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Travelogue

Exploring the Wild Heart of Malaysian Borneo
K K Satapathy

Borneo is the third largest island in the world, situated in the extreme
southwestern part of Pacific Ocean. The island is politically divided among three
countries: Malesia and Brunei in the north, Indonesia in the south; about 73% of
island is Indonesian territory. Borneo is primarily a mountainous region and
home to world’s oldest tropical rain forest with countless flora and fauna,
numerous ethnic tribes and spectacular landscapes. Being wild, tropical and
remote, Borneo is Southeast Asia’s substitute to Amazon. Along the northwest
coast and northern tip, lie Malaysian state of Sabah and Sarawak, which make up
26% of the island. Sarawak, the Malaysia’s largest state is home to 27 ethnic
groups speaking 45 different languages and dialects with each group inhariting
their unique beliefs, tradition and cultures. My seven-day trip to Sarawak state as
a part of the group tour from Kolkata during June, 2024 was full of active
adventure set in natural paradise. | actually knew very little about Borneo, so it
was really exciting finding out more leading up visiting — and we learnt so much
as long as we were there.
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From Kolkata to Kuching

The journey to Kuching, the capital city Saraswat with brief halt in
Kualaumpur by Air was very smooth. From the aircraft, Kuching looked like a

very big city. Malaysian time is two and half hour ahead of India and we reached
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Kuching at around 12-40 PM. The local guide arrived in a bus. We immediately
boarded into the bus and later had lunch in a local restaurant. The Kuching city
looked quite nice, neat and clean with large number of vehicles on the road. The
guide gave an introduction about Kuching while in the bus. Kuching is the capital
of Sarawak, the largest state of Malaysia. It is an autonomous state. That is why
we had to take immigration twice, once in Kualalumpur and second time at
Kuching. Even a Malaysian cannot enter here without immigration. Malaysians
(outside Borneo) needs permit if he wishes to stay here more than 3 months. The
state was under Brunei king up to 1841 before it came a under British. In 1941, it
was occupied by Japan, later in 1946, it become a British colony. In 1963, it
joined Malaysia as an autonomous state. Its king is one of the nine kings who
rules Malaysia by turns. The majority population is Chinese followed by
Malaysians. There are about 5000 Indians in the city, mostly professionals —

doctors, engineers and lawyers etc.

A rural market in Borneo

Kuching Water front

After resting for some time in the designated hotel, we took a stroll to
nearby Kuching river front, about one-kilometer long nice boulevard skirting
Sarawak river’s southern water front. Once a muddy stretch of a worn-out
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Warehouses and wharves, large scale revitalization has transformed it into a
vibrant recreation and entertainment zone housed with craft shops, cafes and food
stalls serving Malaysian, Chinese and even Indian foods. There is a beautiful
parliament building near the riverfront. From the waterfront, at stones throw, is
the old bazar established by Cantonese immigrants in the 1820s where there are
hundreds of shops dealing with almost everything alongside souvenir outlets, bars
and eateries. We could buy authentic souvenirs from these shops. Kuching is a
UNESCO listed foodie destination and the restored river bank is lined with food
stalls to whet one’s appetite. During the rainforest festival, many people from
different countries flocks to the city.

Kuching water front

An encounter with orangutan

Next morning, we reached Semenggoh orangutan sanctuary, a 40-minute
drive from Kuching. It is a natural reserve for rehabilitation of endangered
orangutans. The center is home to semi- wild orangutans, many orphaned, injured
and rescued from illegal captivity. The ranger’s brieffed on the purpose of the
center and the conservation objectives. The island is one of the two places in the
world where one can see orangutans swinging on trees in the wild. They are not
guerillas which are found in Africa. The most arboreal of the great apes have long
hand, makes nest and spend most of their time in trees. Twice a day, the park

ranger would call out during feeding time, the orangutans, swing down from the
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reserve forest to receive supplemental food from them. We reached during
morning feeding time (between 9-10 AM) and could observe 5-6 orangutans. The
food, some banana and other fruits, were kept in a natural amphitheater at the
fringe of the forest, where it was possible to observe orangutans coming down
from the surrounding areas for the food provided. It was a mesmerizing

experience.

Orangutans swinging down from the forest

Bidayuh village

Just half an hour drive from Semenggoh past pepper plantations, paddy
fields and typical rain forest greenery, we reached Sarawak’s most accessible
‘long house’. About 80 families live within ironwood and bamboo walls of Anna
Rai’s village. We had to purchase ticket to enter. In Sarawak state, there are about
5000 villages, with families ranging from 10-2000 houses/families. The forest
areas are owned by villagers on 60-100 year’s lease. Shifting cultivation is
prevalent in the area being rice as the main crop. We got acquainted with the
tribes as they go about their daily activities, such as drying pepper, winnowing
rice, weaving baskets etc. The main feature of the village is ‘long houses. Long
houses here are very big with a long corridor and many families live in one house.
Until mid-19™ century, the Bidayuhs were head hunters. Even killing enemies

was associated with rituals for protection against misfortune etc. We visited one
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‘head house’, where heads are still preserved as the skeletal symbol of their

warrior past.

Head house containing skeletal remains in Bidayuh village

Boko national park

We visited Boko national park next day located at a short distance from
South China Sea coast by riding a speed boat for about half hour. Boko national
park is a natural geopark aspiring for UNESCO global geo park. Geopark is a
region containing geological sites and landscapes of international and national
interest, managed holistically based on the concept of preservation, education and
sustainable development. Boko national park is also known for long nosed
monkeys, dramatic rock formations and secluded rocks. The area of the park is
3112 m?, most of which is covered with forest. Mangrove ecosystem also exists
with roots sprouting from the soil for plant growth all around. We walked through
thick jungles for about 600 hundred meters or so on the wooden platform created
for pedestrians. Unfortunately, most of the animals were hiding, but we got lot of

informations about the plants, insects etc. by the guide.

At the end of our walks, we arrived at the amazing sea beach, however no

swimming was allowed as there could be crocodiles around.
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Pedestrian’s way inside Boko reserve forest

Batang Ai river cruise

The Batang Ai river cruise is a long tail boat trip in the river in Batang Ai
national park to visit Iban tribe’s ‘long houses’ and stay there two nights to learn
firsthand knowledge about their rich cultural heritage and community life. Batang
Ai national park was home to Sarawak’s oldest Iban settlements and wild
orangutan population. A hydro-electric project damned the Batang Ai river has
created 24 square kilometer reservoir fed by four tributaries. The road trip to
Batang Ai Lake from Kuching took approximately 4.5 hour (275kilometer) amid
huge dense forests. We boarded in narrow power operated traditional canoe on
the lake. The canoe was so narrow that only one person could sit crosswise and
four persons in a row longitudinally. It was two-hour journey to our destination
moving initially on the vast water body of reservoir and then turning to a shallow
water tributary with fast flowing water. The dense rain forest on both sides of the
river created an illusion of Amazon like situation. It was a risky journey as a
number of times the boats capsizes and the boatman was thrown out; we had to
get down and walk on shallow fast flowing water. Finally, we reached small Iban
tribal settlement in Nanga Sumpa village inside the forest where a traditional long
wooden house with asbestos roof was created for tourists in partnership with local

people. For accommodation, we were provided with a room with western style
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toilets, mosquito netting mattresses and bedding. There was no electricity and we
had to manage with torchlight brought by us. Electricity, however was supplied
from a generator for 3 hours at night. There were many foreign tourists staying in
the lodge. The ingredients for food were brought by our tourist guide which was
cooked there. The true attraction of this jungle shelter lies in its stunning riverside

location and easy access to the surrounding rain forests.

Batang Al river cruise

Ibans and their long houses

The Iban tribes migrated to the area in the middle of 16™ century and still
maintaining their customs and traditions. They still follow shifting cultivation.
Ibans were renowned for ‘head hunting’ and territorial migration and had a
fearsome reputation as strong and successfully warring tribe. Since the arrival of
Europeans and subsequent colonization of the area, headhunting gradually faded
out of practice, although many other tribal customs and practices as well as Iban
language continue to thrive. They traditionally live in ‘long houses’ often located
along the river banks with long boats being main mode of people’s transport. A
‘long house’ is a wooden structure built on stilts. A ‘long house’ accommodates
many families living together under one roof. A row of separate family rooms
(with separate doors) sectioned off along with an open social area and meeting
space is most prevelent. The more doors there are, the more the families and
longer the house is.
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An Iban long house

Inside the Iban village

The local guide took us for a walk through the Iban village located just
across the river (joined by a small steel bridge). In the village, there are 44
families, of which 20 lives in the long house and 24 individual houses. Each house
has a power-driven canoe. We met the headman (chief) on the common verandah
of the long house where he lives. There were 20 doors on the verandah and one
family lives behind each door. We had a peep into two doors and could see there
were many more rooms longitudinally sufficient for family members. The
headman provided us customary rice wine. There was elaborate ritual. The drink
was to start by all at once. Those who do not drink have to touch the glass and
then touch the lips by finger. We had long chatting and were able to experience

the hosts culture, their way of life retaining their privacy and independence.

A jungle falls
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Deep inside the reserve forest

Next morning, we took the same canoe boat and continued sailing upstream
and stopped at a place to trek inside remote rain forest in looking for wild
Orangutan under the guidance of a local but could not locate anyone. Sarawak’s
population of orangutan is estimated at 1,600, with 95% living in this Batang Ai
forest. We sailed further upstream and eventually reached a jungle water fall
where people could swim and enjoy the nibbling of their feet by fish. Near the
fall, there was a space where a picnic was arranged by local youths. The specialty
of this picnic was everything — rice, chicken etc, was prepared in green bamboo
tubes in a bamboo structured oven, which was very tasty. After lunch we returned
to the lodge. We returned to Kuching next day in very uncertain situation as the
river was in spate following heavy down pour and it was a high risk to move in a

canoe.

Cooking in bamboo tubes

As my journey came to an end, | felt a sense of awe and wonder. Borneo
had captivated my heart with its raw beauty, its incredible biodiversity, and the

warmth of its people. We returned to Kolkata as scheduled.
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