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Paradise lost:
Brisbane woman
Denni North, above,
died in Bali last
week; tourists Linda
Rundahl (left), from
Sweden and Miriam
Roth, from
Germany, shopping
in Ubud (right);
Melbourne expats
Chris and Mandie
Mete are giving Bali
life a second go
(middle right).

DEATH
OF THE

DREAM
Brisbane’s Denni North was living a gilded life
in Bali but her death is just one of many tragic
tales from paradise, writes Kathryn Bonella

MYSTERY surrounds the tragic death
of 33-year-old Brisbane woman Denni
North, found slumped beside a
swimming pool in her villa in
Kerobokan, Bali, last Sunday.

The globe-trotter with model good
looks who had recently settled down
in Bali, accepting a job at Cocoon
Beach Club, a hip beachfront venue
that attracts international DJs, was
one of many Australians who moved
to the tropical island paradise.

With its natural beauty, sunshine,
beaches, cheap massages, top
restaurants and, for many, a truly
hedonistic party scene every night of
the week, the lure to relocate is
obvious.

The relaxed island, with its laid back
locals – at least until they’re riled – and
holiday ambience is inviting and
conducive to people losing all
inhibitions.

There is, though, a dark side to
paradise, of which most expatriates are
soon aware – including the fact one

Australian dies every nine days, as
well as other suspicious deaths of
foreigners, on the island.

But for most of the 2.7 million
foreign tourists arriving in Bali each
year, the island is all about quietly
lazing poolside, sipping cocktails,
shopping, walking up a volcano,
scuba diving in warm waters,
surfing perfect waves, with the
island’s natural richness laying the
ideal foundation for an idyllic
holiday in paradise.

Although the island is famous
with Australians as a cheap
holiday destination, the high end
of Bali has flourished
spectacularly and is now a heavy
hitter, with resorts such as
Bvlgari, which boasts suites
from $800 a night, and the W
Hotel entering the fray.

It’s not uncommon for
Hollywood A-listers and the
super-rich to fly in on private
jets.

The closest view most
tourists will knowingly get of
the underworld are the locals
trying to flog fake drugs
outside nightclubs, preying
on drunk Westerners,
stalking them along the
street with their palms
outstretched displaying
their wares: fake cocaine,
fake pills, fake hashish;

whatever the tourist might possibly
desire.

Also, male tourists are often asked
by taxi drivers if they’d ‘‘like a lady’’,
with the Balinese driver more than
happy to escort them, for a fee, to one
of the many ‘‘aquariums’’ tucked away
in the tourist areas.

These are glass-fronted rooms,
where young women sit on tiered
seating, with numbers pinned to their
chests, for easy picking. For a 50k
rupiah ($5) slung to security, most
hotels – even the five stars – allow the
girls to enter with guests.

The other people tourists are likely
to see are the men in black, standing at
the front of bars, clubs and top
restaurants. They are usually members
of Bali’s most violent gang Laskar,
which has most of the security
contracts in the tourist areas of Kuta,
Legian and Seminyak. They have a
recognisable tattoo on their hand. It’s
only when the bitter gang warfare
spills into the tourist areas and
Westerners get hurt, that it makes
news internationally.

Young Melbourne couple Mandie
and Chris Mete ran into what they’ve
been told was a gang fight in Kuta’s
Bounty Discotheque a little over a
year ago.

They’d decided to try the expat life
in Bali with their two young daughters
after getting married there. Shortly
after the big move, they had a night
out and, after dinner, decided to go to
the club for one drink. Before Chris
had finished it, he was stabbed
through the stomach. He was simply
in the wrong place at the wrong time
and almost died. He’s been left with
chronic and debilitating pain.

Incredibly, despite coming home to
Australia to recuperate, the young
couple returned to Bali a few weeks
ago to give expat life another go.

‘‘We were not going to let one
incident blur the true beauty of Bali,’’
Mandie says. ‘‘We love most of the
locals, the beach walks, the hot
weather and we have a full-time
babysitter/maid for $100 a month.

‘‘In Melbourne we’d be stuck at
home in front of the TV.’’

It seems many go to the island and
fall in love instantly.

Perth-born architect John Lincoln
has called Bali home since first
arriving in his mid 20’s in 1993.

‘‘We work in a place where we
would holiday is the simplest way to
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look at it,’’ says John. ‘‘I actually
came to Bali in a yacht race and fell
in love with the people, climate and
the island’s natural beauty.’’

Since then he’s built up a
successful architecture firm,
lincolnarchitects, employing half a
dozen locals and capitalising on the
growing number of expatriates and
tourists wanting luxury villas and
small resorts.

His office is a three-minute walk
from Legian beach and the Padma
Hotel and, like many, he takes
advantage of what’s on offer to the
tourists, using the five star hotel
pool every morning to swim laps,
hitting the beach every afternoon
with his wife and their dogs and
watching the sun set.

‘‘Every day is warm, sunny and
pretty special. Each evening we
stroll a block to the beach with our
dogs, watch a stunning sunset and
have a drink from an Esky or bar
run by a Balinese friend,’’ he says.

Although there’s no statistics on
the number of expatriates in Bali,
it’s estimated to be around 5000.
Rich or poor, most expats can live
like kings – even those living off
Australian pensions. The cost of
drivers, gardeners or maids working
six days a week is between about
$100 and $120 a month.

And fresh produce is cheap, as are
many local cafes and restaurants.
For those with a bit of cash to
splash, Bali has world class chefs
working at exclusive restaurants
such as the internationally known
Ku de ta – where celebrities
including Paris Hilton and Tyra
Banks have been spotted. There are
also plenty of foreign-owned and

managed restaurants and shops,
and supermarkets that cater
specifically for expatriates, such as
the Bali Deli in Seminyak or the
Canggu Deli, where a bag of muesli
costs around $13 and jars of
Vegemite vanish as fast as they’re
stocked.

Many expats run successful
businesses but Christine Michaels,
who has a clothing business, says
she sees a constant stream of people
arriving with big plans, cashed up
after selling everything in Australia,
only to be forced home within a
year – broke and broken.

‘‘Some people come on a wing
and a prayer, with dreams and
flimsy ideas, and it simply fails.
There’s a good market here, with
lots of tourists with money to spend,
but you still need a business head
and a solid plan,’’ she says.

Christine has also seen cases
where Westerners, who are not
legally able to buy land in
Indonesia, try to circumvent the law
by putting it into an Indonesian
friend’s name, only to have the so-
called friend claim it as their own.

‘‘Sometimes that arrangement
does work out but it’s much safer to
lease,’’ Christine says.

And even for those who make
paradise work for them, there are
frustrating quirks. The usual
gridlock traffic is often made worse
by Hindu ceremonies, where
hundreds of locals walk down the
centre of main roads in traditional
Balinese dress while the traffic
simply has to wait. As well, a rash of
development is causing the
infrastructure to fail, with frequent
blackouts, and homes running out

of water sometimes for up to two
weeks. And there’s endemic
corruption among police, with few
expatriates surprised when they’re
pulled up on their motorbikes for
not wearing a helmet and asked to
pay a bribe of 50k to 100k rupiah ($5
to $10) to stop the police taking it
any further.

‘‘The police now ask for millions
(of rupiah or hundreds of dollars)
and it’s not uncommon to hear that
tourists are paying it. But the expats
know not to pay that much,’’
Christine says.

The island has a prolific drugs
trade. Many of the expat dealers are
surfers who want a fast, easy way to
fund their lifestyle.

It’s these Bali residents that take
advantage of the extreme hedonism
and lack of inhibitions, with a
smorgasbord of hot young girls and
models on holidays willingly
partaking in drug and alcohol-
fuelled orgies at exclusive villas.

Of course, reality hits hard as
soon as anyone gets into trouble or
is busted by the police.

‘‘Bali can be heaven one minute
and hell in the next. You live the
fantasy, you live the dream, but one
day you wake up. And that day you
wake up, you don’t know where you
will wake up and what sort of hell,’’
says a drug dealer who was caught
and tortured for information,
ironically close to the hippy Eat
Pray Love heart of Bali, Ubud.

But for confirmed expat John
Lincoln, the upsides far outweigh
the downsides.

‘‘You need a break from the
island sometimes, as it can be rather
fast-paced and frustrating getting

things done, but we
tend to travel overseas
quite a bit, which is a
nice balance. But then
I start to miss Bali, even
the crazy driving, and
need to get back to the
ultimately peaceful
lifestyle and, just as
importantly, the
genuineness of the people."
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