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Dili may not be a city that tops many 
bucket lists, but upon this read, it 
might begin to be for many travel 

enthusiast alike. As the capital of Timor-
Leste, the world’s youngest nation, Dili is still 
largely unknown to the outside world. The 
experience here feels more personal than 
polished. It is not built for mass tourism, and 
that is exactly what makes it special.

There is a quiet pride in the way life moves 
in Dili, a culture holding onto its roots while 
slowly and thoughtfully opening up to the 
world. Gaining independence as recently 
as 2002, Timor-Leste is still writing the first 
chapters of its national story, and Dili carries 
that emerging identity with grace.

The city offers a rare blend of unspoilt 
nature, powerful history, and quiet, 
uncrowded beaches, ideal for travellers 
seeking something raw and real. Add in 
smoky grilled fish served right on the beach, 
and sunset views that stop you mid-sentence, 
and Dili begins to show its rhythm. Not fast. 
Not loud. Just real, and unforgettable. The 
following highlights offer a glimpse into what 
makes Dili such a remarkable gateway to 
Timor-Leste.

DILI
Raw, remarkable, and real

Fly with Batik Air to Dili,
2x weekly (6 June 2025 onwards)

Whale Watching in 

Wetar Strait

Cristo Rei and the 

Beaches of Dili

If you arrive between October and 
December, keep your eyes on the sea. The 
Wetar Strait, just off Dili’s coast, becomes a 
migratory superhighway for humpback and 
sperm whales. It is one of the few places in 
the world where you can see these giants up 
close without jostling boats or loud motors. 
Whale-watching excursions leave from 
Dili’s waterfront, often led by local marine 
biologists and community guides, giving you 
a chance to witness one of nature’s greatest 
spectacles without disturbing its rhythm.

One of Dili’s most iconic sights is Cristo 
Rei, a 27-metre statue of Christ perched 
on a hilltop overlooking the city. The 580-
step climb is worth every drop of sweat for 
panoramic views of Fatucama Beach, the 
Wetar Sea, and the hills that stretch beyond.

Just below lies Areia Branca, one of Dili’s 
most popular beaches, and a great spot to 
watch the sun go down. In the late afternoon, 
the coastal path fills with families, cafe 
chatter, and the quiet presence of fishermen 
wading out with spears or repairing their nets 
along the shore.

As evening settles in, the light softens, the 
beach empties, and everything slows. No 
rush. No crowds. Just the day winding down 
the Timorese way.

Atauro Island

A short boat ride from Dili brings you to 
Atauro Island, a place that feels entirely 
removed from time. Life here is simple. 
Villages are small. Roads are rough. And the 
coral reefs? Simply extraordinary. Beneath 
the water lies one of the most biodiverse 
marine ecosystems in the world.

Snorkelers and divers come for the 
vibrant coral gardens teeming with life, and 
remarkably uncrowded. When I was there, 
I had the reef entirely to myself, something 
almost unheard of in Southeast Asia. 
Dolphins often race alongside water taxis on 
the way over, adding to the quiet magic of 
the journey.

On land, Atauro offers eco-lodges, 
peaceful beaches, and hiking trails with wide, 
open views of the sea.

Atauro Island is the kind of destination 
where mornings begin with fresh papaya and 
sea breezes, and end with grilled fish and 
fireflies. You don’t need much here, just time, 
and a willingness to slow down.

Cristo Rei of DiliPygmy Blue Whale
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“The city offers a rare blend of unspoilt 
nature, powerful history, and quiet, 
uncrowded beaches, ideal for travellers 

seeking something raw and real. 

Tais Markets

To feel the heartbeat of Dili’s culture, head to Tais Market. Here, 
woven cloth known as tais reflects ancestry, ceremony, and identity in 
every pattern. Created by women using traditional backstrap looms, tais 
patterns are distinct to each region, passed down through generations 
and still used today in weddings, festivals, and as formal gifts. Some 
women weave on the spot, happy to demonstrate their technique or 
share the meaning behind their motifs. Each piece is an artwork, and 
a gesture of pride. Bring home a tais, and you bring home a piece of 
Timor-Leste’s soul.

Daily life at Dili’s market

A traditional weaver at work

Local spices
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Timor-Leste may be young as a country, 
but it is writing its story with grace and grit. 
Dili, in all its unfiltered charm, is the doorway 
to discovering it. There are no skyscrapers. 
No mega malls. Just rustling palm trees, dirt 
paths lined with bougainvillea, and views that 
stretch out to infinity.

What gives Dili its soul, however, is not just 
its history or its landscapes, but its people. 
There is a gentle resilience in the way locals 
live, smiling easily, welcoming strangers with 
warmth, and holding tightly to community 
traditions that date back centuries.

Raw, real, and still largely undiscovered, 
Dili offers travellers something truly different 
- a chance to connect with a country that is 
still defining itself, in the most sincere and 
beautiful ways. For those who choose to step 
through that door, Timor-Leste will not just be 
a trip, it will be a memory that matters. It left a 
mark on me. I hope it will for you too.

Most nationalities, including Malaysians 
and Indonesians, can get a visa on arrival at 
Dili International Airport. The fee is USD $30, 
payable in cash. Be aware there may not be 
an ATM or currency exchange on arrival, so 
it is best to have the exact amount with you.

A Destination that

Deserves Attention

Practical Tip

CONTRIBUTOR 
Shannim Mohd Sa’ad 
Shannim Mohd Sa’ad is an 
adventurous traveller with 
a deep appreciation for 
diverse cultures and off-the-
beaten-path destinations. 
Along her journeys, she 
enjoys riding motocross, 
Muay Thai training, and 
snowboarding. Writing is her 
passion, compelling to share 
her unique experiences. 
Follow her on Instagram @
epicadventuress and her 
blog epicadventuress.com

Into the Highlands

For those with time, Dili is just the 
beginning. Head three hours into the 
mountains and you will find Maubisse, a town 
of misty hills, colonial relics, and terraced 
farmland. Traditional guesthouses here offer 
a simple place to stay, where mornings begin 
with tea on the veranda, the call of roosters 
and cool highland air.

Further east, Baucau offers more colonial 
charm, freshwater springs, and sweeping 
views of the ocean. The coastal drive from 
Dili to Baucau is well worth the trip for the 
scenery alone. It is great for those who seek 
places few have touched.

These journeys are not polished. Roads 
are often rough, and Wi-Fi is sparse. But that 
is the beauty of it. You are not just passing 
through, you are stepping into a slower 
rhythm that stays with you long after you 
have left.

The Taste of Timor

Seafood is the national cuisine of Timor-Leste. Fresh seafood, a daily 
staple, is often grilled simply with salt and lime and served beachside. Try 
ikan bakar (grilled fish), paired with fiery sambals (cili paste), or saboko, 
a Timorese-style swordfish dish baked in banana leaves with fennel. 
Spanish mackerel also makes regular appearances on local menus.

One unmissable experience is sharing a meal with locals. Whether it 
is freshly harvested batar daan (a nourishing mix of corn, pumpkin, and 
mung beans) or sweet cassava cakes, meals here are communal and 
deeply rooted in gratitude and generosity.

And then there is the coffee, Timor-Leste’s pride and lifeline. Grown 
in the cool highlands of places like Ermera and Maubisse, the beans 
are hand-harvested, sun-dried, and organically produced by smallholder 
farmers. In Dili, cafes are slowly blooming, many of them proudly serving 
locally roasted single-origin brews, best enjoyed slowly, with your feet in 
the sand or your eyes on the sea.

Tour de Timor

Every September, Timor-Leste transforms 
into one of Southeast Asia’s most exhilarating 
cycling destinations during the Tour de 
Timor. This race covers over 450 kilometres 
(km) of punishing terrain through mountains, 
rainforests, and villages. It has acquired the 
reputation for being one of the world’s most 
arduous bike races.

The route changes each year, bringing 
international cyclists face to face with 
some of the country’s most remote and 
beautiful landscapes. What makes the race 
truly unforgettable is the people. Children 
line the roads, waving flags and high-fiving 
racers. Villagers prepare food stalls. Music 
and traditional dance erupt from simple 
community stages.

The Tour de Timor is more than a sporting 
event, it is a reflection of national pride, 
stitched together by resilience and joy.

Fly with Batik Air to Dili
2x weekly (6 June 2025 onwards)

Scenic cycling routes

⁠Ikan Bakar

Batar Daan

Open fields and terraced hills used for local farming

Dili’s coastline


