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A runner in the world's oldest network of limestone caves at the Magnificent Merapoh Trail. Photo by Studio Zag – Asia Trail Master
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Running 
Wild in Malaysia
By Sharon Crowther

Malaysia’s untamed jungles, dramatic peaks, and enigmatic rainforests are attracting trail 
runners seeking experiences in remote and untouched landscapes, as a growing number of 
races are taking athletes into the wild.

A runner in the world's oldest network of limestone caves at the Magnificent Merapoh Trail. Photo by Studio Zag – Asia Trail Master
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Ancient and Alive in Taman Negara

The trails in Taman Negara National Park 
wind their way through a 130-million-
year-old rainforest. This fact alone is noth-
ing short of mind-blowing. It’s the oldest 
rainforest in the world — a 430,000 hec-
tare landscape straddling the states of Pa-
hang, Kelantan, and Terengganu. 

It’s also home to one of the most diverse 
ecosystems on the planet, with elephants 
and tigers roaming the park freely, frolick-
ing among thousands of species of exotic 
flora and fauna. 

A trail run in Taman Negara is a real run 
on the wild side, and Kuala Tahan in Pa-
hang offers some of the best opportunities 
to hit long stretches of jungle trail — you 
can even trot over the world’s longest jun-
gle-canopy walk: A 530m rope bridge, sus-
pended 40m above the forest.

For even the most seasoned adventure 
runner, getting off the beaten track in 
Taman Negara is an overwhelming pros-
pect. Which is why races like The Mag-
nificent Merapoh Trail, started in 2015 in 

northern Pahang, are proving so popular 
— taking runners through dense jungle 
and the world’s oldest network of lime-
stone caves.

In just two years, TMMT has established 
itself as one of Malaysia’s must-do race 
experiences, and, by raising awareness of 
the area’s unique assets, the event is also 
helping preserve the park’s delicate eco-
system.

Apart from some knee-deep water sec-
tions, caves, and limestone tunnels, the 
race route is flat and fast with largely 
non-technical terrain. It’s a unique trail 
experience which continues to attract a 
growing field of runners to compete across 
its 35km, 70km, and 100km distances.

High Times on Colossal Kinabalu

Dominating the skyline with its jagged 
ridge-like summit and ascending more 
than 4,000m into the sky, Mount Kina-
balu — in Sabah, Borneo Malaysia — is a 
breath-taking sight. 

While the Mt. Kinabalu International 

Climbathon is currently open to invited 
competitors only, the lower slopes offer 
hundreds of kilometres of exceptional 
Borneo jungle trails; trails which are at-
tracting novices and elites in equal meas-
ure.

It’s these trails which inspired Claus Ped-
ersen, a trail-running Danish expat, to 
start Borneo Ultra Trails and the now-fa-
mous The Most Beautiful Thing race. An 
event which attracts an international field 
to run the mountain’s ridges and river val-
leys. 

“I started races in Borneo back in 1999 
because there wasn’t anything here at 
that time. Now you could race here every 
weekend if you want to. The growth in trail 
running in Malaysia has been phenome-
nal,” Pedersen says. 

Pedersen started TMBT in 2011 — it was 
the first ultra trail race in Borneo, and it 
proved popular, wildly.

“It’s been incredible, really. TMBT grew 
from just a few hundred runners in our 
first year to 1,300 runners in 2016. That’s 

Suspended bridges are common at the Borneo Ultra-Trail Marathon. Photo by Dev Sidhu
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why we launched the Borneo Ultra-Trail 
Marathon last year, to stop TMBT getting 
too overcrowded,” he explains. “There’s a 
lot of demand for ultra-distance trail run-
ning in Sabah and we’ve seen the profile of 
our racers change from competitive elites 
to a much higher number of recreational 
runners just looking to complete the dis-
tance.”

Pedersen designs all the routes himself, 
running hundreds of kilometres of trails 
on the slopes of Mount Kinabalu year-
round, choosing the best ones, and linking 
them together into 100km, 50km, 30km, 
and 12km race options. 

“I don’t race anymore — but exploring the 
trails and setting the routes has always 
been more enjoyable for me anyway,” he 
says. “This is some of the best trail-running 
terrain in the world.”

Set Off on Sabah’s Historic Salt Trails

If you’re looking to escape the crowds and 
explore Sabah’s trails at a more relaxed pace, 
head for the Salt Trails — so recommends 

Hui Mathews, the entrepreneurial founder 
of Malaysian sports-apparel Ash Be Nimble. 

An avid trail runner, Mathews founded 
her business three years ago, in response 
to the massive growth in running she was 
witnessing. Since then, the idea’s grown 
into an international sportswear brand 
sold across Asia. And yes, she still finds 
time to hit the trails.

“The Salt Trails in Sabah were used to 
link remote jungle villages in The Crock-
er Range for salt trade and they’re really 
beautiful. Running there is a great way to 
explore local culture as well as the Borneo 
jungle,” Mathews says.

The main trail used by runners is the 34km 
Inobong-Terian-Buayan-Kionop-Tikolod 
Trail, which starts at the Sabah Parks sta-
tion in Inobong, an hour’s drive from Kota 
Kinabalu. The route is undulating at the 
start and finish, but, for the most part, fol-
lows the Ponobukon River. 

Trails are well worn-in from hikers and 
villagers, and the path takes adventurers 
through farm homesteads and villages. For 

those looking to split the route over more 
than one day, homestays along the way of-
fer accommodation.

Race to the Roof of Malaysia

Just a 40min drive from Kuala Lumpur, 
Gunung Nuang stands at an impressive 
1,439m high, offering up some of the 
steepest and most-challenging trail run-
ning imaginable. Not a trail to be attempt-
ed during or immediately after heavy rain-
fall.

The trail at the foot of the mountain starts 
promisingly enough: A 5km gravel track 
leading to a river-crossing and a small 
campsite. The next 5.5km is a whole differ-
ent ball game — success here will require 
your hands plus your feet, and then some 
sections are roped. 

Nuang is a popular training destination for 
runners local to Kuala Lumpur looking to 
achieve some serious elevation, close to 
the city. A round trip to the top and back 
is exactly 21km with around 1,700m of 
elevation gain. It’s a ham- and calf-killing 
ascent, and a quad-burning descent, which 
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will pay massive dividends in training.

And those brave enough to handle the 
excruciating training regimen can try to 
tackle the Gunung Nuang Jungle Marathon, 
widely regarded as Malaysia’s most chal-
lenging half- and full-length marathon. 

The half distance is a straight run to the 
summit and back, and those doing the full 
marathon will run an additional loop from 
the top of the mountain before descending 
the same way to the finish line.

Urban Trail Running in Kuala Lumpur

With a dense population of 1.6 million and 
a futuristic skyline of glass and steel, it’s 
hard to imagine a flourishing inner-city 
trail-running scene in Kuala Lumpur. Mov-
ing here a year ago, I assumed my trail-run-
ning days would, well, be relegated to 
weekends, when I could escape the city and 
get some dirt under my feet. I was wrong. 
Amid the high-rises and highways exist 
incredible pockets of jungle — wild spac-
es which attract mountain bikers, hikers, 
and trail runners, in droves, from all over 
southeast Asia. I discovered the biggest of 
them all, Bukit Kiara, right on my doorstep.

Once a rubber estate, 200-hectare Bukit 

Kiara is now home to more than 50km of 
single-track trails, winding their way over 
a central peak which tops out at 300m. The 
west side of Bukit Kiara can be accessed 
using one of four entry points around the 
neighbourhood of Mont Kiara — and the 
east side can be accessed from the park in 
the neighbourhood of Taman Tun Dr. Is-
mail (an affluent township in Kuala Lum-
pur). 

Trails aren’t signposted and the area is big 
enough to get lost, so newbies are advised 
to go with someone who knows where 
they’re going (and to take water and a 
phone).  

Long-tailed macaques roam in packs, es-
pecially around the east-side entry point, 
and the bravest, and hungriest, of them 
will reach for your backpack in search of 
food. Deeper into the jungle, Malaysian 
black-forest scorpions, pythons, cobras, 
and crested serpent eagles are regularly 
sighted, but pose little to no danger for 
runners. 

Once inside the ‘green lung’ of Kuala 
Lumpur, as the oasis is often referred to, 
the sounds of the city quickly disappear, 
allowing urban runners to imagine them-
selves being a million miles away from the 
daily grind of the bustling metropolis. Pol-

lution dissipates and while humidity can 
be high, sun exposure is low, so expect to 
sweat but not burn. 

While not signposted, the trails are 
mapped, and Strava lovers will find seg-
ments galore under the shady green cano-
py. Night owls can experience the jungle’s 
dark side on Thursday nights, running 
with the Mont Kiara Running Club, which 
has groups for all paces. Head torches are 
compulsory and experience on trails is 
advised. Find the club at Facebook.com/
groups/MontKiaraRC.
 
Newbies can get to grips with trail run-
ning by joining The Dash — that is one 
of Ash Be Nimble’s monthly runs for be-
ginners. On school holidays they also run 
family-friendly hash-style races, suitable 
for little ones of all ages, at an event called 
Find The Fox. Check them out at AshBeN-
imble.com for more information.
 
Bukit Kiara is an emerald in the shiny-sil-
ver metropolis of Kuala Lumpur — a treas-
ured space which is, sadly, shrinking due 
to development encroaching on all sides. 
Trail runners continue to stand alongside 
mountain bikers, hikers, and those who 
love nature, protecting this oasis’ future.
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GET YOUR RACE FACE ON IN MALAYSIA

THE MOST BEAUTIFUL THING, SABAH: 
September 16, 2017

Distances: 100km, 50km, 30km, 12km

BorneoUltra.com

BORNEO JUNGLE MARATHON: 
March 2018

Distances: 100km, 50km, 30km, 12km

BorneoUltra.com

NUANG JUNGLE MARATHON, SELANGOR:
November 2017

Distances: 21km, 42km

NuangMarathon.com

THE MAGNIFICENT MERAPOH TRAIL, PAHANG: 
August 4-6, 2017

Distances: 100km, 70km, 35km

AsiaTrailMaster.com/the-magnificent-merapoh-trail

PENANG ECO 100, PENANG: 
May 13-14, 2017

Distances: 30km, 50km, 100km, 100mi

EnduranceNature.com.my

CONQUER THE TRAILS KIARA:
January 2018

Distance: 13km

Facebook.com/GameChangerEvent
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Hui Matthews running in Bukit Kiara Jungle, Kuala Lumpur. Photo by Ash Be Nimble


