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NEWS / Nation

BORNEAN RHINOCEROS

THE RHINO

AND THE MA

With news of Iman’s death still fresh in his
mind, ALAN TEH LEAM SENG takes a
walk down memory lane to find out how
the world first found out about the elusive
Bornean rhinoceros, as well as the man
who contributed most to the species

KUALA LUMPUR

EWS of the untimely
death of Iman,
Malaysias last-known
surviving Sumatran
rhlnoceros ‘was heart-wrench-
ing. The incident has far-reach-
ing effects on our nation’s rich

biodiversity as the species Iman

belongs to is virtually extinct
within our borders.

The 25-year-old rhinoceros, be-
longing to the Bornean or Eastern

Sumatran subspecies, suc-
cumbed to uterine tumour even

though she was given the best

care and medical attention.
Despite this major setback, the

EI-Y

Sarawak

~ Sabah Wildlife Department har-

bours hope of reviving the
species by working with its In-
donesian counterpart to artifi-
cially inseminate Iman’s har-
vested ova using in v1tro fertil-
isation.

The smallest of the rhino fam-
ily, the Sumatran rhinoceros is
the only one that has two horns.

This highly endangered species
once roamed across Asia as far as

India. :
‘But today, experts from the

_ World Wide Fund for Nature es-

timates that there are only fewer
than 100 members of this species

‘left, with the majority found in

Sumatra and Borneo.

; Bntish researcher Tom Hamsson (stan, mg) instructing his team during an excavamon at Niah Cave in

-BORNEAN m-lmocsnos- FACT
- DRMYTH?

It was not until 1839 that the
scientific world was alerted to the
fact that rmnoceroses e)usted in
Borneo.

Although not everyone was
ready to accept the fact when it
was first made known, a lively

“discussion was started to debate

the slim possibility and, if proven -

true, subsequently determine its

identity.
The reason for their postula-

“tion stemmed from the fact that
only two rhinoceros species were -

known in Southeast Asia at that -
time: the one-horned Javan.
rhinoceros and the two-horned
Sumatran rhinoceros. As the
probability of the existence of a
third species was debunked by
the majority, most experts at that
time trained their thoughts on
guessing which of the two exist-
-ing species were roaming the jun- .
gles of Borneo.

Much speculation, wrong iden-
tiﬁcatlon and controversy ensued
and it was not until some 45 years
later that an answer began to sur-
face. The route to identification
that experts took closely resem-

| bled something worthy of the plot
~of an exciting mystery novel.

In 1839, a skull was sent to the
Natural History Museum in Brus-
sels by the great naturalist and
collector A.H. von Henrici, who
claimed it came from Borneo. Un-

_fortunately, this initial specimen

failed to spark any interest and
was overlooked by 19th-century
scientific literature.

The world had to wait a year
later for renowned German nat-
uralist Salomon Muller to provide
reasonable proof. His account,
which was substantiated by
Malays and Dayaks he met, in-
cluded a sighting in the upper re-
gion of Kahayan river, the largest
tributary in central Kalimantan.

While describing that the male
rhinoceros was equal in size to a
large buffalo, Muller erroneously
reported that it was only armed
with a solitary horn. Later sci-
entists postulated that he must
have seen a Sumatran rhinoceros
with a poorly developed posterior

horn, something that was con-
sidered unimportant to note back
m the 19th centutry.

CONTRADICT!NG EVIDENCE
Silence reigned for some time
after Mullet’s account was pub-
lished as very few people dared to
touch this vexing question. Nev-
ertheless, hushed whispers with-
in the scientific community re-
vealed that many doubted the
idea, while those who accepted

_the hypothesis conceded that the

species’ identity was extremely
difficult to determine.
_ People on the extreme end of
the scale based their argument on
contradicting evidence that ar-
rived in Europe and said such an
animal did not exist at all. An
incident at the British Museum in
London in the early 1860s gave
them more reason to support
their cause.
Keen to participate in the de-

" bate and provide a crowd-draw-

ing exhibit, museum curators ac-
quired a rhinoceros skull from a
dealer who asserted with great
conviction that it came from Bor-
neo: After consulting with ex- -
perts and making detailed com-
parisons to existing specimens,

" the claim was refuted and it was

declared that the skull was from
Java and not Borneo.

In 1869, the existence of the
Bornean rhinoceros was put be-
yond doubt when William Fraser
wrote a letter in response to a
query from the Zoological Society
of London. Writing from
Surabaya, he attested that the
crew of a ship plying between Java
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dug up in Santubong.

and Borneo had seen the animal
and that it lived in the interior.
The 1870s saw more and mote
material of the two-horned
species arriving in Europe. Cou-
pled with several rhinoceros
specimens sent to European mu-
seums from Borneo and a de-
tailed report on material in the
Kuching museum, which consist-
ed of four heads and three horns,
the mysterious animal was close
to being identified with certainty.

- LIVE RHINOCEROS IN
19TH-CENTURY EUROPE

Opportunity arrived in 1896,
when the Zoological Gardens of
Amsterdam bought a young fe-
male Sumatran rhinoceros from
H. Owen, a wildlife collector for
2,400 guilders. It arrived at the
start of summer on the cargo ship
SS Telemachus and became an in-
stant crowd-puller apart from
drawing intense interest from the
European scientific community.

The animal, already weakened
by its long sea voyage and suf-
fering from a lack of proper diet,
lived for just six months in the
zoo before succumbing to the
harsh European winter and other
complications on Dec 16, 1896.

It took another four decades be-
fore knowledge on the Bornean
rhinoceros received further sig-
nificant expansion and recogni-

. tion as a subspecies of the Suma-
tran rhinoceros.

Tem Harrisson, a British poly-
math, arrived in Borneo for the
very first time with the Oxford

24 2% 3 . & 3
British researcher Tom Harrisson (left) studying prehistoric artifacts

University expedition team in
1936. He returned again at the
end of World War 2 in 1945, where
he and three other British
parachutists landed in Bario in
the Fifth Division and later in
Pasir Nai in Sarawak’s Third Di-
vision to liberate Sarawak from
the Japanese.

When Sarawak was ceded by its
third rajah, Sir Charles Vyner
Brooke, to Great Britain in 1947,

.Harrisson was offered the post of
- government ethnologist and

Sarawak Museum curator, a job
that he held for twenty years until
hisretirementin1966. .

IMPORTANT DEFINITIVE WORK

During the duration, Harrisson
embarked on many expeditions
in Borneo and tried to assess the
status of the Bornean rhinoceros
by talking to locals and through
personal observation.

In 1956, he wrote an extensive
paper on the local rhinoceros in
the Sarawak Museum Journal
that incorporated older accounts,
as well as his personal discov-
eries. While that publication has
remained the single most impor-
tant definitive work on the sub-
ject, Harrisson did not rest on his
laurels and continued to put pen
to paper whenever new discov-
eries came to light. %

During the course of his stud-

ies, Harrisson became aware of
the precarious situation facing
the Sumatran rhinoceros. In his
opinion, the low population size
spread over vast areas of dense

s PRI

Subur a female Sumatran rhmoceros, Iu;ed at the Copenhagen Zoo from 1959 to 1972.

jungle put the animal in grave
danger of becoming extinct.

He was adamant in making the
world sit up and take notice that
he, together with Hugh Gibb, pro-
duced a six-part series that high-
lighted the people and animals,

_including the Bornean rhinoceros,

in Sarawak. The Borneo Story was
broadcast by BBC in 1957.

. His tireless crusade to help the
animal he loved most did not go
unnoticed. The scientific com-
munity acknowledged his efforts
by immortalising his name in the
nomenclature of the Bornean
subspecies of the Sumatran
rhinoceros, calling it Dicerorhi-
nus sumatrensis harrissoni.

UNDERSTANDING SARAWAK'S
RICH HERITAGE

During his tenure as museum
curator, Harrisson, who was
awarded the Order of the British
Empire (OBE) in 1959, was also

interested in archaeological work -

and/invested a lot of time getting
to know the Malays, Ibans,
Kayans, Punans and Baketans to

_further his understanding of.

Sarawak’s rich cultural heritage.
Harrisson’s largest and proba-
bly most important archaeolog-
ical project in Borneo was the Ni-
ah Caves initiative. Covering over
two decades and involving hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars, the

study was of the same order of

magnitude as many of the world’s
largest excavations at that time
that focused on advancing knowl-
edge on all things prehistoric.

Although he was not profes-
sionally trained in this area of
study, Harrisson applied many of
his sound ideas and achieved re-
sults worthy of a first-class ar-
chaeologist.

‘The first pictures of the Great
Niah Cave appeared in a 1956 sci-
entific paper that Harrissonjointly
published with George Jamah in
the Sarawak Museum Journal. His
most important discovery in that
gigantic cavern was a human skull
dated by radiocarbon to be 40,000

years old and widely considered as

the earliest date for modern hu-
man existence in Borneo.
Financing the digs posed a ma-
jor headache for Harrisson as Ni-
ah was far from urban and trans-
portation centres. Colonial bud-
get at that time for Sarawak was

not large and, in setting prior-
ities, development, health and

education normally received the
lion’s share of the funds.

As a result, the first major fund-
ing for the Niah Caves research did
not come from government cof-
fers. Harrisson, through his per-
sonal friendship with influential
executives in the Shell Oil Com-
pany, was able to secure initial
funds and continued assistance
not only in terms of financial sup-
port, but alse loan of expensive
equipment, like helicopters,
which he used to great advantage
during survey work.

On a smaller but equally im-
portant scale, he received grants
from the Portuguese Gulbenkian
Foundation and wealthy busi-
nessmen in Sarawak and Singa-

~pore. While feeling grateful, Har-

risson knew that all the support
that he had received would not
have been possible without his
famous Mr Sarawak image and
the worldwide publicity given to
the Niah Caves through telev1-
sion broadcasts.

QUELLING A REVOLT

Towards the end of his tenure
in Sarawak, Harrisson’s experi-
ence in the military was once
again called to the fore when the
Brunei Revolt broke out in 1962.
Resident John Fisher in the
Fourth Division sought the help
of Dayak tribes by sending a boat
up Baram River with the tradi-
tional Red Feather of War.
~ At the same time, Harrisson re-
newed ties, forged during his
guerrilla campaign against the
Japanese towards the end of
World War 2, with his Kelabit
friends from the Bario Highlands
in the Fifth Division. Hundreds of

Dayaks responded to the clarion
call and formed companies led by
British civilians commanded by
Harrisson.

The force, which was some
2,000 strong, had excellent
knowledge of the tracks through
the dense jungle. Movmg qulckly,
the men played a major role in
containing the rebels and cut off
their escape route to Indonesia-
controlled Kalimantan.

After tensions had subsided, a -
lighter take of his deep affection
for the people of Sarawak was seen
when World Health Organisation
officials sprayed Kelabit long-
houses to eradicate mosquitoes
that caused malaria. Their action .
unintentionally killed other in-
sects, like cockroaches.

Harrisson was very disturbed
after hearing that there was a pro-
liferation, of rats in the longhous-
es as all the cats had died after
consuming the poisoned cock-
roaches.

He set his men to work by
rounding up every available stray
cat from Kuching to the coast and
dropped them by parachutes in
containers on Kelabit villages.

Upon his retirement, Harrisson
travelled the world and lived in
the United States, the United
Kingdom and France. Both he
and his wife died in Thailand
when the bus they were in col-
lided with a timber truck on Jan
16, 1976.

Although losing Iman is a great
loss for Malaysia and the world as
a whole, the work of Harrisson
and his fellow researchers will

‘not be in vain as certain quarters
-in the scientific world are har-
- bouring hope that remote places

in Sabah, like the Maliau Basin
Conservation Area in the heart of
Borneo, might reveal the pres-
ence of undiscovered Bornean
rhinoceros populations.

If, by a long $hot, the second
chance is bestowed upon us, we

‘must take all necessary steps to

prevent history from repeating it-
self again.



