vibe: Unlike many island stays, the rooms here feature 
24-hour air conditioning which we desperately needed, hot 
water showers, and premium bedding. You will not find a 
television or a swimming pool, which is a deliberate choice to 
encourage guests to disconnect and enjoy the natural 
surroundings.
Wifi was good inside our room, but spotty elsewhere in the 
resort.
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Dining: Santai and Mahi-Mahi
Dining is available for a fee at BuBu.  The food was good, but we 
also explored other options which are in easy walking-distance, 
and cheaper.
• Santai Restaurant: This is the resort’s signature beachfront 

venue. It is famous for its Beachside BBQ, where you can 
dine with your toes in the sand, enjoying fresh lobster, rib-eye 
steaks, or local fish grilled to order.

• Complimentary Cocktails: A nice perk for guests is the daily 
Happy Hour (4:00 PM – 6:00 PM), where you can enjoy a 
complimentary cocktail or mocktail at the beach bar as the sun 
begins to set.

Activities & Self-Discovery
While the resort is perfect for relaxation, it also serves as an 
excellent base for independent exploration:
• Snorkeling: You can snorkel directly off the beach to the left in 

front of the resort. For a deeper dive, the on-site Sea Sports 
Center organizes guided trips to spots like Turtle Point and 
Shark Point.

• Hiking: If you feel energetic, the Windmill Trail starts nearby. 
It is a 20-minute jungle trek that leads to a stunning panoramic 
viewpoint and a secluded beach on the northern side of the 
island.

• Island Vibe: Long Beach is the ‘heart’ of the island. During the 
day, it is a peaceful stretch of white sand; at night, it transforms 
with fire shows and low-key beach bars.
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5.6.1 Snorkeling on Long Beach
While the most famous coral reefs on the islands usually require a 
boat trip, snorkeling on Long Beach offers a convenient and 
accessible way to explore the underwater world directly from the 
shore. The crystal-clear water and shallow sandy bottom make it 
an easy starting point for beginners or those who want a quick dip 
without a full-day commitment.
• Shore Exploration: Walk to the northern end of the bay and 

enter the water at the jetty. You will immediately see large 
schools of fish.  Then continue northwards along the rocky 
coast for the best on-beach snorkeling that we have ever seen 
featuring lots of healthy corals and lots of colorful fish.
There is also some snorkeling at the rocks at the southern end 
of Long Beach.

• What to See: It is common to spot parrotfish, sergeant 
majors, and even the occasional small ray gliding over the 
sand. Because the water is so transparent, visibility is often 
excellent, allowing you to see quite far even in the shallower 
sections.

• Ease of Access: You do not need to bring your own gear; 
several small shacks along the beach rent out masks, 
snorkels, and fins for a few Ringgit.

Please remember that you must never touch the coral or feed the 
fish.  When you snorkel, always stay horizontal and never step on 
anything but sand.
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Here is what you may see when snorkeling on the northern end of 
Long beach:
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5.6.2 Jungle Trail Connecting Long Beach and Coral Bay
The jungle trail connecting Long Beach and Coral Bay is the most 
important terrestrial route on Perhentian Kecil. Since there are no 
roads or cars on the island, this path serves as the main ‘highway’ 
for travelers wanting to move between the island’s two primary 
hubs. It is a short 15-minute, manageable walk that allows you to 
experience the island’s lush interior without committing to a full-
day trek.

Why You Should Take This Trail
You should take this trail if you want to experience the best of 
both worlds on Perhentian Kecil. It allows you to spend your 
morning enjoying the high-energy beach sports and clear 
swimming waters of Long Beach, then walk across the island in 
minutes to catch the spectacular sunsets and enjoy a quiet 
seafood BBQ at Coral Bay. It is also a great way to spot some of 
the island’s land-based wildlife, such as large monitor lizards, 
which are frequently seen near the path.
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What is Special About It?
• The ‘Cross-Island’ Experience: The trail is a physical 

transition between two different atmospheres. You move from 
the sunrise side (East) to the sunset side (West) in less than 15 
minutes.

• Flora and Fauna: Although short, the path is surrounded by 
dense tropical vegetation. It is very common to see Monitor 
Lizards (which can grow up to 2 meters long but are generally 
harmless if left alone) and various species of tropical birds and 
butterflies.
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6. Closing Remarks

ABOUT RUDY FROM BACKPACK & SNORKEL

I was born in Germany and emigrated to the US in 2003. My wife 
and I are a truly multinational couple: I, with my German 
background, and she with her Chinese heritage. Both of us live in 
the USA.

Sadly, working in the US means we have much fewer vacation 
days compared to other countries like e.g. Germany and thus we 
cannot travel very frequently.

Through a lot of trial and error, we have found our ideal travel and 
vacation style. Making Memorable Moments by focusing on 
important destinations, planning time for meeting the locals and, 
of course, for relaxation are our priorities.

We have also learned to appreciate local foods and try to eat as 
many local dishes as possible.  Just for fun, we try to eat at one 
Chinese restaurant in each country we visit.  It is absolutely 
amazing how different Chinese food is all over the planet.
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MAKING MEMORABLE MOMENTS

You may take 10,000 photos during your vacation, rush from one 
attraction to the next, but what your will remember in your heart is 
how you were Making Memorable Moments.

For me, that was e.g. Spider Rock in Canyon de Chelly (ever 
heard of this US National Park?). When I first saw it, I was blown 
away by this majestic natural obelisk and the beautiful canyon 
that it sits in. I have been there two more times and still feel the 
same.

Or think of Isla Mujeres, a small island outside Cancun, 
Mexico. On the surface, Playa Norte is supposedly Mexico's most 
beautiful beach and it is always crowded and the boats that 
anchor there play loud music.
Below the surface, Isla Mujeres is very relaxed, quite walkable 
and it has friendly locals, good authentic Mexican food and good 
international cuisine and is often very affordable.

Isla Mujeres is our personal paradise!
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PACK YOUR BACKPACK & SNORKEL AND LET’S GO

Our travel style has evolved over the years.  We are packing light 
these days when we travel and typically only need a small 
backpack per person - see our Traveling Light Guide.

With this guide, I want to provide value to you and help you plan 
your own relaxing vacations with the goal of Making Memorable  
Moments!

Please contact me if you have any questions or comments.
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