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THE “SEARCH FOR HOME” IN ASIA –  
 

Househunting on Langkawi 
a Tourist or an Expat?  Visitor or Resident? 

 

Happy New Year!  The fireworks are over and the new year has begun. Of course, 
the Chinese Dragon will soon arrive and that will be the occasion for more 
explosions!  Resolutions are in the air:  what do you vow you must do in the coming 
year? Where do you want to go? What adventures lie ahead? And when you are 
weary from all that traveling, where are you going to stay? 
 
In recent years, the numbers of “Westerners” seeking a less expensive, more 
interesting lifestyle has steadily increased – with many turning to Asia. Whenever I 
meet travelers from the West or East, I ask them where in the world they would 
choose as “home” – setting all financial and personal considerations aside.  
 
People in this informal poll all seem to agree: the perfect place would be a somewhat 
exotic (but not too strange) island in a hurricane-free, tropical but-not-too-terribly-hot 
zone (temperature matters). It would have modern conveniences and decent shopping 
but it would also have beautiful beaches, gorgeous flowers, vivid green jungles, mountains, waterfalls, lots of healthy wildlife and 
sea life, and maybe even hot springs. There would be great restaurants with a wide variety of cuisines, an interesting mix of people 
from various cultures to meet, and enough attractions that there would always be something more to see or do.  
 
In this month’s essay, I look at Langkawi Life from the point-of-view of travelers 
who, like me, want to set up a ‘home base’ somewhere and stay awhile in the 
same place to get to know it better. I offer some thoughts on the reasons why 
more and more ‘expats’ as well as Malaysians are choosing the island of Langkawi 
for longer vacations or as a retreat or retirement home. I’ve got some advice 
learned over the past few years of going-and-coming back  to Langkawi and 
resources found online. This article includes the latest predictions about drought, 
updates on the MM2H program, some interesting facts about the 2004 tsunami, 
advice on setting up a temporary or long-term home on the island, and some of the 
thoughts I’ve had about living elsewhere in Asia. You can jump through the article 
to whatever interests you most – here’s the list of sections: 
 
What’s so great about life on Langkawi? Why here? Why not somewhere else? 
Here’s some of the reasons why… 
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THE LURE OF TROPICAL ISLANDS 

 
On a pre-honeymoon trip (now almost 40 years ago), my fiancé and I flew south from a snowy New York to the crystal clear waters 
and tropical sunshine of Jamaica.  A ‘Rasta’ guy greeted me, saying “Relax, mon, you in Jamaica!” The tropics immediately felt like 
déjà vu -“I’m home!” – and I vowed I would live out my life in a place where flamboyant purple and pink bougainvillea blossomed.  
Having lived since in Hawaii, Florida, Guam, Thailand and visited many other places in the Caribbean, the South Pacific and southern 
Asia that might meet the ‘perfect home’ criteria,  I would also add there should a lively and international population of residents and 
tourists -- but not too-too many people in one small place! 
 
Tropical islands all over the world give out their siren’s call. I’ve been on the hunt for that ‘perfect island’ for years. I leave Langkawi 
for months at a time – and then somehow find myself wandering back. On Langkawi, I often ask new acquaintances, “How did you 
find out about this island? What do you think of Langkawi as a possible long-term home?” They usually tell me, “Through a friend of 
a friend…and yes, I would love to stay here for a long, long time…” 
 

THE CLIMATE 

 
Drinking coffee one day at Charlie’s Place in the Royal Langkawi Yacht 
Club, a ‘yachtie’ tells me that mooring here is “a safe choice.” At 6 
degrees latitude, Langkawi lies within a “hurricane-free zone” that 
surrounds the Equator – where the air and water maintain a fairly 
constant and stable temperature and doesn’t get too stirred up.  By the 
time they reach this zone, the polar winds have warmed and there are 
none of the sharp contrasts between cool and warm air that mark tropical 
places further north or south. Out in the oceans, the “intertropical 
convergence zone” (ITCZ) moves throughout the year and carries the 
monsoon rains. When the moist winds converge and form a stormfront, 
typhoons may form.  Or sometimes the winds die completely out at sea; 
this is the legendary “doldrums” region that sailors both fear and cherish.  
Travelers have long written of suffering and dying from the heat and 
humidity in the Malacca Straits or the jungles of old Malay lore. But here, 
there seems always to be a light breeze playing down from the mountains 
or coming inland from the shore so that you almost never have one of those 
wind-less “killer” days. 
 
Yes, Langkawi gets the periodic high winds and occasional thunder-and-lightning storms. It catches the tail ends of the monsoon 
rains that cross the Indian Ocean and Andaman Sea further west. But the island is protected – much of the monsoon rain drops on 
Sumatra, and the Indonesian island shelters Langkawi and northern Malaysia from tropical cyclones and the surf coming in from the 
Indian Ocean. On the eastern side, mainland Malaysia offers even more protection as well.  
 
This makes Langkawi Life pleasant all-year-round.  Mornings are almost always sunny though clouds often 
build up by early afternoon. There are occasional cloudy days, long rainy afternoons, nights when you 
might be awakened by a heavy rainshower – but never too drastic weather. Even during the “rainy 
season” or “Green Season,” which started this year near the end of August and lasted to mid-November, 
rain falls for an hour or two most days, often in mid-afternoon – just the right time for a siesta. By 
evening, the rains stop and clouds streak the sky in brilliant sunset colors. The really heavy rains seem to 
come during the night, leaving the island fresh and green the next morning.   
 
The records say February is typically the hottest month – October the coolest, but the variation is only of 
a few degrees. Most of the island (except the mountains) stays at a pleasant median 30 degrees 
Centigrade, 86 degrees Fahrenheit. Nights can be cool but quickly warm up to daytime temps ranging 
between 29°C to 32°C. High temperatures average around 32°C (90°F) (highest ever is about 35°C) and the lows average 21-23°C (70-
75°F). One interesting phenomena is that concrete buildings remain cool during the day but store up heat which they release at 
night. Often the only time of day that people here use air conditioners is to cool down their rooms for sleeping. 
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On a sunny afternoon in June, Captain Eva Zimmerman, at the helm of the gorgeous teakwood Damai Indah, an Indonesian cargo 
vessel now converted into a day cruiser, tells us passengers that Langkawi and the sea around has no high waves and the sea stays 
relatively calm. Langkawi’s only woman captain, she’s out cruising almost every day of the year – the weather is that constant (see 
http://www.damaiindah.com).   
 

Read more: Langkawi Weather and Climate – Langkawi Travel Information, Malaysia http://www.langkawi-
info.com/info/weather.htm#ixzz1j7Vv4f9Y. See the daily weather report from Langkawi Airport at 
http://5starmalaysia.com/Langkawi-Malaysia-Weather.htm 
 

THE AIR, THE WATER 

 
Clean air, clean water, a healthful life – we wish this for everyone but here on Langkawi it seems really possible to achieve. The 
Malaysian Meterological Department (http://www.met.gov.my)  monitors air and sea quality, and is charged with giving warnings 
about air pollution levels, volcanic ash, drought and fire dangers, tropical storms, unusual wave heights and tsunamis, and other 
environmental factors affecting human life and property. Climate change is also their concern. Their latest climate update as of 
January 1, 2012 reads (in translation, boldface mine): 
 

In December 2011, about 40% of the peninsula has received 
wet weather conditions. Above-average rainfall concentrated 
in the north of Bangkok, around the north and south Kedah, 
Penang, north Queensland, western Queensland, southern 
NSW, Queensland, part of Pahang and Johore in 
Peninsula. The same situation was also experienced Seafoods 
Division, Betong, Sri Aman, Samarahan and Kuching in 
Sarawak and Part Sandakan and Tawau in Sabah. At the 
same time, below average rainfall was also experienced in 
Langkawi, east and east and central Queensland, north 
Queensland, rural Kelantan, Terengganu and northern NSW 
south in the peninsula, Bintulu and Kapit Division in Sarawak 
and around Kudat, West Coast and interior of Sabah. Normal 
rainfall was experienced in other areas of the country. Data 
from the observations of sea surface temperatures and 
most of the climate prediction models indicate that a 
moderate La Nina conditions are expected to continue until 
the end of the first quarter of 2012. On the other hand in the 
Indian Ocean shows the phenomenon Indian Ocean 

Dipole (IOD) neutral. In these circumstances, the country is 
expected to experience in general throughout the country are 
expected to receive rain on average. However, more humid 
conditions with above average rainfall expected for the state during January and February and the drier conditions with below 
average rainfall for some areas in Sarawak during February and March.... Based on these forecasts and predictions of climate 
models from various well-known climate centers, so far no signs show that extreme dry conditions or drought in the country will 
take place for the next few months.  (http://161.142.139.60/) 

 
Burning rice paddies in Indonesia drift ash over Singapore; the same issue plagues Chiang Mai in northern Thailand each year when 
particulate in the air can reach way above healthful levels.  Langkawi’s distance from the big cities with all their pollution from 
vehicles and industrial wastes helps keep the air purer than elsewhere. On this island, cooking fires are the main issue for asthmatics 
and those with allergies that cause respiratory distress. At dinner time, great wafts of smoke drift over Kuah from coal-burning 
stoves. Luckily, the winds carry most of it out to sea. 
 

THE LAND 

 
UNESCO coined a compound word, “Geopark,” to designate regions of great 
natural beauty and geological importance. Langkawi proudly proclaims its status 
as one of 52nd chosen among such regions on the globe of importance for their 
scientific, archaeological, ecological or cultural value (see the article elsewhere 
here on Langkawi Gazette at http://www.langkawi-gazette.com/langkawi-
geopark). Drive alongside the mountain ranges and you can see back through 
time directly to the Cambrian age 400 million years ago in the rock formations. 
This was the time when the planet went suddenly through an immense change – 

Figure 5 Photo: Gitti Gibona 

Figure 6 Photo: Gitti Gibona 

http://www.damaiindah.com/
http://www.langkawi-info.com/info/weather.htm#ixzz1j7Vv4f9Y
http://www.langkawi-info.com/info/weather.htm#ixzz1j7Vv4f9Y
http://www.langkawi-info.com/info/weather.htm#ixzz1j7Vv4f9Y
http://5starmalaysia.com/Langkawi-Malaysia-Weather.htm
http://www.met.gov.my/
http://161.142.139.60/
http://www.langkawi-gazette.com/langkawi-geopark
http://www.langkawi-gazette.com/langkawi-geopark


the “Cambrian Explosion” when the first large species emerged in the sea -- a fascinating era to study. How astonishing to realize you 
are ‘this close’ to prehistoric times. The islands of Langkawi have been covered by the sea and then re-emerged countless times -- 
the Kilim Geopark with its weirdly shaped limestone ‘karst’ outcroppings and caves is a landscape that stands testament to the 
powers of water and time.  A short boat ride from the main island of Langkawi, the Dayang Bunting Geopark protects the lovely and 
storied freshwater ‘Lake of the Pregnant Maiden’ lying in its bed of marble formations.  
 
Island experts on geology and ecology lead tours out through the mangrove swamps to these and other fascinating features of the 
99 islands in the Langkawi chain. Mountain hikes and bike rides, cruises on boats small and large, diving, fishing, sailing, or playing 
golf or tennis surrounded by such beauty makes for an almost endless list of things to do.  
 
I stood the other day in front of the taxi stand at the ferry jetty in Kuah and stared at the map there which lists some 40 things to do 
on Langkawi – I’ve done 14 of them so far… much more to explore ahead! 
 

THE UNLIKELIHOOD OF NATURAL DISASTERS – EARTHQUAKES, TSUNAMIS 

 
If typhoons and cyclones are not a threat on Langkawi, still 
there exists the potential for other natural disasters, notably 
earthquakes and tsunamis. No one wants to live their life in 
fear but I do occasionally wake up from a nightmare, 
shaking. A bit haunted by what friends told me about the 
cleanup in Phuket in Thailand (and intimidated by the scene 
in Patong) and so choosing not to live there, I initially took 
rooms on Langkawi near the top of the Sri Lagenda Tower 
with its gorgeous views of Kuah Bay, but set well back from 
the sea. Now I’m staying in a ground level house near Pantai 
Cenang beach and trusting that what happened in 2004 was 
a once-in-a-lifetime event. 
 
While home in Hawaii this past May, we endured a horrible 
night as sirens screamed through the city of Honolulu 
alerting everyone to the incoming tsunami wave that 
devastated northern Japan. My apartment there is well 

above any possible inundation and with early warnings, no 
one was injured anywhere on the Hawaiian islands, though boats, piers, and a brand new resort were overrun. It also helped that it 
came in about 3 am so no one was out swimming – although some of the surfers dreamt of surfing a giant wave (did you ever read 
Clive Cussler’s description of Dirk Pitt surfing a tsunami?).  
 
With so much chaos in the world, I choose to live a fairly cautious and quiet life. I don’t like to drive fast, be anywhere near illegal 
substances, or drown my sorrows in alcohol. But there are some things that you cannot control.  I was in Seattle in 1964 when the 
second largest earthquake ever recorded hit Alaska at 9.2 magnitude – and my family and I were shaken to our boots. I have a dear 
friend in Japan who lost her mother when the Kobe earthquake (“the Great Hanshin”) shook their house apart in 1995. 
 
As I write this, the planet has just experienced another earthquake off the west coast of northern Sumatra where the Australia plate 
to the west and the Sunda plate to the east come together along the Sumatra fault line. On Wednesday, January 11, 2012 at 
02:37:01 AM, a 7.3 magnitude earthquake occurred about 600 miles (951 km) west of Kuala Lumpur and 423 km (262 miles) SW 
of Banda Aceh, Sumatra, Indonesia – not really far from the area that was so devastated in the 2004 earthquake 
(http://neic.usgs.gov/neis/eq_depot/2012/eq_120110_c0007ir5/neic_c0007ir5_tz.html). I was awakened at that hour and went out to look at the 
beautiful full moon last night – perhaps I sensed it but I didn’t feel it. 
 
The land mass of Sumatra in Indonesia as well as “a ring of offshore islands” absorbed part of the impact and protected Langkawi 
from the main thrust of the “Boxing Day” 2004 tsunami, though the “shadow tsunami” that hit Penang and Langkawi did wash in 
some 300 meters on Langkawi’s western coastline and boats and buildings were damaged; miraculously only one person on 
Langkawi reportedly died in the disaster. The mangrove swamps played a role in protecting the island as did the areas with steep 
rocky shores.  
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Human casualties  were minimal in Langkawi, with one reported death in the Kg. Kuala Teriang of an elderly disabled 
woman who lived in a house close to the shorefront. Two people were hospitalized because of their injuries. 
http://www.sas.upenn.edu/earth/bph/Res2007/Bird%20GJ_indian%20ocean%20tsunami.pdf). 

 
This quote comes from a fascinating study made by University of Pennsylvania researchers which describes the devastation caused 
on Langkawi by the 2004 tsunami. The worst hit area was mainly concentrated along a 1 km stretch between the “kampongs” 
(villages) at Kuala Teriang and  Sungei Melaka where about 3,500 people lived at the time; about 1500 people were evacuated from 
their homes and about 250 homes were lost or badly damaged. The airport, Port Langasuka and most of the tourist area at Cenang 
beach  were afforded protection by manmade rock barriers built previously. Quote: 

 
Langkawi was the first location in Malaysia to be struck by the 2004 tsunami, and we concentrated this study on the area 
that sustained the most significant damage, along a confined 1 km stretch of coast between the Kampongs of Kuala 
Teriang and Kuala Melaka, north of the major coastal defences protecting Langkawi airport and Port Langasuka. 

 
According to the report, three waves hit Langkawi after the earthquake which was felt strongly on the island. At Telaga Harbor, “the 
first wave caused considerable damage to boats and moorings in the marina but did not overtop the marina wall.” 
 

As the wave came ashore along the NW–SE shoreline, the crest of the highest wave was 120–200 cm above land elevation. 
Despite a variety of local obstacles including seawalls, road embankments and variable housing density, the wave ran 
inland for 280 –320 m, to an elevation that was in all locations 289–313 cm. 

 
According to “a witness from the Pelangi Beach Resort near Pantai Chenang, south of the study area…an additional fourth wave was 
the largest and most destructive. He reported that this wave ‘swept far into the resort complex and it picked up anything that wasn’t 
fixed down. It damaged all the air conditioning units in the rooms on the lower levels, and it filled the pools with seawater and 
marine debris’.” Within a few months, things got were back to normal according to the Smart Travel Asia website 
(http://www.smarttravelasia.com/Tsunami.htm).. 
 

“Much of Langkawi is operating normally though several beach 
resorts suffered minor damage. The island was protected to some 
extent by a ring of offshore islands that absorbed the tsunami’s 
energy. Northshore based The Datai, run by GHM Hotels 
(www.ghmhotels.com) escaped unscathed with just furniture 
damage along the beach. Pelangi Beach & Spa Resort 
(www.pelangibeachresort.com) reported flood damage to some 
beachfront rooms and the beach bar as well as loss of air 
conditioning to some rooms. The pool has now been cleaned up and 
all operations are back to normal though the grounds show some 
wear from the flood. All guests were evacuated to higher ground 
during the peak of the tsunami event, according to general manager 
Francois Sigrist. The Casa Del Mar Resort suffered some damage to 
the pool, lower patio and front lawns. It reports the "structure is 
intact and sound" and all operations, including the pool, have 
returned to normal.” 
 

Early warning systems have been installed along the Andaman Sea coastline since 2005, which is given periodic testing, 
including one on Pantai Cenang beach in January 2011. Sirens will go off if there is ever a threat. Mobile phones will beep 
with SMS messages coming in with warnings. TV and Radio announcers will instruct listeners where to retreat. Langkawi’s 
seas are constantly monitored by buoys, TV cameras, and other sophisticated equipment.  According to the report 
published in 2007:  
 

The managers of 32 hotels and resorts across four sectors on the west coast of Langkawi have come together to develop a 
‘tsunami–earthquake emergency action plan’. Each sector has one hotel that is responsible for collecting and 
disseminating information about an earthquake and/or tsunami as soon as there is an indication that a wave may be 
approaching. The management of Pelangi Beach Resort has taken this initiative even further and installed a siren warning 
system along the hotel’s beach. 

 
Interestingly, the report describes phone calls made by managers of hotels in Phuket just after it hit there, warning Langkawi 
hoteliers that the waves were coming. With this 10-15 minute ‘heads up,’ the hotels were able to evacuate the beaches on the 
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western coast of the island. Langkawi does have a tsunami warning system in place now. Officials seem well aware of the need for 
disaster planning. The more I read about it, the more confident I become that there should be adequate warning and support 
available if any kind of natural disaster should occur in the islands in the future. I’m hoping that Patrick Low’s advice posted on 
TripAdvisor to someone asking about Langkawi’s tsunami warning system stands true. He wrote, 
 

“Personally, I decided to move to Langkawi a year after the big Boxing Day tsunami. I figured that after such a massive 
shift in the earth's crust, this area should be safe for another 200,000 years at least.” 
 http://www.tripadvisor.com.my/ShowTopic-g298283-i8829-k4383417-Tsunami_Warning_System-
Langkawi_Langkawi_District_Kedah.html 

 

THE VISA ‘SITUATION’ 

 
Stop into any traveler’s hotel or hostel and you’ll find “the visa 
situation” is a topic that all travelers discuss. Malaysia offers a 
much more welcoming entry than most other countries. Here 
Europeans, North Americans and others can cross into the country 
at any border and receive an automatic 90-day visa for free. 
Crossing on the ferry to Thailand, most only get 14 days, or if you 
fly into the country, most Western tourists will receive 30-days at 
the airport with extensions up to 90 days if you are willing to 
spend at least half a day of your holidays at the Immigration 
Office. You can, of course, go through the same rigamarole at an 
embassy or consulate outside of Thailand and be granted 60-days, 
then once in Bangkok, you’ll have to locate the new immigration 
offices located in the far north of the city in order to get that extra 
one month. The situation is not much easier elsewhere in Asia; as 
one example, you cannot enter China (PRC) without a pre-
arranged tourist visa.  
 

Malaysia also actively markets its “Malaysia, My Second Home” (MM2H) immigration program which may grant a ten-year, multiple 
entry stay. “ Since MM2H was launched in 2002, more than 15,000 applications have been approved, mostly from couples. In 2010, 
approximately 1,500 applications were approved.  Foreign ‘retirees’ from all over the world have enlisted in the program but it’s not 
for the backpacker or those without disposable income.  
 
In order to apply for MM2H (according to the www.mm2h.com website): “Applicants under age 50 are required to show liquid 
assets above RM500,000 and a monthly income of over RM10,000 (equivalent). Applicants over 50 must show assets over 
RM350,000 and monthly income of RM10,000. Applicants receiving a government pension over RM10,000 a month will be 
exempted from making the Fixed Deposit. Acceptable assets for people over 50 include cash in the bank, bonds, securities and 
sometimes property.” Once approved, then a “Fixed Deposit” is required in most cases except for “approved applicants over 50 
receiving a pension from a Government in excess of RM10,000 a month can request exemption from making the Fixed Deposit. All 
others have to make a Fixed Deposit as follows.  
 
i) Applicants aged below 50 years old:  Must place a Fixed Deposit in a bank account in Malaysia of RM300,000; can withdraw up to 
RM150,000 for the purchase of house, medical insurance or children’s education expenses after the deposit has been placed for one 
year; must maintain a minimum balance of RM150,000 from second year onwards and throughout stay in Malaysia under this 
programme. 
ii) Applicants aged 50 years and above: Must place a Fixed Deposit in a bank account in Malaysia of RM150,000; can withdraw up to 
RM50,000 of the fixed deposit after one year to purchase of house, medical insurance or children’s education expenses; must 
maintain a minimum balance of RM100,000 throughout their stay in Malaysia under this programme. 
  
Last month a new requirement was added according to the www.mm2h.com website: 
 

Anyone applying to the MM2H programme should be aware of a change that was made in December 2011 in regard to 
the letter of good conduct that is a vital part of the application process. This document, also known as a police clearance 
certificate, must be in English, and if the original is not in English it must be translated by an official translator. This was 
always a requirement, but now the guidelines have gone one step further and are insisting that the letter of good conduct, 
once in English, has to be certified before being submitted. 
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If the applicant is residing in Malaysia, the letter can be certified at the applicant’s own embassy…If the applicant is 
residing outside Malaysia, the letter can be certified at the Malaysian Embassy or Consulate in the applicant’s country of 
residence. The certification must be obtained before the application is submitted. We advise any applicants to apply for 
this letter and the certification as early as possible as it could take a while to obtain.” 

 

THE PEOPLE 

 
From all over the world, people come to Langkawi. Who are they? I’ve met “yachties” anchoring their boats, tourists who stop for a 
vacation and decide to extend their stay, ‘mainlanders’ from who come from to the island for holidays or to work, expat retirees 
who take advantage of Malaysia’s generous “Malaysia My Second Home” visa plan. And there are those (like me) who are looking 
for a retreat a little away from the world where they can concentrate on yoga, art, writing or other healthful or creative projects.  
 
Go to the beach and marvel at the mix of cultures. You’ll see bikini-clad Europeans, muscular shirtless men of various ethnicities 
racing boats and jet-skis and Middle Eastern women dressed from head-to-toe in black burqas. I find myself reminded of first seeing 
flocks of exotic birds while watching Malaysian girls playing in the surf with their heads covered in brilliant pink, purple, or orange 
scarves. I love the concept, if not always the actualities, of “1 Malaysia” – a country where programs in Bahasa Melayu, Chinese, 
Tamil, and English channels all are offered on cable TV.  
 

THE ACCOMMODATIONS 

If you do decide to stay on, what are your choices for a “home” away from home?  Agoda.com lists 144 hotels on the island with the 
Tanjung Sanctuary beachside villas in Pantai Kok topping the price list at 4,545 MYR per night (USD $1,440 as listed on 
www.agoda.com discounted from $3,615). There are a surprisingly large number of 5-star hotels on this one island and a wide range 
of less pricey accommodations. 
 
You could book yourself into one of the many “budget hotels” on the island or get a room with a family for as little as 50 RM per 
night. Asia Web Direct www.asiawebdirect.com and www.langkawiresorts.com both have lengthy lists of budget places to stay on 
the island. If you are real ‘backpacker type,’ there are even hostels along the Pantai Cenang road boasting a dorm room bed for 20 
RM per night. 
 
For those of us more cost-conscious and interested in longer stays, other choices include renting at a homestay. This can be a good 
way to get to know some of the local residents, especially your local host family and other short and long-term stayers. 
If you are very lucky, you may be able to find a house to rent. Long-time residents who are Malaysian citizens tell me it is possible to 
rent a whole house for as little as 350 RM per month, although despite a lot of looking, I’ve never seen one quite up to Western 
standards for less than 1000 RM. Hearing about an available house is hit-or-miss. You could post your interest on the many Langkawi 
Facebook Pages and someone might come through – as happened to me. Or you could drive around the island neighborhood’s that 
interest you and look for a “for rent” sign as happened to the owners of the guidebook, Langkawi Link (www.langkawi-link.com ). 
 
Currently, I am renting half a house – a house split into two apartments. Tongue in cheek, this 
is how I justify the costs which run nearly as high as a Penthouse in Kuah: the house is located 
in a quiet neighborhood (add 100 RM), walking distance to a beach (add 300 RM). It is 
equipped with air conditioning in two rooms (add 100 RM per = 200 RM), and has 5 ceiling 
fans but one doesn’t work (4 x 50 RM = 200 RM). I really like the large kitchen counters (100 
RM) but cooking takes place on a propane gas stove and there is no oven or microwave (from 
an American point-of-view, I would subtract 200 RM but don’t). If I choose to stay on, these 
are things I can always buy. Technically, there are 3 bedrooms but one has no windows so it’s 
been put to use as a closet (add 100 RM per room = 200 RM). There’s quite a large verandah 
out front and basic but reasonably comfortable furnishings throughout (100 RM). If you total 
this up, you’ll see how much I’m paying . I ask island residents who visit how much they would 
pay for it and consistently get figures of 500 – 700 RM which is considerably less.  
 
However, as a foreign tourist and temporary resident, I do -- and should -- expect to pay 
more. For 50 (about $15-$16 USD) to 100 RM (about $32 USD) per night, you too can have 

pretty comfortable accommodations with air conditioning, fans, hot water showers, even a TV 
and wireless internet.  
 
If you want something fancier, you may choose to build your own as some do. It can be tricky wending your way through the various 
requirements, but there is land available for foreigners to purchase as well as houses, apartments, and “condotels.” The new “99 
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East Golf Club” will build residences around the world class golf course; the Perdana, located by the bridge north of the airport is 
undergoing a major facelift with new residential apartments being completed.  
 

THE EASE OF SETTING UP A HOME  

 
If setting up a new life for some months on Langkawi, you will probably want to install Astro (www.astro.com.my) cable television 
service. They have a variety of packages and require a two-year contract. Though I am in-and-out of the country, I decided to go for 
it and now get news, movies, and entertainment channels in a package for about 91 RM per month. For the most reliable internet 
service currently, you will need a telephone landline and broadband internet connection from TM Point (www.tmpoint.com.my). 
They offer a range of promotions, including a modem that runs 77 RM per month but they require foreigners to give a deposit of 
1000 RM. Elsewhere on the Langkawi Gazette website, you can read of the mysterious theft of copper cables damaging TM Point 
services; alternatively you can purchase a “dongle” and get a SIM card for internet service from Celcom (www.celcom.com.my) or 
DiGi (www.digi.com.my) .  
 
You will also owe for your water bill to SADA (Syarikat Air Darul Aman Sdn. Bhd.) (mine runs 7 RM per month) and for your electricity 
to TNB (Tenaga Nasional Berhad) (150 – 250 RM  per month is average for one person living alone and using air con regularly). I’m 
also not sure I trust piped water so for 50 RM per month, I used to get water delivery of 5 jugs of ozone-treated water and now have 
had a water filtration system installed at the kitchen sink for 48 RM per month– both from Waterworld, also based in Kuah. The 
Water Man kindly comes by the house each month to collect. All in all, you can have basic utilities for 300 – 500 RM ($95 - $160 USD) 
and may also be able to afford to get in a housekeeper at 10 – 20 RM per hour. 
 

THE CHOICES OF RESIDENTIAL APARTMENTS 

 
The island at present has several large residential apartment houses 
where many expats and mainlanders stay for a month or more at a 
time. With the exception of the Perdana, most of the so-called ‘expat 
housing’ is located in the island’s capital city, Kuah. This makes it 
convenient to the banks, shopping, and importantly, the offices of the 
utility companies. If you don’t live in town and don’t have a Malaysian 
bank account, you’ll have little choice but to travel into Kuah monthly 
to pay bills. “Public Bank” and “Maybank” both accept most but not all 
of the utility bill payments; interestingly, the TM Point office is a one-
stop place where you can pay all utilities at once in cash or by credit 
card. 
 
Chogm Villa houses many of the island’s expats who enjoy its upscale 
facilities, large swimming pool, and easy access to downtown Kuah. 
One, two, and three-bedroom apartments are available for short or 
long-term rental. Chogm Villa is where long-time Langkawi residents 
Robin Gent and Rob Harting of Distant Greens golfing holidays put up 
the golfers flying in from Europe with their families (http://www.distantgreens.nl/about-us.html). The complex gets excellent 
reviews on Trip Advisor (see www.tripadvisor.com for some of the best travel information around). 
 
Next door to Chogm Villa, Sri Lagenda Tower and the Sri Lagenda Blocks are located high on a hill above the city. Phase Two - The 
Tower (where I lived on and off for more than a year) offers glorious views of Kuah Bay and the evening sunsets are spectacular. 
From a distance, the hillside shimmers in its setting surrounded by green mountains and tropical forest. Monkeys clamber along the 
walls around the Chogm Villa and Sri Lagenda properties; hornbills and sea eagles fly overhead.  
 
Up close, the exterior of Sri Lagenda leaves much to be desired (badly in need of repainting) and the halls and elevators are not as 
well-maintained as one would like. But the individual apartments I visited each are well-laid out and many have been fully 
refurbished and are kept very clean. Tile floors, secure doors, a well-equipped if “mini” kitchen, a living / dining room area, and 
balconies overlooking the city and the sea beyond -- all make Sri Lagenda Tower a comfortable, cozy, and affordable place to stay 
awhile.  
 
Best of all are the Penthouse Suites on the top floors of Sri Lagenda Tower. Most are two-stories with stairs up to a large separate 
master bedroom and a huge veranda large enough for a cocktail party. Downstairs there are several balconies, living and dining 
areas and rooms suitable for bedrooms or offices leading off the halls.  
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The swimming pool is lovely and a great place to meet some of the 
other world travelers who choose to stay. You do meet some very 
nice people here. In one apartment that I stayed in, the previous 
tenant was an airplane pilot; downstairs lived a teacher from the 
aviation school who is Tamil Indian by descent married to a Thai 
woman. I met Russians, French, Spaniards, Dutch, English, 
Australians, Indonesians as well as Malaysians from all over the 
country (See www.langkawisrilagenda.com for more photographs 
and information). 
 
The Blocks located behind the Tower were Phase One of the 
original construction and lost much of their sea view when the 
Tower was built. However, they look out on a central courtyard with 
a very large swimming pool, grassy areas, and many trees. These 
are less expensive and noisier but very family-friendly apartments. 
On the public holidays, whole families – and their cousins and 
friends – will camp out in the short-term rental apartments and you 
get a lot of excited children in the swimming pool. Most other times 
though, long-term residents say they enjoy both privacy and a sense 
of community. 

 
Chogm Villa and the Sri Lagenda complex are walking distance 
to the banks, grocers, and duty-free shops found in the center 
of Kuah. Wednesdays and Saturdays, the Kuah Night Market 
fills the streets a few minutes walk away. Straight down the hill 
at the seaside, “Pekan Rabu” has newly established itself as a 
center with Amanda’s Café, Artisan’s Pizza, and other 
restaurants and stores. The Sri Lagenda Park makes a pleasant 
walk, Billion Supermarket in the Langkawi Fair shopping mall 
has almost anything that a typical supermarket anywhere 
might stock, and the Ferry Jetty, the Yacht Club, and the 
anchorage for the many visiting yachts are a short walk or taxi 
ride away. 
 
Even closer to town is Kondo Istana with its impressive façade. 
An affordable choice, particularly for families in need of 
spacious apartments, sadly the interior no longer lives up to the 
exterior’s promise. Visitors complain online at Trip Advisor and 
other websites of the shabbiness of the reception area, poor 
plumbing and maintenance, and less than immaculate 

furnishings. Still, for the easiest walks to the center of town – or out to your boat if you anchor in the harbor as many do (for free!) – 
then this is an obvious choice. 
 

THAT FIRST VISIT THAT LURES YOU BACK 

 
In 2006, while on a visa run from Thailand to Penang, I received an email from 
the American Embassy in Bangkok warning that there had been a bombing in 
Hat Yai and urging temporary avoidance.  How would I get back in time for 
work? I could fly – but all flights were booked. At an orchid show, of all places, I 
met another traveler with the same issue. He had once worked on a yacht 
anchored off Langkawi and suggested we take the Penang ferry over to the 
island, stay overnite, and then catch the boat to Thailand and take a bus up 
western coast. 
 
The ferry left Penang – and uninhabited green islands appeared like prehistoric 
creatures from the sea. My friend and I found online that there was a chalet by 
Cenang Beach (which at that time cost just fifteen ringgit). We traveled through 

Figure 12 Sri Lagenda Blocks in foreground, Sri Lagenda Tower rises 
behind pool. Photo: Gitti Gibona 

Figure 13 Photo: Gitti Gibona 

Figure 14 Photo: Gitti Gibona 

http://www.langkawisrilagenda.com/


green jungles and paddies; part of the road there was sand. The setting sun dyed the white sands of Cenang a lovely pink orange. 
Then at dark, a full moon rose. A family wandered down to the beach where we sat for hours soaking it all in. They unfolded a 
lantern and set it alight. It drifted up lightly into the sky to join the stars. I knew at the time that I was in one of the world’s most 
beautiful places on one of the most romantic nights of my life. 
 
After several years in other parts of Asia, I decided to leave teaching in universities and private language schools and concentrate on 
writing and teaching online.  Where in Asia to go? I looked for some place reasonably quiet but not too isolated, pretty to look at 
whenever I looked up from the computer, and as close to the sea as possible. These were the primary criteria – oh, and it had to 
have good internet service. I love islands so that was a consideration. Visas were an issue, as was preferring a mix of cultures to 
living in the isolation of an expat-only community. I looked at places in Thailand, considered returning to Laos, heading to Cambodia 
or Vietnam, even trying to find a way to stay in Burma / Myanmar, or returning to China. From the places accessible by train – the 
cheapest way to carry all the luggage accumulated after 6 years in Asia – I narrowed it down to Malaysia. I was elated to read that 
much of Malaysia was less “third world” than many places in Thailand. I thought of moving to Penang, a city I consider among the 
most fascinating places in the world. And then I remembered that romantic night on Langkawi… 
 
It was the easiest move I’ve ever made – I hired two of my Thai students to 
help me carry the boxes and bags and ride the train with me from Bangkok 
to Hat Yai and they were thrilled to take their first trip to southern 
Thailand. Trains are the best way to ship things through Asia – the Thai 
postal service wanted about USD $40 for 20 kg; by train, 150 kg of luggage 
cost less than 1000 THB (100 RM).  At the train station in Hat Yai, the touts 
immediately approached us with offers of rides and I hired a van. The men 
leapt to help my students load in. On to Satun and the Tammalung pier 
where the helpful ferry crew loaded everything on to the boat to Langkawi. 
When we pulled into the jetty in Kuah, still another crew offloaded the 
boat for me and carted it to another waiting van booked from the taxi 
stand. I asked for a second man to help with the loading and the driver’s 
buddy came along. Within minutes, we had driven to the complex and the 
men brought everything up on the elevator and into the apartment. I 
never had to carry anything but my purse on the whole trip! 
 

WHY NOT “AMAZING THAILAND?” 

 
Why leave Thailand? Primarily because even though I had taught there on and off for 2&1/2 years, I would immediately have to be 
concerned to pop in and out of the country for “visa runs.” I’ve done runs to Penang in Malaysia, Vientiane in Laos, even set foot for 
a total of 10 minutes into Cambodia. Between jobs, I’ve spent several months in various communities throughout Thailand but 
disillusionment would set in – especially when staying in Jomtien and Pattaya where the drunken-and-disorderly foreigners face off 
with the motorcycle-riding violent Thai gangs. The worst consequences of alcohol, violence, prostitution are pretty much “in your 
face” in many places, balanced against the graciousness, kindness, and sheer beauty of both the people and their lovely country.  
 
Both Thai and foreign friends living in Bangkok stay on there, despite the battles in the street and the floods and the traffic, because 
it’s a vibrant, fascinating place.  As one friend said, “Not a day goes by when I do not see something I’ve never seen before.” Five 
men on a motorcycle, a mother and child begging on the stairwell to the train, an elephant walking through the streets at night with 
a CD tied to its tail as a reflector so that it won’t get hit by a car, getting dowsed with water by revelers dancing on the back of 
pickup trucks, the shopping in markets with foods never seen in the West -- the list of surprising experiences, most of them 
enjoyable,  in Thailand goes on and on… but it gets intense and tiring! 
 

CHINA CALLS 

 
Friends living in China enjoy the ever-increasing prosperity there.  Where in the US and the UK, dinner conversations center on the 
lack of employment possibilities and complaints about increasing costs, dinners in China often turned into strategy sessions on how 
to better your life. There’s a general feeling of hopefulness in the country.  Things are better than in the past. One 15-year old girl 
told me, “Ten years ago, my family could not afford to give me any toys. I only had one doll. Now things are better. My whole bed is 
covered with dolls.” 
 
For a foreigner willing to live in China, if you want to work, there’s work even when the economy dips. There’s not much privacy – 
housing will almost inevitably be in an apartment with hundreds of others. You’ll cross the street with a hundred other people at 
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once. You’ll hear the sounds of car alarms, people coming and going, the daily gossip about weddings and funerals that circulate fast 
through neighborhoods. My experience of Chinese life can be summed up in the words “routine” and “family.” I came to greatly 
admire the many people I met who got up every morning to head into work by the same routes to do the same thing over and over 
almost every day to support their families. I often wondered just how they did it and why there did not seem to be many depressed 
or homeless people around in China. When I went back to Hawai’i last spring, hundreds of people were camped in tents or in 
bedrolls in the parks and sidewalks of main streets. There was no work for them and many were ‘spaced out’ on drugs and alcohol. 
Most educated Chinese have the “dignity of work.” There’s a great deal of alcohol drunk in China and certainly there are ‘drug 
scenes,’ but it seemed to me there is more social pressure to behave appropriately and also clear and mostly reasonable definitions 
of acceptable behaviors. 
 
There seems to be a clearer line to ‘success’ in China than is found in the West, and incentives to move up in the ranks. If you could 
pass an exam or finish a course, you would receive rewards like trips, promotion, salary increases. Obviously given the huge 
population in China, there is competition. In 2005, 8 million students took the university entrance exams for 4 million places. 
However, even those who failed had opportunities to study abroad or to train within a company. They hold a “place” in the society 
as a whole – an attitude that seems missing in many Western social situations. Even I, as a foreigner, fit into a slot – and was granted 
high status as both a teacher and a blonde. Strangers would come up and walk beside and later I would be told that they did that in 
order to be seen walking next to a foreigner – it gave them status to be seen with me. 
 
China is big, bold, brash.Much as I loved it there, I began to weary of the sheer scale of everything from the size of the streets to the 
massive celebrations. After a year-and-a-half of sheer awe there, when I considered returning to China, I realized I wanted to be in a 
smaller, more intimate, less demanding place. 
 

BACK TO LANGKAWI TIME AND AGAIN…again and again  

 
I’ve looked at many places throughout Asia and the U.S. to stay long-term. I’ve lived for 
more than a year each in Japan, China, Thailand and a good six months in Laos. I’m in an 
ongoing “search for home” and Langkawi Life seems to meet so many of my needs these 
days – so back I come to this peaceful, magical island. 
 
My resolutions for 2012 seem to center here on Langkawi – to ride the cable car, take the 
mangrove tour, get on the ferry to Rebak Island, take a horseback ride, play a round of golf 
at each of the island golf courses – these are just a few of the little adventures I vow to 
take or repeat. I snap lots of photos of the parasailers floating above Cenang Beach but still 
don’t see myself up there so that may not go on my list. I am determined that this year 
there will be more biking, walking, swimming, dancing…fewer potatoes and breads, less 
fatty foods. And I will continue my on-going “search for home…” but I just might have 
found it here on Langkawi – at least temporarily... 

Figure 16 Sunset, Yacht Harbor, Kuah. Photo: TF 


