
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Sri Lanka, we made effective use of trains and busses to see a large percentage of the 

island in a relatively small period of time. The trip initially took us from Colombo to Kandy by 

train (you can read about this leg here). Next we hired a driver to tour the Cultural Triangle 

(the detailed story of this journey can be found here). After returning to Kandy we took the 

train to Adam’s Peak for a night climb (the story links here), before moving on through 

Nuwara Elyia and Ella to Arugam Bay (Arugam Bay, Surfing Slum). Finally, we bussed our way 

along the coast past Mirissa and Galle before returning to Colombo for the flight home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sri Lanka: Exploring Mountains, 

Temples and Coastlines 

Start: Colombo 
Finish: Colombo 
Location: Sri Lanka 
Duration: About 11 days 
Distance: About 1300 km 



Itinerary Details   

Day 1: Colombo – Kandy (4 hours)   
We left Perth early, flying to Kuala Lumpur for our connection to Colombo. We arrived in Sri Lanka around 3pm and 

caught a taxi to the city. By the time we reached the train station (and missed a few stops thanks to complications with 

the driver and then our directions) it was peak hour. We took an unreserved ticket on the train to Kandy and were 

packed in like sardines for much of the four hour journey. It was worth the evening trip, however to see the mountains 

pass by in the moonlight, once in Kandy, we took a Tuk-tuk to Blossom Rest Guest House overlooking the city. 

Accommodation: Guest House Kandy  

Day 2: Kandy – Polonnaruwa (200km/ 6 hours)   
After an early breakfast, we negotiated a driver to take us on a two-day trip through the Cultural Triangle to the north 

of Kandy. Our first stop was Matale and the country’s largest Hindu temple before driving on (with a brief 

unscheduled, yet rewarding, stop at a spice garden) to Dambulla Cave Temple and Buddhist Museum. Next, we drove 

on into the rain and Sigiriya Fortress – One of three former capitals of Sri Lanka’s past. This one was a stronghold on 

top of ‘Lion Rock’. In order to shorten the next day’s journey, we finished the day in the dark when we arrived at 

Polonnaruwa.  We had planned to add Minneriya National Park (a significant elephant meeting place) to our trip, but 

we saw elephants as we passed on the side of the road and thus decided to skip the extra expense. Road travel in Sri 

Lanka is every bit as slow as reported and the 200km journey took the whole day when accompanied by these few 

stops. Expect to pay far more than the locals do for any and all attractions. Accommodation: Guest House 

Polonnaruwa 

Day 3: Polonnaruwa - Kandy (300 km/ 8 hours)   
We woke and explored the expansive Polonnaruwa ruins (another ancient capital), before driving on to Minhitale, the 

location that is said to be the birthplace of Buddhism in Sri Lanka.  Our next stop was our third ancient capital in two 

days – Anuradhapura. By this stage we were ruined by temple visits and chose not to pay the $60USD entry fee. 

Instead, we employed (or more accurately were pressured in to taking on) a highly knowledgeable guide who took us 

to an early Buddhist cave temple, a more recent temple and the Queens Gardens, before stopping at Anuradhapura’s 

(and Sri Lanka’s) largest Stupa. From Anuradhapura, we drove back to Kandy and stayed, again, at the Blossom Rest 

Guest House. Accommodation: Guest House Kandy 

Day 4: Kandy – Adam’s Peak (150km/ 6 hours)   

Continuing our slow progress by public transport, we took the train (this time a third class reserved carriage that was 

far more comfortable than the unreserved ticket) to Hatton, where we swapped into a Tuk-tuk for the 40km ride 

through the tea fields to Sri Pada, or Adam’s Peak. We stayed at The White House Adam’s Peak in Delhouse to prepare 

for our ascent of the mountain early the next morning. Adam’s Peak is supposedly the spot where Adam first touched 

down on earth (or Buddha depending on your beliefs). It is said that you can view the footprint at the top of the 

mountain, although this is only a possibility during the peak pilgrimage season (as we were travelling in September and 

October, we missed both the footprint and the massive crowds that come with the January to May pilgrimage). 

Accommodation: White House Adam’s Peak Guest House 

 

 

 

 



Day 5: Adam’s Peak Climb – Nuwara Elyia (100km/ 8 hours)   

We woke by 1am and made our way by foot through Dalhouse to the peak trail to begin our ascent of Adam’s Peak. 

During much of the year, Sri Padi is covered in cloud or rain and the journey is completed in the dark. However, during 

the pilgrimage, the route is lit all night and many vendors line the path. The cost of the lighting is the huge crowds at 

the top and large queues to reach the peak. We were lucky to share a clear, but chilly sunrise with about 40 others 

before walking back to Dalhouse for our trip on to the colonial town of Nuwara Elyia. Accommodation: Grosvenor 

Hotel Nuwara Elyia. 

Day 6: Nuwara Elyia - Ella (100km/ 6 hours)   

Before leaving Nuwara Elyia, we took a tuk-tuk into the country to the Heritage Tea Company. This working tea 

plantation is also a luxury hotel (where we initially planned to stay). We got the opportunity to pick and keep our own 

tea which proved to be much harder than it sounds. Despite the short travel distance between Nuwara Eliya and Ella, 

the train journey takes a long time, but it is a scenic ride through the mountains and well worth the effort. We tried to 

walk out to 9 Arches Guest House, but gave up half way and took a tuk-tuk. Ella felt a lot like a border town and the 

backpacker energy could have been fantastic. Unfortunately, we were tired and moved on early the next day. 

Accommodation: 9 Arches Guest House 

Day 7: Ella – Arugam Bay (180km/ 7 hours)  

We took an early bus down the mountains and onto the coastal plains making two bus changes on our way to Arugam 

Bay on the South East Coast. We arrived at about 2pm and, after finding accommodation, immediately spent the rest 

of the day surfing. With few large toothed furless skin bears in the seas around Sri Lanka, I didn’t get out of the water 

until well after dark. The Mambos Beach House right on the surf point was a great disappointment and there are much 

better spots nearby. Try the surf camp further around the point or one of the smaller establishments in the bay. In the 

evening we had drinks at Hideaway (which is well worth finding) and ate at one of the many awesome spots in town. 

Accommodation: Guest House Arugam Bay 

Day 8: Arugam Bay - Mirissa (300km/ 8 hours)  

After a morning surf and breakfast at Rupas on the beach, we realised that we had missed the morning bus to Galle. 

Faced with a three hour wait for the next direct bus, we prepared to spend another day in Arugam Bay (which would 

have been quite pleasant), until a tuk-tuk driver offered to ferry us 30km down the road to an interchange where 

another bus would be able to take us to Matara on the south coast. We were initially sceptical, but the risk came 

through and we made our bus. After a hair raising, four-hour ride, we returned to the coast and stopped briefly at 

Hambantota where I watched an awesome wave break, unridden, in front of a rock wall. Trapped in the bus we drove 

along the coast for two more hours until we reached Matara. We made a short stop to explore the island temple near 

the bus interchange and then climbed back on a bus for the 25-minute trip to Mirissa. We dined on the beach (quite 

literally) at an excellent establishment called Zephyr, however there were many options along the beach. 

Accommodation: Mirissa Guest House 

 

 

 

 

 



Day 9: Mirissa - Unawatuna (35km/ 8 hours)   

We took breakfast on the beach, enjoying the excellent passionfruit juice and the entertainment of tourists taking 

bizarre selfies by the water. After eating our fill, we took a tuk-tuk towards Unawatuna. We made a brief stop to 

photograph the stilt fishermen who ply their trade along the road. Be warned, these guys are fishing for tourist coin as 

much as denizens of the deep, however it is still worth a few dollars to grab an iconic shot. We eventually arrived at 

Unawatuna and selected a guest house by the beach. We ate lunch (the second largest burger I’ve ever eaten, 

complete with bugle fanfare) and then relaxed on the beach for the afternoon. Unawatuna was one of the more 

overrated locations we visited in Sri Lanka, the surf was dominated by locals, the beach was grainy and brown and the 

general vibe was a little seedy. I’d recommend a brief stop and then moving on to nearby Galle (unless you like your 

party scene to be a little on the dodgy side). We spent the afternoon exploring the area and found our way to the 

Japanese-built Peace Pagoda on a nearby hill. While there, make sure you seek out the nearby Hindu Temple, which is 

far more interesting. Accommodation: Full Moon Guest House, Unawatuna 

Day 10: Unawatuna - Galle (10 km/ 15 minutes)  

We took an early tuk-tuk out of Unawatuna to nearby Galle, where the old Fort district is well worth a day or two of 

exploration. We stayed at the Fort Bliss Guest House which, while a little more expensive than the places we’d stayed 

up to this point, was comfortable and relaxing and well worth the extra coin. Linh was ill and slept in the air 

conditioning while I explored the town on foot. After dinner at the Dutch Hospital precinct, we retired for an early 

night, although there are plenty of bars and restaurants to service the more adventurous of night time activities. 

Accommodation: Fort Bliss Guest House 

Day 11: Galle - Colombo (150km/ 3 hours)  

Our final full day in Sri Lanka was a train ride from Galle back into the Capital City of Colombo. We decided to continue 

our move up the accommodation scale and booked a night at the five-star Galle Face Hotel on the Galle Face Green in 

the centre of the city. We found a souvenir centre nearby and selected a few highly over-priced items before spending 

the afternoon relaxing in the lap of luxury. Accommodation: Galle Face Hotel, Colombo 

Day 12: Colombo – Perth 

We took a taxi to the airport in the morning and stopped over in Kuala Lumpur on the way home. Somewhere 

between Colombo and Perth I managed to contract a bout of Giardia - can I recommend that you leave this bit out of 

your trip – it wasn’t a lot of fun?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 


