
old Indonesia, bringing back to life 
its exotic past and commemorating 
the forgotten histories, which together 
create the Indonesia we know today. 

A CULTURE LOVER’S DREAM
The moment you enter Tugu Bali 
you are immersed in a world very 
different from what lies beyond 
their wild gardens and labyrinth-
like walkways. A culture lover’s 
dream, the owner, (once a poor 
medical student), set about creating 
various cultural experiences to 
transport guests to the golden eras 
of Javanese and Balinese history. 
What you would describe as a live 
museum, various suites have been 
dedicated to legendary Indonesian 
artists and poets; housing relics, 
memoirs and antiques from the 
late artists themselves. Furthermore, 
dining rooms have been intricately 
decorated in line with the period in 
time they are designed to represent. 
One of my favourites was the 
‘Bale Sutra’ room, an authentic 

reconstruction of a private 1706 
Kang XI Chinese temple. Forever 
uncovering incredible stories 
attached to various rooms and 
antiques dotted amongst the 
retreat, I was told when the owner 
of Tugu Bali heard that the late 
Sukarno was planning to destroy this 
particular temple (in parallel with 
his discrimination against Chinese 
Indonesians), he arranged a team 
to dismantle the highly prized 
structure and take it to a safe place, 
away from the destroying hands of 
Sukarno’s regime. 
But it is not only through ancient 
antiques, relics and fascinating stories 
that guests can learn about the 
culture and history of Java and Bali, 
rather, Tugu Bali has also created 
many other cultural experiences to 
share their ancestor’s traditions, in 
turn helping to keep these ancient 
rituals of Java and Bali alive. And 
so it was through this smorgasbord 
of various experiences that I came 
across Djamoe. 

DJAMOE’S POTENT
HEALING PROPERTIES
The evening before my class I was 
given a menu of recipes and asked 
to select which ones I would be 
most interested in preparing. They 
included: Djamoe to help regulate 
menstruation and female hormones, 
Djamoe to enhance stamina, energy 
and strength for men, Djamoe 
for weight loss and fat reduction, 
Djamoe to cure muscle aches and 
common colds and, one in which I 
was most fascinated in, Djamoe for 
feminine beauty and regulation of 
female hormones. I looked again 
over the list of recipes and realised 
that out of the four options, two had 
promised the regulation of ‘female 
hormones’. Were our Indonesian 
ancestors trying to suggest 
something, I pondered. 
Because I was doing the class with 
my husband, we decided to choose 
two recipes each. For me, I was 
interested in Djamoe for feminine 
beauty as well as how to make a 

H
aving done the class 
two weeks prior, I now 
found myself resorting 
to my notes as my 
husband suffered a 
case of the infamous 
‘man flu’. Not one to 

rely on antibiotics and other invasive 
pharmaceuticals, I was rather excited 
to be using one of my own secret 
recipes so soon! 
An ancient art of herbal healing 
originating from Java, Indonesia, 
Djamoe stemmed from the days 
when kitchens and village gardens 
also served as pharmacies. Blending 
wild and wonderful concoctions, 
the recipes, designed for all sorts 
of medicinal ailments, have been 
handed down through generations; 
preserved and tightly guarded by the 
women of Indonesian villages. 
Consisting of leaves, roots, flowers 
and bark from significant trees, the 
Javanese have been researching 
this centuries-old practice, making 
necessary observations through trial 
and error to create a collection of 
optimal recipes which they share 
today. 
A step back in time, I came across 
the Djamoe class via secret-retreats.
com, an extensive online resource 
of one-of-a-kind boutique retreats 
dotted around Asia. Dedicated to 
providing discerning travellers with 
truly authentic, luxurious experiences, 
their talent for finding unique 
hideaways brought me in touch with 
one of their little gems, Hotel Tugu, 
Bali.
Located on the southwest coast, 
Tugu Bali is a living testament to the 
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diSCoverS tHe SeCretS of djamoe

Ancient tonics
from A time forgotten

Tamarind paste, galangal, palm sugar, dawung and rice… ‘Was this all?’ I asked myself as I 
gently fossicked through my bag of medicinal goodies. 

Brought with me all the way from Indonesia, they had been given to me by Kadek, a doting 
Balinese ‘mama’ after attending one of her traditional classes of Djamoe. 



tonic for the common cold. i figured 
these would be the most useful for 
future use. my husband, on the other 
hand, was most intrigued in the 
tonic to enhance stamina, energy 
and strength for men. It’s funny how 
women always want to know how 
to maintain youth and beauty, whilst 
men are most attracted to strength. 
The world over, no matter what culture 
or country, there always seems to be a 
magical cure, specifically for this! 
The following day, arriving at our class 
sent our senses into overdrive. vibrant 
splashes of colourful plants lay in 
delicate black bowls lined along the 
table. One smell of each bowl and 
I could hear myself humming with 
excitement as powerful fragrances 
plunged deep within my nose. 
Before we started ‘concocting’ Kadek 
explained each of the plants and 
their various benefits, asking us to feel, 
taste and smell the various ingredients 
in their raw formats. 
I noticed quite a few of the recipes 
had the ingredient turmeric. When 
asked why this was, Kadek explained 

February
culture

FEBRUARY 2014134

that turmeric was recognised for its 
incredible healing powers, playing 
a big role in promoting healthy skin, 
immunity, healthy liver function, 
balancing the health of our digestion, 
along with enhancing the health of a 
woman’s reproductive system.  The list 
continued but the general idea was 
that this was the ‘grand daddy’ of 
spices. 
Not particularly tasty on its own, 
another common ingredient to 
balance the flavour of turmeric was 
tamarind, a plant also highly rich in 
vitamins and antioxidants, but also 
sweet and sour to taste. definitely a 
welcomed addition to the recipe. 
Kadek continued to educate us 
on the knowledge and wisdom of 
making Djamoe, along with the 
ancient processes of creating our 
‘secret’ formula. The ritual involved 
taking ‘break-offs’ from each 
ingredient and placing them in a 
large mortar and pestle with a sprinkle 
of water to aid the blend. Using 
volcanic stone we were then required 
to pummel the ingredients, creating a 

thick paste of blood orange goop, all 
which looked quite stunning against 
the black volcanic stone. 
Next, some water was added before 
placing everything in a traditional 
grass woven sieve to filter out the 
solids. The liquid was then rapidly 
boiled and served as a bright orange 
tea. As an avid teetotaller from way 
back, an exotic tea as this certainly 
had me intrigued to taste. 
To be honest I was expecting the 
taste to be something quite bitter 
and unpleasant, but surprisingly I 
was mistaken. Whilst each of the 
recipes had different ingredients, 
in general they tasted quite similar 
– kind of a musty, this-is-doing-
something-good-for-me taste, but all 
the while quite pleasant. 
Admittedly I didn’t have the honour of 
imbibing on the tonic for strength and 
stamina, of which I was particularly 
glad. With a raw egg cracked in at 
the last minute, I was rather grateful it 
was labelled ‘only for men’!

PASSING ON CULTURAL 
TRADITIONS 
It is the ‘passing on’ of these traditions 
that allow people to learn so much 
more about a place, its people 
and its culture. For me Djamoe was 
a wonderful way to experience 
a part of the indigenous culture, 
which Indonesians still hold so dear. 
moreover, this tiny insight allowed 
me to not only experience but 
consequently share and adopt 
this delightful custom, stimulating a 
cultural exchange, which in turn aids 
in the continuation of their tradition.
And so as I stood in my kitchen 
thousands of miles away, having 
learnt from the masters of Djamoe 
themselves, I too began to create 
my own little backyard pharmacy. 
as i added the final ingredients to my 
Djamoe for common colds, I cheekily 
thought, I wonder whether a cracked 
raw egg would provide a final kick! 

For more information on Djamoe and 
Tugu Bali’s other incredible cultural 

experiences visit: tuguhotels.com
For a selection of handpicked retreats 

all offering experiential luxury
and authentic culture visit:

secret-retreats.com

Laura Snook


