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You might know Bali as 
a lavish Far East tourist resort...  

...but loaded reveals an island 
of sex, drugs and firing squads

Words johnny cigarettes 
and DyLan haLLihan
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indsay Sandiford feared the 
worst. Convicted of smuggling 
4.7kg of cocaine into the 
Indonesian island of Bali, the 
prosecution were pressing 

for a sentence of 15 years. 
As a grandmother of 56, she might not live to 

see the end of a stretch that long, and besides, 
the horrors said to await in prisons such as the 
Kerobokan (aka ‘Hotel K’), might be considered 
a fate worse than death in themselves. 

But all did not seem lost. She had, after all, 
helped police catch two of the people who she 
claimed supplied the drugs to her – British 
antiques dealer Julian Ponder and his 
girlfriend Rachel Dougall, and their friend Paul 
Beales. Although they were only convicted of 
possession, they were given lenient sentences 
(by Balinese standards) of between one and six 
years. Was that a good omen?

As it turned out, when the panel of judges 
announced their verdict that day in May 2012, 
they chose not to hand down the maximum 
sentence requested by the prosecution. She 
would be sentenced to death. By firing squad.

There were gasps in the courtroom at the 
severity of the sentence. Sandiford had shown 
no remorse, one judge explained. She had not 
given ‘straight answers’. And her actions, they 
said, had tainted Bali’s tourist-friendly image.

At the time loaded went to press, their verdict 
had not been overturned by any appeals 
process. And whatever becomes of Sandiford, 

she is certainly far from the first person to 
receive the ultimate penalty for drug offences 
on this idyllic tourist island.

life on the razor’s edge
So what rewards could possibly justify anyone 

risking their life to smuggle class ‘A’s into this 
place? Australian journalist Kathryn Bonella’s 
new book Snowing in Bali goes some way to 
explaining. Her account of the drug culture on 
this party-mad island is full of real-life accounts 
from those involved. 

They reveal an island that remains a mecca 
for hedonists whose hearts are set on living the 
lavish lifestyle that comes with the drug game. 
Snowing in Bali’s first three chapters are 
entitled ‘Island of the Sex Gods’, ‘Coming to 
Paradise’ and “Sniff, Drink, Live’. If this doesn’t 
give you some idea of the delights on offer if 
you’re prepared to take the risk, then you need 
only read a few recollections of charismatic 
former Bali drug baron Rafael. 

“I have two girls kissing me,” he says. “They 
take off their bikinis, they jump into the pool, 
pull me in and they attack me a little bit.” 

Enough to answer any queries? Still not 
convinced? Okay… 

“It was full of beautiful people at the club. 
Beautiful girls – Russians, Australians, Swedish 
– come with small bikinis, lay down, their big 
ass up. Everyone topless, beautiful.” 

For many young South Americans like Rafael, 
an innocent love for surfing was the initial draw 

to Bali, combined with the lure of white sand 
beaches and beautiful women from all 
around the world. Good times and natural 
highs are on offer in abundance, before the 
offer of a little chemical sustenance and the 
chance to earn untold riches to keep up that 
playboy lifestyle lead into a corrupt, 
paranoid, dog-eat-dog world of gangs and 
guns. 

bali - back in business
Despite terrorist atrocities in 2002 and 2005 
targetting tourists – a reminder that Islamic 
militants are still a force here – foreigners 
are now back in bigger numbers than ever.
The waves may offer a channel into the 

island, but as the sun sets and the surfboards 
are forced into retirement for the night, a lavish 
new world dawns on visitors, with parties that 
make Project X look as innocent as a night out 
with the Toy Story gang. 

Bonella’s book reveals how people get sucked 
into the drug lifestyle, via the surfing and the 
partying, then have to deal and eventually 
traffic to maintain their own expensive habits. 

‘Snowing in Bali’ is a euphemism often coined 
on the paradise island, indicating that the 
powder is flowing and there is big money to be 
made. Crucial to that process, of course, is the 
role of the ‘horse’ – the man or woman who 
smuggles the illegal wares into the country, a 
role Lindsay Sandiford was unable to perform 
successfully – surprisingly, perhaps, given her 

far-from-stereotypical drug dealer appearance. 
Much of the success of the operation depends 

on the confidence of the horse and how well the 
drugs have been packed into their luggage 
(often sealed inside surfboards, hang glides 
– one lifestyle helping facilitate another). 

These traffickers walk a fine line between 
euphoria and despair. And it’s not just the 
Balinese who are looking out for anything 
suspicious. Bonella writes of how “the pale 
complexion of a man who tried to check two 
surfboards on an international flight aroused 
the suspicion of Brazilian airport security 
officials”, showing just how costly the lack of a 
cheeky stint on a sun bed can be. 

Most of those involved are perfectly aware of 
this terrifying tightrope act. 

“Bali can be heaven one minute and hell the 
next,” says one. “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, what sort of hell.”

The more Bali’s reputation as a hedonists’ 
hot-spot has grown, the more powder, pills and 
grass have been needed to keep driving the 
non-stop party. 

But it’s not all a case of demand wagging the 
tail of supply. As Alberto, one Brazilian drug 
kingpin interviewed by Bonella, explains 
nonchalantly, “In Peru and Brazil, cocaine is 
like sand in the Sahara – it’s everywhere.”

Profits are no longer so easy to come by, 
which forces South American drug lords 
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to branch out 
and target 
pastures new, 
preferably 
places where 
rich hedonists 
hang out. 

Many of the 
big players in 

the Bali 
underworld come from South America, 

and with their untold riches, find themselves 
living a lifestyle of excess that would shame a 
roman emperor. 

One of Bonella’s interviewees tells of nearly 
overdosing on his birthday after a friend “put a 
full gram on a plate in the letter ‘A’ for Alberto, 
and he snorted it in one go”. 

Rafael tells of free love as another perk: “I say, 
‘I have a wife, kids.’ And if they continue, they 
know I’m just gonna jiggy jig and ‘ciao’.” 

But if you were under any illusions that this 
world is about fun-loving first, criminality 
second, consider Rafael’s recollections of 
calling in a debt. “If you don’t pay, first I’m 
gonna burn your passport just to fuck you,” he 
recalls telling one unfortunate associate. 
“Second, I’m gonna torture you.”

Then the next minute, it’s back to partying.
It also helps to have a superhuman 

fearlessness and a happy knack of surviving 
brushes with the grim reaper. Another 
Brazilian, Marco, tells Bonella, “I have had three 
heart attacks,” and recounts a hang-gliding 
accident where he fell hundreds of metres to 
the ground, splitting his intestines. He then did 
a runner from the hospital that had saved 
(though he’d tell you he simply can’t die) to 
avoid forking out for the bill. Don’t be surprised 

if you read in the news soon that this man, who 
likens himself to magician David Copperfield, 
has faced the firing squad by raising his hands 
like Neo from The Matrix to stop a hail of 
bullets. 

the price of freedom
It may not surprise you to learn that all but one 
of the once-powerful individuals Bonella meets 
have eventually ended up on the wrong side of 
prison doors, many facing the death penalty. 

“If you do this, you might make money, the 
devil gonna give you a lot of money with the 
coffee spoon for a long time, but when he take, 
he gonna take with a big spoon all at once… 
you gonna be broke… you gonna get shot,” 
explains Rafael, the one interviewee of 
Bonella’s who gets out of the business before 
the law catch up with him.

The supposedly bulletproof Marco, 
meanwhile, has found himself on death row. He 
still remains admirably upbeat about his 
situation, clinging to the hope that the 
Brazilian embassy along with fellow inmates’ 
embassies from all corners of the world will 
place enough pressure on Indonesian 
authorities to keep them alive. Yet in many 
ways, Marco is still one of the lucky ones. He 
has money, and lots of it. 

Anyone thinking about even raising a roach 
to their lips on the island needs to understand 
how the Indonesian police operate. If you’re 
caught you pay – financially. And if you can’t 
pay, you suffer – horrendously, more often than 
not, in prisons such as the aforementioned 
‘Hotel K’, where once again, only a constant 
supply of cash can protect you from being left 
to rot, almost literally, in hell.

Relatively impoverished ‘horses’ like Lindsay 

Sandiford are left half-starving in a stinking 
cell block where violence is casual and regular, 
and disease is rife – and she is probably in a 
relatively decent spot compared to many 
penniless local ne’er-do-wells. 

Elsewhere though, money buys certain much-
needed comforts. In her previous book, Hotel 
K, Bonella revealed how guards were bribed to 
bring in prostitutes for ‘sex nights’ for rich 
inmates, while days out at the beach or even 
escapes could be arranged, and an ecstasy 
factory also operated within the prison.

The story is the same from the police stations 
to the court system. Sentences have been 
slashed and charges dropped after hefty 
payments into the right palms. All of which 
goes a long way to explaining why the war on 
drugs isn’t progressing, despite the stiff 
sentences. And when you see the average 
wage which the Indonesian police earn, you 
understand one good reason why.

In recent years, though, the heat has been put 
on from elsewhere. Brazilian detective Chief 
Caieron’s ‘Operation Playboy’ began in 2004, 
when he and his team began to tackle the 
import-export trail from Brazil to Bali and back 
again, which so often ruins the lives of young, 
vulnerable Brazilian horses. His work has seen 
the arrest of 20 major players in the trafficking 
industry, yet he’s fighting a losing battle.

So as you think about booking your next 
holiday, do you still fancy Bali? Well, even if 
your surfing skills are better suited to google 
than the pacific, this sun-kissed paradise has 
much to recommend it. But if the snow is as 
appealing to you as the surf… surely there must 
be safer places to get high? n loaded

Snowing in Bali by Kathryn Bonella is out 
now, published by Quercus, priced £9.99 

LIndsay San-
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