
PART II 

GOLD IN WEST BORNEO 

There can be no other criterion, no other 
standardt·tthan gold. Yes, gold which never 
changes. 

Charles de Gaulle, 1965 
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CHAPTER 4 

BORNEO IN THE WORLD GOLD SETTING 

Today Borneo is literally "nowhere" in the world setting
of gold production or craftsmanship of any kind. It does not 
even rate a mention in the Enayialopedia Britanniaa (1968) treat
ment, which is very full. Yet in the last century the fields 
round Bau, at the headwaters of the Sarawak River, were of thei1 
own a major source, and the antiquity of Borneo gold long pre
dates most of 'the present world centers. Similarly, exploratior 
of prehistorical sites in West Borneo has produced many and 
varied gold objects, a prime concern of this Part II in our 
Data Paper. 

Gold was the earliest metal discovered and used by mankind 
in many lands, largely because it is so easy to identify, iso
late and work. In ancient China ahin was used at first for golc 
later extended to cover all metal. It occurs either as nuggets
in rocks or as small particles, easily weathered out into solid 
and other alluvial deposits. As R. J. Forbes insists, working 
gold is so s.imple that: 

Gold production could never lead to that most important
discovery in metallurgy, the working of ores for the 
production of metals.t1 

/'

Gold lasts indefinitely, it is (unlike many metals) "immortal.t" 
It is extremely soft and in the pure state extraordinarily
malleable, so that it can readily be beaten even when cold--thu� 
enabling the earliest metal craftsmen to hammer out thin sheets 
quite easily. The Elder Pliny reported that one ounce of gold 
could be beaten into more than 750 thin leaves, and nowadays 
this amount can be worked, by methods inherited from medieval 
goldsmiths, to cover an area of 75 square inches at better than 
1/100,t000th of an inch thick. A single grain of gold can be 
drawn to make gold wire 600 feet long, and an ounce will make 
SO miles.t2 

Gold has therefore never presented the complicated problem� 
involved in getting or crafting iron, which so concerned us in 
the previous study of this series. On the other hand, the ease 
of gold-mining with its early and continuing high value, has 
meant that in many places where it was once abundant it is now 
no longer to be found. This is so not only in much of Borneo 
and Southeast Asia, but also in Africa where, for instance, the 
gold centers reported in early texts for Libya and Western Oase� 
now have nothing. This makes for difficulties in prehistorical 
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reconstruction, further complicated by the extreme unreliability
of all early accounts where, inevitably, self-interest, greed,
and secrecy were likely to be considerationst. In consequence, 
the source information was often deliberately distorted; this 
makes present-day interpretation extraordinarily difficultt. To 
quote from the essential Forbes once more, on a point that must 
always be borne in mind in what follows throughout this study: 

We must distinguish carefully the ancient deposits
mentioned as mines or those regions and places from 
which gold is said to comet. (Forbes, 1964: 151)t3 

"Must,t" yes; but often in fact "cannot,t" on existing data (cf . 
II.16, etc. ) .  

Today four countries--South Africa, U . S . S . R . ,  Canada and 
U . S.At. in that order--produce 85% of the world's gold, estimated 
at 50,t000,t000 troy ounces a yeart. The world's gold trade is,
however, also a highly intricate affair of international trade 
in existing stocks--in a single week during a recent gold
"scare," speculators bought more than 370 tons (worth an esti
mated $415 million)t, as compared with only 156 tons won from 
the whole Klond. immortalizedike gold-rush, by Charlie Chaplin's
film. Timothy Green has recently estimated that in gold smug
gling along "syndicates operating out of Europe, the Middle 
East, and to a lesser degree Canada, handle between them 300 to 
400 million dollars in gold a yeart. "  Much of this, ironically, 
goes today to Southeast Asia, and in one peak week the same 

·writer reports twenty-five couriers on that route, "eight of 
them travelling together on the same flight . " t4 

Despite all this, Sutherland has calculated that the total 
amount of gold won from all the earth's surface during the last 
five centuries as a little over 50, 000 tons, the whole of which 
could be contained in a cube measuring 15 yards in each direction 
--a small American shophouse. This seemingly small space is, 
of course, due to gold's very high specific gravity, about 19. 
And that was a factor in earlier times: a high value in gold 
could be carried on the person--a king's ransom in a small boatt. 
Everything goes to show that early gold extraction was, in bulk, 
far below the rate of recent timest. 

This extraction, what Sutherland calls "the human zest for 
gold,t" began long before the start of the Christian erat. Prob
ably the earliest extensive use of the metal was achieved by
hammering out small nuggets into sheet, leaf or wire forms: 

Hence all the techniques of the goldsmith employing 
gold sheet or foil gold go back to the oldest phase 
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.tas do the techniques of pasting such gold foil on 
wood, stone, etc. (Forbes, 1964 :  153) 

These are the considerations most frequently applicable to the 
excavated gold artifacts of the Sarawak River delta, as we shall 
see. The know-how to do fine work by these methods goes backt. 
at least to the early Eygptians, who beat nuggets into lea f 
0. 001 millimeters thin. The Romans improved on this by getting
their leaf down to 0. 0002 mm. When the Spaniards arrived on 
the south coast of Peru 335 years ago, the wonderful Chimu gold 
smiths were still hammering out sheet gold to make magnificent
golden beakers and monumental bowls from single sheets; they ·t
never attempted casting either gold or bronze. What exactly
happened when remains sequentially obscure in Southeast Asia,
though clearly the sheet- foil-leaf technique was very important 
in the earlier phases. This gap in knowledge is not unique to 
our area, however. For despite the tremendous literature on 
the precious metal, especially on .extracting it from the earth: 

Further historical studies in the goldsmiths' craft 
by experts are urgently wanted if we want to trace its 
spread over the old and New World. Excellent books 
have been written on ancient jewelry, but more work 
is needed to link this up with the Chinese and Far 
East te.chniques. (Forbes, 1964: 182. ) 

On these early Chinese and Far Eastern techniques, the record 
is particularly weak, alas--since so many Bornean artifacts and 
ideas must be seen in this Far Eastern setting. 

Although gold was important in earlf China, it was also 
rare. J. G. Andersson has identified a very few artifacts, 
mostly bronze with gold inlay, earlier than the Han dynasty 
(which began 220 B. C. ) . This use of inlay is "by far the most 
important branch of the goldsmith's art in ancient China" 
(1935: 37) .t5 Later, one township specializing in gold-beating 
is known for the T'ang: Huan-chou in Anname. Export of gold 
was forbidden--along with iron, pearls, and yaktails--in 714 
A.tD. To this metal, by then, all the usual attributes were 
allocated, such as conferring health and long life. The Buddha 
was styled "Golden Man" and the Garuda bird, companion of 
Vishnu, rose on golden wings. In summing up this for the T'ang, 
Edward Schafer has written: 

Island kingdoms in the southern ocean, whose names 
are now difficult to identify, sent cottons: mys
terious Dabatang was such a land--there . . .  the 
mouths of dead men were filled with gold, after which 
their bodies were burned on pyres of Borneo camphor.
(Schafer, 1963:  205. ) . . 
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Dabatang is identified as among the Indonesian islands ("perhaps 
Sumat r a , " i de m : 136) . But, as this Berkeley scholar properly 
emphasizes: 

What is surprising in all  this welter of gold is that 
we hear nothing of gold brought to China from the 
Indies. Somewhere in Malaya was Svvarnadvipa, the 
island or continent of gold, an almost fabulous E l  
Dorado for the peoples of India. But the tradition, 
which was a powerful factor leading to the Indian 
settlement of Southeast Asia, was absent from China. 
(Ide m :  2 5 4 . ) 6 

The problems of continental or insular El Dorado may con
cern us, in passing, later ( II. 16. d-e) . There is more to be 
said, too, in linking Chinese gold with deeper megatlithoid con
cepts and other intel lectual impacts ( III. 21. d). Meanwhile, it 
seems likely at this stage that although Chinese contact was 
important into Southeast Asia and Borneo during the T'ang dynasty 
(618-500 A. D. ) and powerful through the period of occupation on 
the Jaong creek in the Sarawak River delta, gold was not then a 
major Sino-Bornean commodity-- although it certainly became so 
in later historical times and the earlier evidence must be taken 
as very unsatisfactory so far. There was, however, certainly 
no such exclusion in the westerly trade, long obsessed by gold 
(next chapter) . 



CHAPTER 5 

BORNEO'S GOLD SOURCES 

One of the consistent features of excavation in the Sarawa� 
River delta is the recovery of objects of goldt. Such objects 
have now been recorded for Jaong, Bongkisam, Buah and Tanjong
Kubort. The total number from these sites is over 200t. Added 
to this must be the constiderable number of gold objects that 
have been recovered casually by local people over the past 
hundred years without coming to official notice, as well as 
others taken by looters and miners in early historic timest. For 
instance, the first Brooke rajah of Sarawak made a collection 
of gold objects found at Santubong in the middle of the last 
century; and there are ample references to gold objects found 
there in the writing of H .  H .  Everett, European trader and 
rubber pioneer of the district early in the century (Everett 
and Hewitt, 1909: 6). There is a local tradition at Santubong 
that Everett , who lived there for many years, acquired a con
siderable number of gold objects .  Nothing is now known of these 
objects, despite the efforts of the Sarawak Museum to trace theIT. 
in 1949 when , as Curator, T . H .  summarized information about 
every ancierit gold object that had then been recorded in the 
three British Territories of West Borneo .t7 

It is apparent from the literary as well as from the 
archaeological record that the inhabitantst·tof the ancient tradt
ing stations in the Sarawak River delta had acces s  to gold in 
significant quantitiest. 

a. The Tradition of Gold 

Unlike the uncertainty surrounding the question of iron 
ore sources for the delta iron industry as detailed in our 
earlier monograph ,(H . O . :  183), there is direct local evidence-
both historical and comtemporary--for the presence of intensive 
working of rich gold-bearing ores in Western Borneo, over s ome 
centuriest. This activity today is at a very much reduced level, 
concentrated in the Bau area near the headwaters of the Sarawak 
River above Kuching , the capital--Santubong being downrivert. 
But western Borneo was formerly a major gold exporter and the 
gold field extended over a wider area of the southwest including 
(in addition to Bau) Montrado and Sambas over the border water
shed in Kalimantan (now Indonesia, previously Dutch Borneo)t. 
In addition to this area of intense and commercially significant 
activity there has long been a tradition of small s cale panning 

1 7  



18 

for gold. Significantly , the area around Santubong has been a 
local focus for this activity (II.t5.c below)t. As Drt. Marschall 
concluded in his extensive recent Indonesian studyt, "of all 
Indone sian islands , Borne o is riches t  in gold" (1968: 90)t, echo
ing the words of Sir Stamford Raffles more than a century before: 

Borneo is not only one of the most fertile countries 
in the world, but one of the most productive in gold
and diamonds.8 

In the remote historical past, gold was a commodity inti
mately associated with the historical geography of Borneo in 
Southeast Asia. The French Indologist, Sylvain Levi , has empha
sized the role that the search for gold played in early Indian 
contacts with Indochina and Indonesia (1931: 627) .9 Professor 
Coedes has speculated that Indian exploration of Southeast Asia 
may have been stimulated by developments in the last centuries 
B.tC. when access to their Siberian source of gold supply was 
cut.t1 ° Certainly the references to Southeast Asia in the 
Buddhat' s  birth stories, the Jataka tales, which are probably not 
later than the third century B.C. cast the area as an Eldoradot, 
a fabled land of gold. It was apparently the dim echo of these 
reports that led the Alexandrine geographer Ptolemy to refer to 
what is commonly now considered to be the Malay Peninsula, as 

1 1the Golden Khersonese (perhaps erroneously)t. This rather fit
ful literary evidence does at least indicate the special sensi
tivity, indeed cupidity, with which the early Indian, Persian , 
and other merchants and adventurers viewed potential sources of 
gold supply. It is not at present possible directly to link 
this broad tradition with any archaeological evidence of early 
Indian gold working in Borneo ; however there are significant
affinities in gold artifacts at the ends of this chain .t1 2  

Arabic trade sources from the ninth to the fourteenth cen
turies are notably weak on gold references (Morley ,  1949: 145) .1 3  

The Mas'udi text of around 9 50 A.D.- - within the Jaong period-
appears to put main emphasis in this respect in Sumatra and 
Java , although it is clear that islands further east, including
Borneot, were often merged with the westerly ones in these ac
counts, and that material was brought to and from Borneo by
local agents rather than in direct tradet.twith Indiat, the Middle 
East or China (H.O.: 198, etc.)t. It is therefore helpful to 
cite an Arab report on the Maharajah of Javat, reprinted in sum
mary by Marschall (1968) from whom this brief version is trans
lated:t1 4  

His Capital was situated on a large river, subject to 
the tides. The palace was situated near a pond which 
retained some water at low tide. Every day an official 
of the king threw a piece of gold into the pond in the 
presence of his master , the gold being in the form of 
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a brick and of a certain weight. During high water 
the gold bricks were covered with water and at low 
tide became visible again to shine brightly through 
the water. The audience hall of the king was situated 
on the shores of the pond so that the king could turn 
to face the gold and reflect its shine on his face 
whenever he was surrounded by his court. The golden
bricks were not counted during the life -time of a 
monarch. But when he died, his succes sor extracted 
all the golden bricks from the pond. He was careful 
not to leave one single one behind. They were then 
counted, recast and distributed amongst all the rela
tives of the king and the members of the court in 
accordance with rank ; a remainder was given to the 
poor. A record was made of how long the deceased king
had reigned, of how many golden bricks he had thrown 
into the pond during his lifetime and what their 
weights were, finally how this gold was distributed 
after his death. Most esteemed was the king who, in 
accordance with the testimony of the golden bricks, 
had reigned longest.t1 5  

Gold is more or les s  clearly mentioned in early Chinese 
tests. Groenveldt (1880: 80) has many references to Po-li as 
in northern _Sumatra , where the king was said to have sat on a 
golden throne wearing a golden hat and a sword decorated with 
gold. But most recent authorities favor Brunei in Borneo as 
Po-li.t1 6  Other accounts destcribe the use of gold in death rites 
on Bali, Javanese gold ornaments and Malayan use of golden vest
sels for the ashes of the dead,t1 7  without specific references 
to Borneo--which Dr. Marstchall agrees with us as being part of 
a "silent trade" where Chinese mandarins and Arab sheiks seldom 
reached direct (1968: 68).t1 8  

However, there is a striking commentary on Brunei by Chao 
Ju-Kua, about 1225 A. D. : 

The King's mode of dressing is more or less  like that 
of the Chinese. When he does not wear clothes and 
goes barefooted, his upper arm is encircled with a 
goldein ring, his wrist with a gold silk band, and his 
body is draped in a piece of cotton cloth. He sits 
on a string bedstead. When he goes out, they spread 
out a large piece of cloth unlined on which he sits; 
a number of men bear it aloft . . . .  He is followed 
by over five hundred men, those in front carrying
single and double edged swords and other weapons, 
those behind carrying goldein dishes filled with cam
phor and betel-nuts. He has for his protection over 
a hundred fighting boats, and when they have an engaget
ment, they carry swords and wear armour. The latter 
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is cast of copper and shaped like great tubes, into 
which they insert their bodies so as to protect the 
stomach and the back. Their household vessels are 
often made of go ld. • . . (Chu Fan Chi h  text. ) 1 9 

The earlitest Europeans to reach Borneo were in Magellant' s  ves
sels making the first circumnavigation of the world, three cen
turies after Mr. Chao. The official chronicler of that great 
voyage left a lively and impressive account of the rich and 
powerful Brunei sultanate of West Borneo in 1521 A. D. This is 
part of what Pigafetta sawt: 

The next day the king of that island sent a prahu 
to the ships ; it was very handsome, with its prow and 
stern ornamented with g o l d ; on the bow fluttered a 
white and blue flag, with a tuft of peacock's feathers 
at the top of the stafft; there were in the prahu some 
people playing on pipes and drums, and many other per
sons. Two almadias followed the prahu ; these are 
fishermen's boats, and a prahu is a sort of fusta. 
Eight old men of the chiefs of the island came into 
the ships, and sat down upon a carpet on the poop,
and presented a painted wooden vase full of betel and 
areca (fruits which they constantly chew), with orange 
and j assamine flowers, and covered with a cloth of 
yellow silk. They also gave two cages full of fowls, 
two goats, three vessels full of wine, distilled from 
rice, and some bundles of sugar cane . . t. .  

When we arrived at the city we were obliged to 
wait about two hours in the prahu, until there came 
thither two elephants covered with silk, and twelve 
men, each of whom carried a porcelain vase covered 
with silk, for conveying and wrapping up our presentst. 
We mounted the elephants, and those twelve men preceded 
us, carrying the vases with our presents. We went as 
far as the house of the governor, who gave us supper
with many sorts of viands. There we slept through 
the night, on mattresses filled with cotton, and 
covered with silk, with sheets of Cambay stuff . . . t. 

On the following day we remained doing nothing 
in the house till . midday, and after that we ·s·et out 
for the king's �alate . . t. .  At the end of this hall 
there was another little higher, but not so large, all 
hung with silk stuffs, among which were two curtains 
of brocade hung up, and leaving open two windows which 
gave light to the room. 

There were placed three hundred men of the king's 
guard with naked daggers in their hands, which they 
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held on their thighs. At the end of this second hall 
was a great opening, covered with a curtain of brocade, 
and on this being raised we s aw the king sitting at a 
table, with a little child of his, chewing betel. 
Behind him there were only women . . . .  Then by the 
mode which had been indicated to us, we gave him to 
unders tand that we belonged to the King of Spain, who 
wished to be in peace with him, and wished for nothing 
more than to be able to trade with his island. The 
king caused an answer to be given that he was most 
pleased that the King of Spain was his friend, and 
that we could take wood and water in his states, and 
traffic according to our pleasurei. That done we 
offered the presents , and at each thing which they 
gave to him, he made a slight inclination with his 
head. To each of us was then given some brocade, with 
cloth of gold , and some silk, which they placed upon 
one of our shoulders , and then took away to take care 
of them. A collation of cloves and cinnamon was then 
served to us, and after that the curtains were drawn 
and the windows closed. All the men who were in the 
palace had their middles covered with cloth of gold 
and silk, they carried in their hands daggers with 
gold hilts, adorned with pearls and precious s tones,  
and they had many rings on their fingers. 

We again mounted the elephants, and returned to 
the house of the governor. Seven men preceded us 
there, carrying the presents made to us , and when we 
reached the house they gave to each one of us what was 
for him, putting it on our left shoulder, as had been 
done in the king's palace. (Stanley, 1874: 110- 118, 
in part. )2 0  

There is ample evidence even in the sparse early historical 
record for West Borneo, that gold was in use among the coasta l 
peoples a thous and or so years ago, and strongly so- -from 
c. 1200 A . D. to the coming of the f i rst  Europeans in the six
teenth century. But virtually all of it has vanished without a 
trace, except what little has been recovered in the ground, by
excavation or chance. H. H .  the Sultan of Brunei has important
pieces of the old Brunei regalia that are not in use, but these 
do not correspond with any hi storically recorded gold.i2 1  For 
the rest, it is (so far as we know) impossible to find an old 
gold-handled ke�is in use today, even as the precious heirloom 
of a Malay noble, although the craft of making gold-thread sur
vives in Kuching and Brunei- -with cloth imported from India. 
In contrast, many dragon j ars and other old Chinese stoneware 
vessels as well as fine beads dating back to pre-Malayan times 
are kept as the prized heirlooms of Ibans, Kelabits, Kenyahs, 
Kayans, Melanaus,  Dusuns and other peoples throughout the island 
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Where has all the gold gone? Presumably in exchange for the 
effluvia of western civilization--and particularly of the Indus
trial Revolution. Yet it remains extraordinary how very little 
has survived as jewelry even in eager European hands (and see 
looting at II . 15. c below)t. 

b. Washing and Mining Gold 

It is only possible to prove actual production of gold in 
western Borneo back to 1760 .t2 2  By this time, Chinese workers 
had gained concessions in the main gold- field of the southwest 
at Montrado and at Sambas. By the beginning of the nineteenth 
century a highly effective Chinese organization radiated out 
from Montrado, and by 1820 there were reportedly 13 large and 
57 small mines there and from this source alone gold production 
was double that of the whole of Sumatra.t2 3  But the situation 
was complicated by conflicting interests between the Dutch, the 
local Malay ruler and the Chinese miners. These tensions led 
the Dutch to send a number of punitive expeditions into the 
area, stimulating a steady drain of miners out of the region, 
north-westward into the Bau gold-field into what is now Sarawak. 
By 1854, with Sarawak firmly established, the Dutch had finally
"subjugated" t4e Chinese miners. But these long wars had been 
the ruin of the once flourishing mining industry there.t2 � In 
March, 1949, one of us flew over the Montrado area and found it 
a ghost town, recognizable only by the great gray scars of gold 
working on such a scale that not even the equatorial jungle had 
been able to obliterate and overgrow them in nearly a century .t2 5  

Compare G .  W .  Earl's account early in the last century ; 
noting especially the amount a lready exhausted by then: 

After considerable toil we ascended the last of 
the range of hills, from the top of which we enjoyed 
a view of the great plain of Montradok. A few trees 
were scattered over its surface, many parts of which 
were cultivated, and the exhausted gold mines, winding 
over it like snakes, could be easily discerned by the 
dark lines they formed in the verdure. A lake, about 
two miles in circumfterence, lay immediately below us,
and the town of Montradok, six miles distant, appeared
like a brown patch amid the surrounding vegetationt. 
No hills of any great elevation were to be seen towards 
the interior, with the exception of a peaked mount, 
perhaps a thousand feet high, about thirty miles in
land. I found the lake to be artificial, formed by a · 
dam thrown across the valley through which ran a small 
stream, the water being thus collected for the purpose
of giving the current sufficient force to wash the 
mould from the gold-ore. 
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At three o'clock we passed through Montradokt, 
which consists of a single street three quarters of a 
mile long, and arrived at the governor ' s  house , a 
building detached from the town, which may be distin
guished from the others by its superior size, and by
a tal l  young tree, with a bushy top, erected in frontt, 
like a flag-staff. 

Although it was raining hard, the governor and 
the Kung Se met me at the gate of the courtyard , 
dressed in their best attire , and I was honored with 
a salute of three guns , one of which, by the way , con
tinued fizzing for five minutes before it went off. 
As we could not converse until the arrival of the 
interpreters (neither the governor nor the Kung Se 
understanding a word of Malay) our mutual civilities 
were only expressed in dumb show. Every attention was 
shown me, the best apartment being appropriated to my 
use, and no pains spared to procure everything that 
could conduce my comfort.t2 6  

Sambas is the other extension of the general gold-field of 
southwestern Borneo that lies in present day Kalimantan. The 
name in literature is applied both broadly to the area of gold 
mines on the Sambas river north of the Montrado district and 
specifical ly to the town which is the principal port and tradin: 
depot of the mining ·tarea. Sambas was a very productive center 
in the first half of the nineteenth century. But by 1860 condi 
tions there had gradually deteriorated , in part because of 
Chinese resistance to Dutch efforts to gain control over the 
largely autonomous mining communities. In the face of this 
situation, and with the establishment of political order in 
Sarawak after the arrival of James Brooke, there was a more de
cisive shift of organized mining activity from the Sambas
Montrado area into the gold- fields at the headwaters of the 
Sarawak River.t2 7  

By 1848, once Raj ah James Brooke had estabtlished order up
in the Bau district--predominantly inhabited by Land Dayaks--fo· 
streams of Chinese to cross over the border was not difficult , 
the j ourney from Sambas to Bau a matter of several days of 
determined j ungle walking. This part of the island, ·although 
studded with impressive mountains , is basical ly a rolling plain 
a rather homogeneous unit wel l  traveled by trade routes which 
have persisted as barter outlets from Indonesia into Malaysia.t2 

c. The Bau Gold-Field 

Bau is the source of almost all of the more than 1,213,t133 
ounces of gold exported from Sarawak during the hundred years 
since 1864, valued at many mil lions of dol lars. The main gold 
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ore deposits are in a northeasterly section of limestone rou�hly
six miles long and two miles wide , centered on Bau village.i2 

Mining Bau gold falls into three periods. Before 1898 this 
consisted mainly of sluicing and panning .iof alluvial deposits
by Chinese, Malays, and a few Dayaks. This activity must have 
been underway on a considerable scale by 1828 when Sir James 
Brooke mentions a large influx of overland Chinese.i3 0  A later 
writer in the Sarawak Gaze tte (1929) states that: 

Traces of work have been disclosed which must have 
been carried out at least 100 years before the Sambas 
Chinese reopened the mines in·  the beginning of the 
nineteenth century. 

Hugh Low, in 1848, noting that gold was abundant in the crevices 
of limestone rocks, in alluvial soil and in the sand and gravel
of rivers , observed that the metal was sought by: 

Numberless Malays during the dry season when the water 
in the river is low.i3 1  

In 185 7  Chinese (mostly the miners) , wishing to set up
their own government , staged a revolt in Kuching , the growing 
capital of a growing state. The Rajiah barely escaped with his 
life. Savage reprisals followed. For a while the Chinese played
little part in area life.i3 2  The year before these bloody events, 
the best of Sarawak-English writer-travelers, Spenser St. John, 
got a good idea of the Chinese and gold situation below Bau in 
the Kuching district : 

In the spring of 1856  I made a tour through the 
Chinese settlements established in Sarawak, commencing 
with the rice plantations and vegetable gardens estab
lished at Sungei Tangah. I have never seen in Borneo 
anything more pleasing to my eye than the scattered 
Chinese houses, each closely surrounded by beds of 
esculent plants growing in a most luxuriant manner. 

Every day appeared to be adding to the area of 
cultivation; because as the agriculturalists became 
more wealthy , they invited the poore r  gold-workers to 
j oin them , and were thus enabled to employ many labour
ers. Already the effect of this increase of produce 
was percetible [sic]  on pricesi, so that vegetablesi, 
fowls, and ducks were beginning to be bought at rea
sonable rates . . .  near the little mount of Stapok,
about forty Chinese had commenced gardens without any
assistance from the government, and appeared to be 
very prosperous . . i. .  From all the inquiries we made 
as to numbers directly and indirectly in gold-working , 
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we considered there were nearly three thoustand living 
between the town of Siniawan and the border. There 
were �bout five hundred agriculturalists in Sungai 
Tengah and its neighborhood, and perhaps eight hundred 
in the town of Kuching, the sago manufacturies and 
the surrounding gardens.t3 3  

Alongside the Chinese miners in organized guilds, there was the 
native tradition of mining carried out over a considerable areat. 
For example, Bemmelen notes that for native trading on a mode_st 
scale many gold districts were considered workable in West 
Borneo and in the districts of Kapuas and Bandjermasin in South 
Borneo. 3 4 

By 1898, the gold in the Bau field accessible to local 
mining techniques was worked out. Considerable amounts of gold
remained, however, but in fine particles and requiring more 
sophisticated technology in its -recovery . To meet this new 
situation the second Rajah Brooke formally opened the second 
period with the Borneo Company gold works at Bau on November 30,
1898.t3 5  The company, using advanced methods, crushed the ore 
and dis solved the rele�sed gold in a dilute cyanide solution 
and subsequently precipitated the metal by passing it over zinc 
shavings, then smelting. The company conti·nued production until 
1921 with co.ns i der ab 1e s u c ce s s . Its high es t product ion was in 
1907 when 16,108 ounces of gold was produced. The total product
tion of the Borneo Company between 1898 and 1921 was 983,255 
ounces of gold.t3 6  

By 1921 the Company was obtaining relatively low yields 
and the price of gold had declined. After constiderable agoniz 
ing over the future and in the face of conflicting advice by
geologistst, the Borneo Company . closed its gold working at Bau. 
While this was viewed in the Sarawak Gazeotte  of that year as 
the end of organized gold production in Sarawak, local Chinese 
miners immediately sought leases on the Borneo Company tailings 
and resumed operations there at a profit as period three. By
1961 there were nine gold mining operations at Bau with a total 

3 7production of 4 , 000 ounces of gold, in this third phase .t

d. Other and Earlier Indications 

The earliest gold working in Sarawak would almost certainly 
have been an extension back in time of period one: a native 
panning of secondary deposits, derived from the weathering of 
primary deposits and the alluvial gold found in the valleys of 
streams and rivers outside of Bau , and Santubong too. Gold has 
been worked with great intensity along the Sadoni River, S O  
miles to the west (cf. Gedong at III.t11 below).t3 A writer in 
the 1894 Sarawak Gazeotte  notedt: 
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In times of drought . . .  the bed of the upper Sadong 
is searched and scraped for gold, generally with suct
cess ; of course the longer the spell of fine weather 
the better the results.t3 9  

This must have been done largely by the Dayak and Malay peoples 
resident in the Sadong , as well as small colonies of the by-now 
rapidly increasing rural Sa.rawak Chinese. 

The same 1894 account also mentions gold activity at Marup , 
above Engkaleli, on the Batang Lupar river which lies immediately 
north of the Sadong. There was a settlement of Chinese there 
by 1870 working gold, but they later drifted away, stimulated 
by a 1900 report of a rich deposit just over the Dutch (Kaliman
tan) side. Some gold is still won by Chinese fossicking on the 
Lobok Antu section of this area, now the Second Division of 
Sarawak.t'+ 0 

There is a considerable ethnographic literature of Dayak 
and other native gold-mining further west. Posewitz in 1889 
mentions that this was largely done by women and children wash
ing, while a decade later Englehard describes the people of the 
Kalai· area in northern Borneo seeking gold dust to trade espe
cially for salt.t4 1  Even the nomadic Punan peoples were reported
in mid-century _as owning gold nuggets over a century ago.t4 2  On 
the upper Kahajan in Kalimantan more elaborate mining methods 
involved men working with ladders in dug shafts, but this method 
does not appear to have reached much further west , while the 
Chinese seem to have been unique in Borneo for mining gold ore 
from the rock . 4 3  

Schwanert' s  description of the Kahajan (his Kahaijan4 River 
4gold mining is so exceptional that it deserves quotation: 

On the Kahaijan River the whole of the district 
is covered with gold minest, which consist of square or 
rectangular , and sometimes also oblong, perpendicular 
shafts of various depths, according to the depth under 
the surface at which the gold is found. The shafts 
are here sunk close to one another, and the gravel is 
drawn out in an irregular manner, so that in the end 
the shafts issue into one common opening underground, 
formed through the taking away of the gold-bearing 
stratum. None of these shafts are in any way shored 
up by timber, hence it occasionally happens that they
fall in, by which the workers sometimes lose their 
lives. The sinking of the shafts is the work of the 
men, while the clearing of the gravel and the washing 
out of the gold is handed over to the women and the 
girls. The shafts first sink through a 4 to 8 and 
even 10 foot thick layer of yellowish loa m, under 
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which the white keisand is found, and which is about 
½ to 2 foot thick, and above a l l  things is richest in 
gold  in the lowest part. Under that is found dorree, 
gray solid potter's clay. The gold  obtained is washed 
in the neighbouring river. Of aqueducts the natives 
have no idea and are therefore only able to extract 
the gold profitably when it is found near running
water. . • . 

When the gold  is in the sand on the bottom of 
the river bed, in order to get this sand a smal l  raft 
is made use of which is furnished with an apparatus
made out of sma l l  tree trunks, which has much in 
common with the hinged gridiron. At one end there is 
a wicker basket (faschine) fil led with stones. When 
the place is reached where gold  bearing sand is found 
the apparatus is sunk with its heaviest end and so 
serves not only as an anchor but also as a ladder upon
which to climb down. With his back leaning against 
the ladder so as to offer necessary resistance to the 
current the gold washer steps down, scrapes the sand 
into flat wooden dishes and then climbs up to wash the 
gold  out of the sand on the raft. He then descends 
again with the same obj ect. Women also share in this 
work and it is astonishing how long they are able to 
stay under water. 

The Serawai rivert.and its tributary the Tjeroen
dong are noted for the purity of the gold  found int · 
their neighbourhood. "The holes that the natives dig
are at first not very wide, and only when they are 
convinced that they have struck the gold  bearing sand 
layer do they enlarge the holes up to 10 to 15 feet 
square. The depth of the holes varies.t" The sides 
of the holes, which do not seem to be much more than 
S ( ? )  feet deep, are supported by timber. "They do 
not dig up more of the sand than is found at the bottom 
of the hole, for they do not understand the art of 
making underground gal leries, &c.t" 

This local specialization may wel l  have been learned from the 
Chinese, who were prospecting "down several feet" by 725 A.tD. 
(Needham, 1959, III : 674). We have no evidence of prehistoric 
shaft-mining in Borneo, anyway. Certainly, none of the island's 
native pagan peoples have ever been known to smith gold for 
their own use. And in the earliest folklore of Brunei forty
goldsmiths are sought from Java to work for the court (see
I I I � l S. d). Most of them attach much more value to old Chinese 
stonewa�e or glass beads. 

In what is now Sabah and northern Borneo general ly, gold 
has played much less of ·a part in cultural life, and this is 
still  true today. As A.t H. Everett remarked: 
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None of the savage tribes of this part of Borneo seem 
ever to have made use of this metal, notwiithstanding 
their intercourse with Malays, and in a less degree
with the Chinese, during a t  least several centuries 
past. I have never known an instance of a Sea Dayak 
or Land Dyak, a Kyan or Bakatan, seeking gold on his 
own account , and manufacturing it  into any descript ion 
of ornament, however rude.�i5 

Goldsmithing has remained primarily an act ivity of the coastal 
plain among Chinese, and to a lesser extent in the past Malays
and other itinerant Malohs.�i6 

In some inland areas there was an actual taboo on deep
mining, and this is evidently ancient, for G. W. Earl reported
it  inland from Sambas over a century ago, thus: 

Gold dust, which is obtained mainly by washing the 
waters of the streams, since they entertain a supposi
t ion that working the mines will entail some serious 
m isfortune on the country. 

The gold-dust, together with bees'wax, and occa
sionally small quant ities of iron, are disposed of by 
barter to _the Malays, in exchange for red and blue 
cotton cloths, beads, brass-wire, salt, and tobacco. 
These goods are taken to the nearest Dyak town by the 
Malays, where they are sold to the inhabiitants, who 
retain what they require, and dispose of the remainder 
to the people of the town immediately above them ; and 
in this manner they pass from hand to hand, increasing
greatly in price at every town until they are all 
appropriiated. The chiefs do not approve of the passage
of strange trading-boats beyond their towns, and gener
ally force the owners to dispose of their cargoes, in 
order that their own people may secure some share of 
the profi ts. 

The iron which is obtained in the interior is said 
to be valued by many of the wilder Dyaks even more 
than gold ; indeed the latter is only sought for as the 
means of procuring foreign articles, for which they
have acquired a taste.�i7 

There is ample evidence in Sea Dayak genealogies, folklore 
and saga to suggest that gold may have played a large role for 
them up to 30 generations ago. In the long sung chant of the 
Sickness Festival ( Gawai Sakit) the shaman's vision reaches 
along the journey-line of death, "the country of gold,i" and the 
twentiieth cue-verse goes : 



2 9  

Reaching the buttress inlaid with brass, 
This is occupied by Manang Jaban. 
The inner part of his room,
Is full of beautiful jars.
He is a shaman who never wanderedt, 
And who also possesses a lump of gold. 

Or in the dynamics of the Farm Festival (Gawai Umah, verse 55) :  

Reaching for a soft bead-like sand,
Shimmering with sprinkled gold, 
Reaching a plain sprinkled with candle grease,
Occupied by Raja Jawat, 
Who looks ·after the navel of the swirling 

water subsiding. 

And againt, in the moving Sea Dayak Whetstone Festival chant 
(Gawai Batu, verse 2 4 )  : 

Come to Selali Lalang water,
Bathed in by Kumang who ·tcan marry easily.
Here Simp�lang Gana stops,
To bring the silver which glitters across one's face,
And to bring the gold which strikes upon one's chest. �t8 

All this suggests so far an extensive knowledge of gold in protc 
historic times--but not before iron and seldom with the feelingt: 
poetry, passion, and skill which went into iron technology all 
through the island's interior (H. O. : 348-360)t. 



CHAPTER 6 

GOLD APPEARANCES AND USES IN THE DELTA 

The best documented working of secondary deposits--and
apparently the locus of most intense activity--is the Sarawak 
River, both the left and right branches, especially in the area 
immediately around the margins of Santubong Mountain at Buntal 
Bay and at Tambak. A note of 1874 describes a reef of roicks 
located about two miles from Buntal, which runs out from the 
mainland into the sea: 

The people of a small [Malay] village which is situated 
close by, procure a living by collecting sand from the 
crevices of this reef, which sand is said to be rich 
in gold.i4 9  

Gold was worked in this area by local people as late as the 
1890's. Malays panned gold from sand collected between boulders 
near the mouth of Sungai Binyok about two miles northwest of 
Buntal. According to geological evidence, the gold in the sand 
there was: 

almost certainly derived from micrograndiorite intru
sions in the headwater of streams draining the eastern 
slopes of Gunong [Mt. ]i! Santubong, of which the Binyok
is the most important. 0 

We have elsewhere discussed this micrograndiorite as a source 
for stone tools used in iron and other working as extensively
excavated in the prehistoric delta sites. Specifically, this 
material is used to make the curious "waisted stones" to which 
further reference will follow. In this connection also, pre
liminary mention may be made here of another stone material, 
certain black pebbles (andesite, etc. ) found in the same area, 
which serve the Malay and other local peoples as detectors of 
gold ; they smear brightly when gently rubbed across the pebble's
surfaice.i5 1  

Stimulated by reports from native prospectors, modern mining
companies have investigated the alluvial deposits in the Sarawak 
River in this century. The middle reaches of the river between 
Batu Kawa and Kuching were tested by the Borneo Company in 1900. 
In their three samples, each weighing a ton, they found from 3 
to 3½ grains of gold per ton. The sand in Buntal Bay was tested 
in 1913 by the Borneo Company and again in 1950 by Anglo-Oriental 
Ltd. , but both companies concluded there was insufficient gold 
to be payable. Chinese prospectors have individually searched 

30  
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B. 

F. 

the area, over unknown periods, s inking deep, narrow shafts now 
overgrown with jungle--a  real hazard to limb, even life, for the 
archaeologi s t  re-examining the terrain .i5 2  

While the alluvial gold in the Sarawak River and in the 
region of Santubong Mountain does not now repay mining on a 
Wes tern commercial bas is,  i t  may be viewed in quite a different 
light by enterpris ing individuals, especially Chinese, s eeking 
to supplement family income. There is  the further factor that 
while the general disitribution of gold in the alluvial sand may
be at low levels, there may nevertheles s  be patches of relat ive ] 
high yield where favorable circumstances have caused a concen
tratiion. 

This brief survey has revealed a numberi- of points that pro
vide a context for the appearance and use of gold in the Sarawa� 
River delta s ites : 

A. There i s  a broad zone of primary gold bearing ores  in 
southwes tern Borneo centering on Bau, extending into 
the Sambas and Montrado areas of Kalimantan. 

There has been a s ignificant supply of alluvial gold in 
the rivers and s treams draining the primary ore bearing 
areas into modern timesi. 

C. The his tory of intens ive commercial working of these  
depos its  can be traced back at leas t to  1760 and almos t  
certainly long predates that pr�historically. 

D. There i s  a tradition of native gold panning and working
of this alluvial gold that extended back into the 
disitant pas t. 

E. There i s  also  a long tradition of coastal craftsmanship 
in gold, both in terms of recovered artifacts (s ee 
below, 1 1. 7) and in terms of gold smithing on the spot.
For mid-nineteenth century, St. John refers to the 
Malau (Maloh) Dyaks, a group living near the headwaters 
of the Kapuas who are workers in the gold and bras s 
and who are allowed to wander freely through a web of 
head-hunting tribes without be ing molested; in this 
century these  folk have become specialists  in s ilver
smithing and minor engineering (no longer goldi ! leavin 
the goldwork almos t ent irely to urban Chinese. 

Intens e native panning reduced many of the most  favore d 
locations to low levels of gold return. In the past, 
however, especially during the period from the T'ang 
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through the Sung and Yuan dynasties when the delta 
sites were flourishing these same stream beds and allut
vial sands may have offered muah highe r yields than 
todayo. 

G. The specific area in and behind the delta sites clus
tering about Santubong was, judging from the concentra
tion of gold panning activity carried out there in the 
past 100 years, one of the important sources for native 
gold working and the most accessible of all in terms 
of outside contact and trade. 

H. The gold- alive area in and behind the delta rather 
closely relates to the similar distribution of iron 
ores which we have shown to be of fundamental importance
not only in southwest Borneo but in the wider pattern 
of early international trade through and beyond South
east Asia.t5 4  

I. There is every probability, in _this human setting, that 
the mining, smelting and working of the two metals 
developed, in effect, hand in hand--or, at the least, 
inside a common local tradition. 

J .  This l_ocal tradition was, in time, in touch with the 
far-reaching international trade in Chinese ceramics,
western glass, and much else, which brought the Sarawak 
River delta into a world pattern of commerce, and can 
only have spread its products and the reports of these 
products far, further afield and asea. 

Against this provisional background let us now examine the char
acter of gold artifacts actually excavated in the delta during 
the Sarawak Museum excavations of the past decade. After that 
we can perhaps seek wider relationships . 



CHAPTER 7 

EXCAVATED GOLD 

a. Previous Records 

In 1949 when the first survey of ancient gold objects in 
British Borneo was undertaken by T. H. ,  he was able to find reco1 
or trace of 115 gold objects. This represented the total numbe1 
of objects brought to written notice since the time of the firs1 
Brooke Rajah. Not one of these objtects had been properly pub
lished ; references to them were usually of the most cursory kin< 
and often confusing as wellt. Despite careful pursuit of clues 
it was impossible to determine the exact find-site from which 

5 5even one single objtect had come !

The great majtority of gold objects known at that time were 
found in southwestern Borneot. That· is, they coincided broadly
with the known area of gold deposits in the ground in primary
deposits with a tradition of working gold in alluvial deposits.
The exception to this pattern was the rich horde of gold object! 
all clearly ·"foreign" in stylet, found at Limbang in the hinter

6land of Brunei Bay . 5 
_ 

The, greatest number of· gold objects were recorded in the 
Bau-Kuching area , thus at the edge of the Bau gold-fields and 
in the alluvial sands of the Sarawak Rive-r. The delta of the 
Sarawak River also provided several notices of gold finds. 
Among these last were the following: 

a. An 1899 list of additions to the Museum collection ob
j ects "washed from the soil at Santubong, under the 
director of the Hon'ble Resident on behalf of the Sara
wak Government.t" These were no longer in the Museum in 
1947.t5 7 

b. "Fragmentary remains of what appea·r to have been ear 
and nose ornaments" are referred to by Everett and 
Hewitt (1909 : 6) as found at Santubong � It is not clea1 
whether thist.refers to the objects noted in (a) above 
or whether these represent further finds.t5 8  

c. The same authors also refer to a "solitary stud rescued 
intact, much resembling the nose studs worn by the 
natives of India" (1909" 6) , which sounds very like one 
from the Limbang hoard further north and from the 

5 9Philippines.t

3 3  
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d. "Beads of very fine workmanship" are also listed among
the gold objects from Santubong by Everett and Hewitt 
(ibid . ) .  

These meagre references- -plus the earlier noted local tradi
tion that H. H. Everett had a personal collection of gold objects
acquired during his residence in the village--are the total indi
cations of gold related activity in Sarawak delta prior to the 
opening of excavations there by the Sarawak Museum in 1949. 

b. In the Delta Since 1949 ( Inventory) 

Once careful excavation began in the delta it became appari
ent that the possession of gold objects was fairly widespread 
among the people who inhabited these ancient stations. The 
following table of all excavated gold objects obtained since 
1949 and now in the Sarawak Museum gives a picture of both the 
number and the configuration of these objectsi.i6 0  

Table 1. Descriptive Inventory of Excavated Gold Objects from 
Sarawak River Delta Sites. 

Depth Object Description of ObjectTrench (inches) Number* (all measurements in millimeters) 

Jaong 

F /2 13 B. l 

Dl x 14 11 B . 2  

A leaf shaped gold lamination, 
length 29mm, maximum width 13mm. 
There is a fine hair-line cut
breach running longitudinal down 
the center, 16mm long. Both ends 
are truncated (B.l). 

Rectangular piece of decorated gold
with incised design. The edges of 
the long sides have been folded 
over. The design is organized
around a central diamond shape.
Lines lead from the center to oppoi
site end where they diverge and 
form comma-shaped pattern; 13mm 
long and 9 mm wide (B.2). 

* Numbers of objects are prefixed by a letter indicating type.
A =  plain gold foil; B - decorated gold foil ; C = ring or ear
ring ; D = gold bead ; E = gold needles , thread or wire ; F = frag
ment of gold blocks. 
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Depth Object Description of Object Trench (inches) Number (all measurements in millimeters) 

Fl x 14 11 

Fl x 13-14 C .  1 2  

Fl x 3 18 

17 

A.t1 
A . 2
A .  3 

B . 3  
B.t4 
B. S 
A. 4 

• 

B. 6 

B. 7 
B.t8 
A. 5 

Three pieces of plain gold foil 
found together ·and about 4" from 
the decorated piece (B . 2) .  All 
three pieces are irregular in 
shape. One is roughly crescentrj 
with blunt ends, length 15mm, 
width 10mm (A. l) . The second is 
triangular with base 20mm and 
sides 18mm (A. 2) . The third is 
roughly rectangular with longt. sic 
10mm, short ends 5mm and 8mm (A . �  

Three rectangular pieces of gold 
foilt, with similar repousse de
signs of diamond and comma pat
tern, or tangent spirals. The 
first is 17mm long and 8mm wide 
(B. 3)t; the second 16mm long and 
9mm wide (B. 4)t; the third 9mm by 
15mm (B. S) . The long edges of al 
three have been turned under to 
form smooth edges. In associatic 
with these patterned pieces was c 
plain gold foil which under a 
strong light reveals the faint 
press of a design similar to 
pieces B. 2�5. It is creased in 
the center ; 28mm in length and 
14mm wide (A. 4) . 

A gold foil roughly elliptical 
with pointed ends, length_ 38mm ar 
maximum width 15mm. There is a 
fine longitudinal cut-breach llmn 
along the center (B. 6) . 

In the same trench higher up thar 
B. 6, are three qther objectst. T� 
are roughly elliptical gold foil 
with truncated ends, each with a 
fine longitudinal cut-breach. Tr 
first is 50mm in length and 20mm 
wide (B. 7)t; the second 48mm and 
20mm (B. 8) . The third is undecot
rated without median cut -breach 
shaped rather like a club with a 
pointed top, 65mm long and a tap�
ing from maximum width of 15mm tc 
·minimum of 5mm (A. 5 ;  cft. A. 24 be] 
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Table 1 (conti' d) 

Depth Object Descript ion of ObjectTrench (inches) Number (all measurements in millimeters) 

Fl x 14 9-10 

Fl x 17 c. 9-10 

Q4 X 20 12 

Q20 9 

Q4 X 3 0  18 

Q17 6 

Q 2 0  6 

Pl x 10 12 

A.i6 
A.i7 

A.8 
A. 9 

A.i10 
A.i11 

A.i12 

D.i1 

A.i13 

A.i14 

A.i15 
A.i16 

Bent piece of undecorated gold
foil , irregular iri shape. It is 
14mm long, maximum width 4mm 
(A. 6 ) .  Inside a porcelain bowl 
at the same depth was a dot of 
gold foil (A. 7) , probably broken 
off a larger piece. 

Two pieces of long, narrow rectan
gular gold foil, the same size. 
Length and width 35mm and 5mm 
respectively (A. 8 and A. 9)i, 

A crumpled mass of gold lamination, 
with one exception very small as 
if they were broken from a larger
object. The pieces are so jumbled
that it would be unrealistic to 
count each as an object. The 
fragments, which are of plain gold 
foil, are simply treated as one 
object (A.i10)i. There is however 
a piece that is roughly hemispheric 
in shape that is clearly an enti ty. 
It is 15mm in radius (A. 11) .  

A very thin piece of gold foil 
with rough irregular edges. 60mm 
long, a maximum width of 5mm 
(A.i12)i. 

Fragments of a gold bead (D. 1)i. 

Leaf shaped gold-foil with trun
cated ends. The long edges are 
turned under, the band of gold 
along the under-edge being approxi
imately 4mm on both sides; maximum 
length 45mm, greatest width 15mm 
(A.i13)i. 

Leaf shaped gold foil similar to 
A.i13 above ; maximum length 5mm 
and width 18mm (A.i14)i. 

Two irregularly shaped gold frag
ments ; greatest dimension of either 
4mm (A.iI S  and A. 16) . 
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Trench 

P2 x 10 

S11 

S11 

S3 

57/H 

57/C 

57/E 

57/D
57/B 

Depth Object
(inches) Number 

12 A. 17 

15 A -. 18 

6 D. 2 

29 C. 1 

12-18 A. 19 

30-36 A. 20 
A . 21 
A . 22 

• 

30-36 B. 9 
A. 24 
A.t25 
A. 26 
A . 2 7 
A.t28 

24-30t6 1  C. 2 
C.t3 

Descripttion of Object 
.t(all measurements in millimeters) 

Piece of gold �oil in triangular 
shape, the three sides measuring 
7 , 8 , and 9mm ( A . 17) .. 

Fragmentt·tof plain gold foil in a 
perfect porcelain bowl. I t  is 
roughly rectangular in shape, 6mn 
by 6mm (A. 18) . 

A beadt. q_f laminated gold, diamete 
5mm (D. 2); more carefully finishe 

_ A 4mm gold rod bent into a circle 
(C. l) . 

Small rectangular gold foil, 6mm 
long and 3mm wide (A. 19) .  

Three plain gold foil pieces. TY 
are triangular. The first has 
sides of 13 and 9mm (A. 20) . The 
second has a base of 11 and 12mm 
(A. 21)t. The third is diamond
shaped, greatest length 7mm,
width· 5mm (A . 22) . 

Two large objects of plain gold 
foil. One is leaf-shaped with 
pointed ends ; this has latitudinc 
cut of 4mm at one end. The leng1
of the leaf is 20mm, and the grec 
est width 7mm (B. 9) . The other 
object is foil shaped like a clul 
with a triangular top. It is 60n 

·in length. I t  tapers from bettor 
.tto top, with smallest width 3mm 
and the greatest 7mm (A.t24)t. Th: 
object is similar in general con· 
figuration to A. Stin trench Fl x 
There were also four diamond
shaped gold foil objects in 57/E
5-7mrn wide (A . ZS� A. 28) . 

Altogether there are eight objec1 
involved. Two are circular in 
shape. The largest is a ring 
madet- of gold rod that has been 

http:A.ZS�A.28
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Table 1 (cont'd) 

Depth ObjectTrench (inches) Number 

B.t10 
B.t11  
B.t12 

B.t13 
B.t14 
B.t15 

66/AZ 12-15 A.  2 9  

66/AB 12 A . 30 

Description of Obj ect 
(all measurements in millimeters) 

bent and j oined in a circle , 
diameter 14 mm ( C . ·2). The s econ d 
is a piece of gold foil 4mm wide 
that has been worked and bent into 
a loop with one end superimposed
on the other. It has a long axis 
of 7mm and may have served as a 
decoration for a garment ( C.t3). 
There are also three gold foils 
with a medial cut-breach and 
repousse decoration, shaped like 
leaves with both ends pointed. 
The largest is 52mm long, width 
18mm ; the smallest 35mm long and 
14mm wide. All have a longitudinal
breach cut. In the largest leaf 
there are seven diamond shapes 
cut into the leaf, giving a saw
toothed effect (B. 10). The small
er leaves have ten latitudinal 
cuts crossing the medial breach 
cut (B.t11 and B.t12). 
The remaining three objects are 
leaf-shaped gold foil, all blunt 
ended. They .all have center 
longitudinal breach-cuts. In one 
(B.t13) the breach rather than 
being a simple incisiont, is 3mm 
wide at its greatest width. The 
other two (B.t14 and B.t15) have 
narrow incisions down the median 
line. The largest is 40mm long 
and 23mm wide; smallest is 38mm 
long and 15mm at its greatest 
width. 

A twisted piece of gold, appears 
to be leaf, crumpled, 10mm long 
and greatest width 3mm (A. 29). 

A triangle of gold foil with a 
base of 8mm and sides of 6 and 
7mm. Fused to it is a small 
piece of crumpled gold 10mm in 
length (A.t30). 
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Trench 

Bukit Maras 

66/A2 

JJ 

Buah 

D/E19 

Bongkisam 

J/13 

U/13 

Z /3 

Z/1  

Depth Obj ect 
(inches) Number 

18-24 A . 31 

6-12 A.32 

12-24 A. 33 

6-12 B.16 

• 

30-36 C.4 

2 1-24 D.3 

18-24 A. 34 

Description of Objtect 
(all measurements in mil limeters) 

A sliver of gold foil, 5mm long. 
It may be a piece off another 
objtect (A.31)t. 

Bell-shaped gold foil piece. It 
is 1mm thick, 3mm high and its 
base is 4mm (A.32 ; cf. A. 34 be lo¼ 

Gold foil of rectangular shape, 
3mm in width, length 4mm (A. 33) . 

Fragment of carefully worked gold 
cut into a pebbled-pattern of fiv 
tiny bal ls arranged in what ap
pears to have been a circle. The 
whole fragment is only 4mm in 
length, but it reveals a great 
skill of workmanship (B.16) . 

A circular obj ect hol low in the 
center, external diameter is 3mm. 
Its surftace has a faceted pattern
of sharply cut re lief, probably 
an adornment for clothing--too 
sma ll  to be a finger ring. Like 
B.16 above, it is of finet· 
workmanship (C.4). 

A gold spherical bead, diameter 
4mm (D. 3) . 

' 

A be ll-shaped gold piece, minute 
but carefully shaped. Its long 
base is only 2mm and its height 
1mm, 1mm thick at the base (A. 34) 
It be ars a considerable resemblan 
to objtect A.32 from Bukit Maras. 
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Table 1 (cont'd) 

Depth ObjectTrench ( inches) Number 

Tantric Shrine at Bongkisam6 2  

Z/1 39-43 B.17 

B.18 

B.19 

.B.20 

B.21 

Description of Object
(all measurements in millimeters) 

A gold foil lotus, with diameter 
20mm, rather crudely cut with con
siderable irregularity in size of 
its six petals. The cutt ing in
strument has left burrs of gold 
along several edges. There is a 
pierced hole in the center (B.i17)i. 

A small, seven-petalled lotus, 
diameter 10mm, the cutting crudely 
done. The center of the lotus is 
pierced (B.18) . 

An elephant, side view, cut out of 
springy gold foil. Crudely cut 
with splinters of gold protruding 
from the edges. The animal is 
quite naturalistic with the crani
al protuberance presented with 
consiiderable fidelity . It is 
28mm at its greatest length, the 
distance between the front hooves 
and the top of the cranium is .25mm (B.19) .i

An elephant, side view, of gold 
foil similar to B.i19 except that 
the front legs are almost twice 
as long as the rear legs and the 
trunk is curled into the front 
leg instead of hanging directly 
down as in the previous animali. 
I ts greatest length is 30mm, 23mm 
from the top of the head to the 
bottom of the front leg (B. 20)i. 

A gold foil tortoise presented in a 
birds-eye perspect ive. Like the 
other f igures above, it is crudely
executed. From the tip of the 
tail to the end of the nose is 
37mm, 21mm across the front flip
pers ( B. 21)i. 
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Depth Object Description of Object Trench (inches) Number (all measurements in millimeters) 

Tantric Shrine 

B.t22 Two seated male figures of gold foil 
B.t23 The hands are on the hips and elbows 

out�tthrust. The eyes, nose , mouth 
are summarily indicated by incision. 
One of the figures bears slight
traces of incision over the eyes to 
indicate brows. One is thinner and 
taller than the other with a base of 
20mm and a height of 35mm ; the other 
22mm and 33mm (B.t22 and B.t23) . 

B.t24 A carefully wrought snake with a 
triangular head. Its body is bent 
into three loops. It is 47mm long
(B.24)t. 

B.t25 A crescent moon cut from plain gold
foil, 18mm long from horn to horn 
and 6mm greatest width (B. 25)t. 

B. 26 .t. A smaller crescent moon of plain 
gold foilt, 18mm long from horn to 
horn and 6mm greatest wid·th (B. 26)t. 

B.t27 Two joined crescent moons cut from 
ribbed gold foil , 16mm long and 7mm 
wide (B. 27) .  · 

D. 4 A hollow bead , an oblate sphere with 
seven sides, the center having an 
opening of 5mm, bead diameter is 
8mm. This bead is nicely made and 
there is no indication of overlappin 
or soldering (D. 4) . 

D. S A large spherical hollow bead of 
gold. The perforation is 4mm wide , 
and the diameter of the bead is 8mm 
( D .  5 )  

D. 6 A ribbed bead. It is an oblate 
sphere, very carefully made; perfora 
tion is 2mm, total diameter 5mm 
( D . 6 )  . 
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Table 1 (cont'd) 

Depth Obj ect Trench (inches) Number 

Tantric Shrine 

D.t7 - 13 

D.t14-19 

c . s  

C.t6 

C . 7-14 

B. 28-41 

F.t1-23 

Description of Object
(al l  measurements in miltlimeters) 

Seven beads , all of oblate spheres , 
finished carefully without any trace 
of seam or j oint. The largest has 
a diameter of 6mm and smal lest only
2mm (D.t7-13). 

Six cylindrical beads, al l damaged. 
The largest is 6mm in diameter ,  the 
smal lest 3mm (D. 14-19 ) .  

Small gold ringt, nicely fabricated. 
A f lat depression at the bezil with 
two incised lines on either side of 
the depression , diameter 15mm (C. S)t. 

A ring with a raised molding running 
comptletely around its circumference , 
diameter 21mm (C .t6 ) .  

Eight thin hol low circles of gold 
with a "pebbled" surface of textured 
design in smatll raised dots of gold. 
These ring-like objects were prob 
ably personal adornments , either 
strung on a chain or sewn on cloth
ing. The largest has a diameter of 
9mm and the smal lest 6mm (C. 7-14 ) .  

Fourteen patterned gold foil pieces 
of cylindrical shape. Each is 
decorated with parallel incised 
lines uniformly spaced and at right
angles to the major axis of the 
cylinders. They are holtlow and may
be described as sleeves or tubes of 
gold foil. Eight of these are flat
tened or fragmented. The largest
has a long axis of 13mm and a diame
ter of 4mm , the sma l lest is a flat
tened fragment 6mm x 7mm (B. 28-41)t. 

Twenty three irregularly shaped frag
ments of b lock gold. The largest is 
a truncated pyramid with sides mea
suring 5mm x 5mm x 7mm (Fl-23) .  
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Depth Obj ect Description of ObjectTrench (inches) Number (all measurements in millimeters) 

Tantric Shrine 

B.t42-43 Two gold foil pieces in crescent 
shape. From horn to horn they mea-
-sure respectively 15mm and 12mm 
(B. 42 and B. 43) . 

B. 44 - 49 Six circular pieces of gold foil, 
the largest 14mm in diameter and 
the smallest 9mm .t . One of the circle 
is pierced with two tiny holes 
(B.t44-49) . 

E. 1-5 Five gold needles. Each has an eye
through which thread could be passed 
The longest is 41mm and the shortest 
probably a fragment, is 6mm (E. 1 -5) . 

E . 6  Needle similar to those above but 
bent in the middle like a fish hook,
38mm long (E. 6) . 

E. 7-24 . Eighteen pieces of gold wire. They 
are irregular and vary considerably 
in diameter. They have in every 
case been ben·t into a loop or, if 
fragmentary, are an arc or segment
of a circle. They may have served 
as links on a light gold chain 
bracelet (E. 7 - E. 24) . 

E. 25 One gold thread consisting of two 
loops penetrating each other, great
est diameter 10mm (E. 25) . 

B . 50 One crudely cut piece of gold foil. 
It has a domical top, and may repre
sent an umbrella ; 1 1mm long and 5mm 
wide (B. 50) . 

A. 35-65 Thirty-one pieces of plain gold foil 
They are treated together because 
all are of irregular shape and ap
pear to be simply scraps of gold. 
They are all bent, twisted or crum
pled.t · They do not, however, appear 
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Table 1 ( cont ' d) 

Depth Object Description of Object Trench (inches) Number (all measurements in millimeters) 

Tantric Shrine 

B.i51  

B.i5 2  

D.i20 

B.i53 

to be mutilated fragments of com
pletely fabricated objects but are 
rather scraps, leftovers (A. 35 -A. 6 5 ) .  

A piece of gold foil shaped vaguely 
like a oonoh s he Z Z .  It has a domi
cal top and sides that taper to a 
point at the opposite end ; 18mm 
long (B. 5 1) .  

A rectangular piece of gold foil 
11mm by 9mm. It has a triangular 
area cut out of one side (B. 5 2) .  

One damaged cylindrical bead, 
diameter 2mm (D.i20) . 

One plain gold foil piece cut into 
the shape of a perfect circle (B. 5 3) .  

c. Summary of Excavated Gold: 
Gold Leaf-foil Especially 

Summarizing the above, we see that of the 200 gold objects 
excavated with full position data in the delta over the past 
two decades, 142 were from the Bongkisam Shrine, in one concen
tration. The remaining 57  were in the open, thus : 

Jaong
Bongkisam
Maras 2 
Buah 1 

For the 86 % of open site gold at Jaong, the overwhelming pre 
dominance was of plain or decorated leaf foil--4 5  pieces, com
pared with 5 leaf-foil from all the other delta sites, which in 
excavated area exceed Jaong by at least 5 to 1. In brief, ex 
cluding the specialized shrine, gold was sparsely present on 
the sites except for Jaong- -where, further, it was absent over 
much of the site and concentrated in a few small sectors (see
below) . The overall picture is shown in Table 2. Thus, 5 9 %  of 
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all excavated pieces were thin foil, only 7% at all el aborate, 
styled artiifacts, though still all techni cally quite simple. 

Table 2. Gold Obj ects by Type and Site -(200) 

Bongkisam
Code and Type Jaong (including Buah Maras Total 

shrine). 

A .  Plain foil 30 32 1 2 65 
B. Decorated foi l  15 38 0 0 
C .  Ring or earring 3 11 0 0 14 
D .  Bead 2 18 0 0 20 
E .  Thread, needle,

•wire, etci. 0 25 · O 0 25 
F .  Blocks 0 23 0 0 23 

Total 50 147 1 2 200 

To these 200 must be added two artifacts not included in 
the above Inventory, as on display in the Old Museum Bui lding. 
These are ho.th from the small headland site of Tanj ong Kubor, 
already fully published. 6 3  One is a finger ring, very simple ; 
the other, a plain ring of gold. There is no gold-foili. There 
are also no iron slag, no '!pebble-bed,i" and no whole stoneware 
vessels at  Kubor. These two gold finds occurred with an esti
mated 120 burials (no skeletal remains have survived in this 
open si-te) , a seventh century Chinese coiri, 46 pieces of smithed 
iron, 7 bangles and 32,000 potsherds (including T'ang stonewares 

Although Kubor is regarded as a cemetery, it  was a special, 
proletarian and short-period site, isolated away from the iron
workings--and perhaps restri cted to traders from the China Sea, 
specially treated in death out here on the edge of that great 
water, outside the mainland stream of native Borneo l ife, as 
expressed at Jaong. 

The rich, deep iron-working and ceramic  site at Buah (H.O.i: 
11) has only a single 3 x 4mm piece of plain foi l, and the 
habitation site on the Maras hillside two fragments of similar 
size, whereas a l l  but 2 (90 %) of the golden beads (D) and all  
the threads, needles and blocks pieces (E, F) came from the 
Bongkisam shrine. This underlines the "special" character of 
the shrine in delta terms, as well as the difference between 
this late--c. 1320 A.D . --element as compared with the early 
(before 1000 A . D.) character of Jaong. 

Most of these gold artifacts are by definition simple, 
involving an economi c and careful use of the precious metal with 
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simple craftsmanship, often crude, in so doing. This simplicity
is most marked with the Jaong gold, where even the "rings" (C. 1 -3) 
are in the simplest form, and only the bead D. 2 from trench Sll 
has the least pretensions to being classed as of goldsmi th stand
ard. The rest could be beaten or cut out by any normal person. 
This is in contrast to the level of craftsmanship noted for 
several of the few other open-site artifacts described in the 
Inventory above.t6 4  

The indications here are that gold-smithing --as opposed to 
smelting and mining--improved its technique considerably in 
southwest Borneo after the Jaong period (say after 1000 A . D. )  
but that gold in foil and other simple forms played an important 
role well before that improvement, locally.t6 5  



CHAPTER 8 

GOLD ASSOCIATIONS IN THE GROUND AT JAONG 

Since the gold from the ritual deposit at Bongkisam has 
been extensively discussed elsewheret, and since the Jaong gold 
occurs in a different context and with different forms, it will  
be most useful to focus the discussion heie on Jaong, so that 
meaningful comparisons can be developed between these two sites 
of greatest gold incidence and in a wider set of re lationshiP?t• E  

The gold obj ects at Jaong occur in special contexts. TherE 
is nothing casual or random about their placement ; they are con
centrated in trenches which are rich in other valued goods. 
Table 3 indicates the pattern for relationships between gold . 
and some other obj ects in . a few Jaong, 1952 and 1957 trenches.t6 : 

Table 3 which accounts for the large maj ority of Jaong 
gold pieces inditates a specific pattern of deposit. _In most 
cases gold artifacts are found in trenches containing other-
and otherwise raret--value obj e cts, notably whole porce lain bowl� 
and glass be.ads. Those sectors rich in gold  are in the imme- .
diate vicinity of or coirespond with those rich in other kinds 
of value obj ects. It is exceptional for gold  artifacts to be 
found at Jaong away from the whole stoneware (under or near 
pebble-beds , III.19-21 below) . Whole vessels not infrequently 
occur without gold., however ;  but again almost always in the 
same sector with or close to pebble-beds- ·-as we shall  see.6 8  

References to a separate analysis of -''Finds of Whole Obj ects at 
Jaong" shows that almost all  the iron obj ects were similarly 
found in the same sectors from which most gold obj ects were 
recovered.6 9 

Gold be longs to sacral areas as opposed to the areas pri
marily industrial in charactetr--in Bongkisam as at Jaong. ThesE 
concentrations of differing functions were clearly revealed 
again during the 1966  excavations by the difference in material 
recovered from the almost slagless trenches as compared to that 
found in the .heavy slag working areas X, M,  anc;l Y (for details 
of these see H.O . t: 6 and further at III.20) .  7 0  
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Table 3. Relationships Between Gold and Other Objects in 
Jaong, 1952 and 1957. 

Gold Objects* Other Valued Objects in Association 

B. l 
B. 2 

Two whole stoneware 
inside one. 

bowlst, the iold leaf 

A.t1-3 , 6 , 7  Gold in base of stoneware bowl with two glass 
beads. 

B. 3-5 
A .  4 

Beside previous items (A.t1-3t, 6 , 7) but physically 
in separate trench. 

A. 5 
B.t6-8 

Two glass beads 

A. 8-9 
A.t10-11 

A flat stoneware bowl with three glass beads , 
overlapping two trenches. 

A. 12 Four glass beads. 

D. l One broken black bowl with gold inside it. 

A.t13 Sixteen glass beads. 

A.t12-14 Four glass beads. 

A.t15-16 A stoneware saucer. 

A.t17 One glass bead. 

A.t18 Porcelain bowl. 
D. 2 

C. l Two stoneware saucers with three glass beads. 

A.t19 Twenty-six glass beads. 

A. 21-22 One whole stoneware bowlt, seven glass beads. 

B.t9 One whole stoneware box. 
A. 24-28 

C.2-3 
B.t10-15 

One quartzite fire-striker pebblet, eight glass 
beads. 

* Letter and number refer to Inventory in Table 1. 



CHAPTER 9 

CHANGES IN DELTA GOLDSMITHING 
(JAONG TO BONGKISAM) 

As earlier indicated, the gold objects excavated at Bong
kisam are more varied in type and complex in manufacture than 
those at Jaong. This can be re-stated succinctly in a simple
table of Jaong gold: 

Table 4 .  Jaong Gold Artifacts by Class 

Code and Type Number of Items Percent of Total 

A. Plain gold foil 30 60 
B. Decorated gold foil 15 30 
C. Ring 3 6 
D. · Gold bead 2 4 

Total s o  100 

Moreover, all but seven of the class of decorated gold
f'oil objects at Jaong were simple leaf shaped pieces, that is, 
a thin line cut down inside the center, usually along the long 
axis, with a median cut-btreach. The more complex were only
elaborated variations of the same basic designs. 7 1  

At Jaong there were no figures (human or animal) cut fromt· 
gold foil ; at Bongkisam there were ten. At Bongkisam there 
were eight precisely executed hollow circles of gold with 
elaborate surface pattern (C.t7-14)t; none of these were found at 
Jaong. ·There is no material at Jaong comparable in delicate 
manufacture to the six gold needles discovered (E.t1-6) at 

1 2  · ·Bongkisam.·t

It is thus confir�ed that working the gold was probably a 
more sophisticated craft at the later,tBongkisam period; and 
that the earlier Jaong site represents a rudimentary stage in 
the developtment of gold skills, so far as this corner of Borneo 
was concernedt- -and without prejudicing the difficult problem of 
where this gold-work was actually carried out.t7 3  

4 9  



CHAPTER 10 

THE MEDIAN CUT-BREACH ON GOLD LEAF FOIL 

So, the ritual and iconographic demands of the gold workers 
were different at Bongkisam and Jaong. At Jaong, the gold leaf 
foil with an inside slit, the median cut breach, is the dominant 
theme of decoration, occurring on almost a third of the obj ects. 
There is not one object at Bongkisam with that form of decora
tion. 

The only de corated gold artifacts at Jaong that deviate 
from the dominant median cut breach theme are four small pieces
of gold with designs organized around a central diamond with 
tangent spiralst. They are similar to design elements found on 
objects worked today by Sea Dayaks, in this century. They also 
relate in feeling to some of the carved symbols on the sandstone 
rocks surrounding those parts of the Jaong site where gold foil 
forms are concentrated.t7 4  

It is notable that all the cut breach effects are on deco
rated foil, not. plain, though not all of this class (B) is so 
cut. Eleven such decorated and median cut foil pieces for which 
we have details give this picture : 

(i) Three are elliptical in shape, 8 "leaf-shaped" (usually
pointed at each end)t. 

(ii) The longest is 46-52mm (4)t, the shortest 20mm (1)t. 

(iii) This shortest one (B.9) is unique in that the breach 
is cut late rallyo, across the long (7mm) axis, the cut 
itself being 4mm long ; the rest have cuts of 11mm or 
more down the longitudinal axis of 29-52rnm. 

(iv) The cut is usually thin, less than 1mm width--and in 
one (B.1, 29 x 13mm) only a hair line; but B.13 (40 x 
23mm) has a striking, irregular cut, 3mm at widest. 

(v) However, two have the longitudinal cut erased at right
angles by seven smaller later cuts (B.11, 46 x 16mm 
and B.12, 35 x 14mm) . 

(vi) Finally, one (B.10, 52 x 18mm) has seven diamond shaped
cuts into the leaf laterally, giving a saw-tooth effect 
to the median cut, very distinctively.t7 5  

The emphasis put on the median cut breach was clearly in 
the minds of the cutters centuries ago as much as in ours today. 

s o  
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The saw-tooth effect of B. 10 (vi above) , excavated in 1957, par 
ticularly dramatizes, albeit in miniature, the attention paid
to the technically simple convention. 7 6  It provides, too, a 
highly recognizable form which can hardly occur regularly in 
different places by chance and which should therefore be looked 
for in future excavations, as also in ·already ·collected and un
described museum collections elsewhere. More broadly, this 
b reach cut gold deserves attention anywheret. It overlaps, as 
well , to foil pieces where a diamond is impressed as center 
design without cutting, e. g. , B � 2, 13 x 9mm from Jaong 1/lx14, 
or the piece of p lain foil creased at the center, A. 4, 28 x 
14mm ; or foil cut simply into a diamond shape (A. 25-A. 28 in 
1957's trench E, rich in gold; see Inventory above)t. 

http:A.25-A.28


CHAPTER 11 

GEDONG AND JAONG 

At Gedong, 40 miles from Jaong, erosion on the Sadong River 
in the Simujan dis trict of Sarawak recently revealed another 
site disttinctive for being rich in whole stoneware vestsels. The 
Sadong is a big river like the Sarawak, and as we have seen was 
once a gold-field area of significance.t7 7  Gedong at 56 miles 
from the mouth is still readily navigable to quite large boats, 
through flat land with heavy swamp. A Sarawak Museum excavation 
unit worked there in 1967-1969, and the results from R. Nyandoh
and Lucas Chin are in prests. The number of whole stoneware 
pieces now exceedstone hundred, covering the whole Jaong-Bongkisam 
(i. e. , Sarawak River delta) time scale through T'ang and Sung--
but, as in the delta, with no later Ming ceramics (i.te.t, nothing
after c. 1350 A. D. ) .  A single identifiable coin was T'ang
(before 960 A. D. ) .  That is, Gedong showed Yueh wares like those 
of Jaong at one end of the time scale and Lung Chu'an celadons 
like those of Bongkisam at the other. 

Ten gold qbjects were excavated at Gedong, mainly in 1969. 
Exact as sociations are not yet clear, but by implication several 
of these were localized in the earlier part of the Gedong de
posit. Particularly s ignificant here are three pieces of gold
leaf foil from 69/D6 and D7, as shown on the right side of Plate 2 
reproduced herewith. The larger complete piece is veryt- close 
indeed to the Jaong item, Plate 24, where the center breach cut 
is similarly crosst-cut in diamond pattern. This gold artifact 
from Gedong could well have been executed by the same hand as 
at least one from Jaong.t7 8  

52 



CHAPTER 12 

NIAH CAVES AND JAONG 

A similar pattern of ceramics , beads and metal objects in·
association with the dead is evidenced in the Niah· Caves some 
three hundred miles up the coast from ihe Sarawak River delta. 
There in the Lobang Tulang grottos , high up , difficult and dan
gerous of access and shrouded . �  fn. dark·ness , is a cemetery dating 
on the basis of imported ceramics, from T'ang through Sung 
dynastyt(= Jaong and Bongkisam)t. Two paper thin, gold foil 
pieces were found there among the scattered bones. In her pub
lished report of the Lobang Tulang excavation , Barbara Harrisson 
observes: 

This kind of ornament caused some excitement to our 
trained Santubong digge rs ;  they knew it from the 
Jaong burial ground near Santubong , where • similar 
pieces have· been dug out by them along with the 
same sort of ceramics.t7 9  

I n  a l�ter extension of the work at Lobang Tulang, a small 
gold ring (0.t6mm in diameter) was found there, near objects of 
bronze and iron.8 0  Rematrkably, three lumps of iron slag were 
excavated in this high burial cave at Niah, linking it  even 
more securely to associated patterns found at  Jaong and provid
ing a dramatic illustration of th� ritual significance or at  
least value attached to the slag itselft- -and fitting with 
"magical scatter pattern" found at delta sites (H. O.t: 77)t. The 
time context here is c .  1000 A.D. 

The Jaong and related gold obj ects fit then into a long 
early tradition of burial practice that does not appear to be 
related to any discernible Hindu or Buddhist impact, prior to 
c .  1200 A. D. , and is then followed by a later and more outside-
oriented style and system. · 
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CHAPTER 13 

THE ICONOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND FOR JAONG SUGGESTED 

Clearly the Jaong median cut breach and other forms repre- · 
sent something basic, localized and "primitive" in the sense of 
a prime relationship to a resident, native people operating a 
native, inside ritual discipline, relatively "unsophisticated" 
when measured against the outside standards of Buddhism or Hin
duism. But Bongkisam must, as the next phase, be seen as a 
continuation, under new and more external influences, with gold 
foil still dominant but differently used. The non-representa
tive concept of the slit breach goes, in favor of something 
much easier to read and interpret- -elephants, moons and men � 
Similarly, the two Jaong (A. Stand A. 24) foil pieces shaped like 
clubs with pyramid tops belong to this primitive metaphor--and
they closely resemble a large stone implement, excavated in 
Jaong 66/Y trench. 

As a whole the gold at Jaong belongs to a system of ritual 
iconography that is presently as enigmatic, closed and recondite 
as the Batu Ga�bar figure and the square-cut petroglyphs that 
abound at the site (III.t18 below)t. Precisely the opposite is 
true of the gold at Bongkisam. There the specifically ritual 
objects--the cut-out gold leaf figures- -can be pieced directly 
into the late Buddhist traditions found in much of Southeast 
Asia. Those obj ects that do not come into this specific cate
gory are either clearly articles of adornment or odds and ends 
of gold. As a group, they serve, along with the silver box 
containing the golden lingga and numerous small pieces therewith, 
to consecrate some sort of Buddhistic movement at its furthest 
eastern periphery, the legend of the religion probing towards-
and getting lost before--the Pacific, and losing out at this 
stage largely to the "native" strength which shaped the Bong
kisam shrine as it did the Jaong petroglyphstin among the iron
working there. 

All the excavated gold in the Sarawak River delta would 
thus appear, as at Gedong and Niah, to be associa�ed with T'ang 
or late imported Chinese stonewares with fully iron age tech
niques. None date before the eighth century. Gold has not once 
been found in pre-iron or pre-stoneware association in West 
Borneo. Wherever identified archaeologically, moreover, gold
here is in a setting where it can best be explained as placed-
of course with casual exceptionst- - in or on the ground in connec
tion with burial or other related rites. We shall return to 
this again when we seek to trace the link between Jaong (and
other) gold and Jaong (and other) bedstof laid (or buried) . 

5 4  
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pebbles (in Part III of this paper) .t. At this stage we only say, 
in a preliminary way, that almost certainly the gold objects at 
Jaong are grave or death ritual furniture or grave-related
regalia, although no bones, teeth or other human remains were 
associated in the ground. Jaong is an open site and the heavy 
humidity and rapid chemical action of the soil makes it impos
sible for organic material to survive over the thousand years 
or so since deposition. There also is the distinct possibility
that cremation was practiced--the rich variety of early Bornean 
rites would allow for almost any variant of primary, secondary
or full cremation practice back into the neolithic, late Stone 
Age.te l  

There may have been gold in burials at Bongkisam that would 
fit the Jaong pattern ; we may not have found them. It is not 
suggested that the entire local population had adopted other 
w�ys or beliefs. Much goes to show a long continuity behind 
delta sites--for instance, only fractional changes in the style 
and size of iron-working clay vessels, crucible or tuyere (H. O. : 
120)t. Excavation at Bongkisam has not yet, however, produced 
any of the gold leaf found with median cut breach so common at 
Jaong. Nor do we have at Bongkisam (or Buah) a significant
number of trenches in which whole stoneware is associated with 
gold. The pattern of gold incidence at Bongkisam is so clearly
different_ from Jaong- - change.s in the intellectual climate, with 
some traffic in new ideas, modified the pattern of older usages 
without destroying them. 



CHAPTER 14 

SPECIAL PIECE FROM BONGKISAMt8 2  

In addition to the gold excavated in the delta and Jaong-
and related pieces from Gedong and Niaht- -as well as to the 
literary references to casual gold finds at Santubong, one major
gold piece remaining in private hands (unlike all the rest known 
now or previously) was dis.

covered before World War II by chance. 
It is larger, much more sophisticated in design and craftsman-
ship than anything brought to light in the escavations--and 
quite outside the known Jaong tradition in particular. Unfor
tunately we have no clues as to the exact location of its 
find-site or any knowledge of the circumstances of discovery, 
except that it is said to have come from Bongkisam. 

It is a large (33mm high and 30mm at its greatest width) 
convex locket to be worn on a chain, and heavy--19t. 6  gm, by far 
the heaviest single object known from the delta. The design is 
built up of two major unitst. The lower section is a large V
shaped unit an4 is surmounted by three superimposed cusped
arches. The design is very dynamic and achieves its effects by 
a series of shifts in direction, measure, texture and shape. 
In the center of the lower section of the design there are two 
concentric oblate spheres. Behind these elements which are un
textured there is a rich network of foliage. The foliage motif 
is composed of very complex curvilinear elements presented in 
relief with deep and clean channeling . The external contours 
of the scroll-like pattern form a winged shape and forcefully
recall the Indonesian ("Hindu") Garuda. 

The upper half of the object is completely untextured. At 
the center, and immediately above the oblate sphere of the lower 
position, are three cusped arches superimposed one upon the 
other. The smallest is close to the physical center of the 
locket, and the other arches increase in scale and height, 
creating vertical tension which balances the expanding thrust 
of the lower, winged motif. 

It is probable that this object is an importation into the 
delta trading complex, of the Bongkisam phase, perhaps 1300 A. D .  
Even among the relatively skilled articles of adornment found 
there, there is nothing that would indicate a design vocabulary
of this level of sophistication, or the skill to execute such a 
design. There is a strong Indonesian (especially Javan) flavor 
to the object. Its central motif is a stylized rendering of 
the Garuda. Unfortunately it has not been possible to match it 
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with a dated Indonesian prototype. Very close to it in overall 
configuration are the jeweled motifs on the tiara of the s tone 
image of Prajnaparamita from one of the Singasari temples of 
Java, now in Leiden.t8 3  Although it may be misleading to compare 
obj ects so different in scale, material and intention, the thir
teenth century date of the Leiden image would be well within 
the later range of trading activity at Bongkisam--and the s imi
larities are strong enough to demand attention. Compare also 
the Balingian keris handle similarly dated thirteenth century,
for a supporting parallel of sorts ( I I. 14). 



CHAPTER 15 

OTHER MAJOR GOLD PIECES FROM WEST BORNEO 

a. The Sambas Treasure and the 
Balingian K�ris Handle 

The Sambas treasure consists of nine gold and silver votive 
images in Buddhist iconography and a curious bronze vessel iden
tified as an incense burner. The collection, now in the British 
Museum, was the chance find of a group of Chinese laborers re
portedly working on the outskirts of a village near the town of 

8 4Sambas in the Kalimantan part of southwest Borneo.t Their re
covery would thus have occurred in a district which had attracted 
a colony of Chinese who were working gold mines in the area in 
the early nineteenth century but very likely the area would have 
been worked intensively in antiquity as well. It is not possible
to relate the style of these images to anything yet recovered 
at Santubong. Certainly the stone Buddha in Gupta style found 
at Bukit Maras is simpler in type and much earlier chronologi
cally than any of the Sambas figures. The Sambas Bodhisattva 
figures especially would appear to have affinities with images 
in the bronze collection of the Djakarta Museum and would thus 
indicate the press of Javanese influence possibly during Maja
pahit times on Borneo. Both in terms of location, allegedly 
near Sambas, and in the extravagant use of gold--the largest 
gold figure weighs 27 ounces--the Sambas hoard underlines the 
importance of gold-working in or into this southwestern corner 
of Borneo. 

Sambas is some 100 miles southwest of Santubong. Balingian
lies about 150 miles to the northeast along the Sarawak coast 
towards Brunei. Here, a fine golden keris handle was obtained 
for the Sarawak Museum, which again clearly belongs to an out
side, Indonesian tradition. In time the association is thir
teenth century (cf. Bongkisam) and there is a fairly good link 
to the Tantric Bhairavist cults in vogue in Java before the 
murder of the King of Singasari in 1292 A. D.t·--again a possible 
Bongkisarn link.t8 5  

b. The Limbang Hoard 

The important hoard of golden ornaments and jewels (espe
cially massive rings) from Bukit Mas at Limbang in Brunei Bay, 
300 miles northeast of Santubong, is now in the Brunei Museum- 
there one of us recently re-examined it. These were associated 
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with a stone Ganesa, now in the Sarawak Museum. These gold
artifacts are more elaborate, in a sense more "sophisticated,t" 
than the general run of delta gold, especially from Jaong. 
There are no associated archaeological materials ; indeed the 
exact circumstances of the find--in 1899--are uncertain. The 
situation there is broadly thus: 

Such parallels as can reasonably be drawn point pri
marily, though not exclusively, towards Java, and 
through Java to "Indian" influences thereon. Except 
possibly--and very vaguely--for the gold bar (B/P.t23)t, 
there is no suggestion of Chinese influence. The 
whole atmosphere is Hindu-Buddhist, with a mild empha
sis on the Tantric version of a sort of Animo-Buddhist 
outlier which seems to have prospered in West Borneo 
through the 13th and 14th centuries, although the 
evidence remains far from complete. (Harrisson,
19 58 : 100) 8 6 

This hoard appearst, thereforet, to date well after 1000 A.tD. and 
probably nearer 1300 A.tD. in the full Bongkisam (post-Jaong) 
period for the Sarawak River delta. The slightly "Tantric" in
ference links again well to the Bongkisam ·shrine (cf. 1 1· 1. 24 
below) . 

However, four gold beads from Limbang match roughly with 
Jaong ones, though this sort of hollow be-ad was made over the 
whole delta period very widely. More significant is the curious 
"fillet" of gold, N/B 18 in the Limbang hoard as Brunei-cata
logued and thus described in the 1969 Brunei Museum Journal 
report: 

N/B. 18 Gold Fillet [see Plate 31a ] .  

A doubled flat piece of gold with a centre line opened
out into a tube to carry suspension thread; 27mm. 
long, 13mm. wide at centre and tapering to the tube 
width each end. The outer edge is stamped from one 
side, to give a row of 14 dots on each side, and an 
opposed pair more each side of the tube at the centre. 
As noted with C/B. 13t► the workmariship here is crude 
and out-of-line with some of the larger Limbang 
pieces.t8 7  

This golden fillet (see Plate 31a) in crude repousse style, can 
be seen as a more developed and solid form of the "leaf-shaped" 
gold foil (especially the truncated forms) oft. Jaong, in which 
the foil effect is strengthened, doubled. The workmanship is 
as crude as for Jaong and conspicuously "out of character" be
side the Limgang rings, though not so beside the "phallic
pendant" thinly made, hollow, in the same hoard (item 0/12)t. 
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Each edge of the truncated diamond fillet is pounded with 14 
depressions , with one more each side of the crude ridge , cen
trally. The symbolism is close to the Jaong foil and not very
far from the symbols cut into the rock-surfaces ai Jaong too. 
Once more , the continuity of Borneo tradition is indicatedt- -even 
to the extentt, here, of producing two "levels" of artifact in 
one hoard; the relatively crude and the finely f i�ished. 

Although an isolated object in the Limbang setting , we must 
be bold in drawing attention to this fillett, as to anything of 
this kind that could be significant for tracing out these themes 
in view of the sparse prehistoric gold data with which the re
searcher has to work in Borneo. Only by vigilant observation 
and patient search , especially among the less striking or glamor
ous things , can we hope to see into this part of the past-
itself semi-secret , semi-sacred and esoteric?--more effectively
in the future. 

It must also be noted that one of the Limbang hoardt' s  hand
some, massive rings unmistakenly shows on the bez ll the rare 
design of a dolmeno, of high interest for West Borrteo at the 
time:t· 

Limban� ( �/ I. 3a. ) Ring Incised with Dolmen D�sign [see 
Plate lb] 

This is the most florid and rich-looking of the 
Limbang rings. It is 30mm. across , maximum internal 
diameter 19mrn.t, and 19mm. along the top of the bezil. 
There are two elevated flanges each side below the 
bezil, and there is a shallow groove running central 
down each side of the bezil. The metal has been worked 
into a quite elaborate design of speckling and scrolls 
all round the outer side of the ring itself.t, 

The bezil, which is not quite flat , has a distinc
tive incised design which has puzzled all wh� have 
seen it. Professor Sastri has sent from India what I 
feel is basically the correct "solution.t" He writes: 

"The ring bears on it some floral work on the 
sides and the figure of a dolmen on the f iat 
top. It shows the three vertical slabs and roof 
slab , and is open on the side of the observer. 
The joints of the side slabs with thetreat ver
tical are indicated by double lines , and the 
dent like an arch below the verticals on the 
sides is an ornamental feature giving the appear
ance of legs to the lower end of the slab$. I 
have shown the ring to Dr. Chhabra, and he agrees 
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with me that the figure is that of a dolmen and 
no inscription.t" 

Dr. Sastri was working from the cast copy. The Brunei 
original gives a slightly different effect, and what 
we see here is a big, flat, thick stone slab supported 
on a line or wall of uprights at each end rather than 
the "three" he describes. In any case, this is cer
tainly a monumental, megalithic structure. Close 
parallels to it exist and have been described from 
the Kelabit uplands in the hinterland of Brunei Bay
[II I . 17 .  d] . Ap.art from the design this "dolmen ring"
restembles one in the British Museum, London, from the 
Franks Collection ; No. 2446, which was deposited with 
the Franks bequest in 1897 and is listed as corning
from "Java, "  with no other particulars. (Harriss on, 
1968, op . ci t . ) 

At Lirnbang, as at Balingian and Sambas, any affinities of these 
Borneo gold obj ects , especially the rings, point constantly, 
vaguely, s outhward to Java. And all of these most "sophisti
cated" things can reasonably be dated well after 1150 A. D. , 
mostly after 1290 A. D. (post-Jaong) .t8 8  

c. A Note on Looting 

The curious distappearance--alrnost total--of gold ornament 
and usage among the native peoples of Borneo (until again very 
recently) , has been previously emphasized (in II. 6. a) . It is 
important to recognize that the objects and methods we are dist
cussing probably represent only a faint contemporary echo of 
earlier attitudes and position. Today, most Borneans simply 
regard gold as something to sell--to the Chinese.t We believe, · 
in brief, that 99% of all old Borneo gold obj ects were melted 
down for s ale sometime post-Magellan. There is reason to be
lieve that this trend was indeed quite late--after the already 
discussed 1760 advent of o rgani2ed  Chinese gold-search (II. 6. b). 
This development with the intensification of gold search, in a 
situation where easily won native gold was getting scarcer and 
finally unavailable, may well have put added pres sure on the 
holders of gold to sell. At the same time, the tempo of eco,.: 
nornic need and materialistic desire was rapidly heightening. 
And a gold ring is s o  easy to dispose of, �elt down, even steal. 

There is ample evidence of stealing and looting in the cave 
excavations of Sarawak and Sabah, and it could be a significant 
factor in the delta too. There are strong local traditions of 
sys tematic looting of burial grounds in the early part of the 
last century. Sir Steven Runciman, official Sarawak historian 
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( 1960)t, mentions mid-century looting of a Melanau graveyard at 
Mukah (near Balingian on the coast) in search especial ly for 
go ld .  8 9  

Nor must we allow western prejtudice to let us forget that 
what happened in the later years of the nineteenth century at 
Santubong was a pretty systematic extension of looting methods 
sponsored or at least condoned by the Rajah Brookes , who equal ly 
allowed their British officers to take out of the country the 
Limbang hoard j ust as Chinese took the Sambas Buddhist treasure 
to sel l  in Singapore. In most circumstances , such finds would 
go into the hands of ignorant or mundane men--who might melt 
them for the bultlion worth--and that value is (and long has 
been) so high. Indeed this fate nearly befel l  the Sambas hoard 
during World War II. 

From the early accounts of Chao Ju-Kua ( 1225 A. D. ) ,  
Pigafetta (1521 A. D. ) and others earlier cited (II. S. a on) , 
there can be no doubt that the coastal port-and-power centers 
of Borneo and adj acent islands in the Philippines and Indonesia 
were cognizant of the va lue of gold , concerned with obtaining 
it , and able to cal l  upon considerable skills (at least partly 
external in the case of West Borneo) to smith the esteemed metal 
into its more elaboratet, post-foil craft formst--largely if not 
exclusively af�er about 1200 A. D.t, and especial ly into the 
fifteenth century.t9 0  

That so few of these artifactst--even the simplert.tforms seen 
in abundance by early visitors at Brunei--have survived as 
family heirlooms is especially surprising for the western view. 
But in this part of the world , there is a long re cord of me l ting 
down and re -working go ld  jewe l ryo. On the island of Nias , this 
melting and re-treatment of gold (exported from the outside) 
plays a very important if not crucia l part in the maj or reli
gious and socio-economic life of the great "Feasts of Merit" at 
which status is determined , wealth re-distributed , spirits pro
pitiated and elaborate megalithic structures erected with a 
focal attention on golden j ewelry as status symbols (see III.t16. b 
and IV. 28. b fol lowing). As wel l ,  there are powerful pressures 
towards sale for "cast" value , increasing under Chinese influ
ence into historic and modern times. This modern sales-pressure , 
along with a general , steady rise in gold prices , has disas
trously eroded the continuity of gold ornaments and art-work 
all  through Southeast Asia , making reconstruction of that piece
in the past especial ly difficult. This puts a premium on pub 
lishing details of every piece that can hereafter be recovered. 
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d. H. H .  the Sultan of Brunei ' s  Regalia9 1  

His Highness the 29th (Moslem) Sultan of Brunei, has a 
costly and handsome golden crown and other coronation regalia

·made in Britain since World War II.t These "replaced" much older 
pieces, antique and of unknown origin, including a curious and 
elaboratet_tc�own decorated in part with gold foil, a striking
and massive (life-size) golden hand, and an imposi.ng little 
golden dragon very much in Chinese ("Pekinese") style. These 
older items are unique ·in Borneo and the only large golden arti
facts surviving in the whole area--everything else recovered 
from the past has been less than two inches maximum dimension,
usually less than three inchest. 

These regalia, remaining part of a living culture into 
this century, lie rather outside the main stream of our present
enquiry, in t�at they are without an archaeological or other 
"ground find"t.provenance. On the other hand, they are the more 
remar·kable a� being uniquely "in use" for the surviving powerful 
and ancient family with the longest antiquity settled in one 
place in all of -Borneo. In the genealogical royal records of 
the Brunei sultanate, whatever the version, a crucial, early
event was the kidnapping of the "Sultan of Johore's" daughter
·to become the bride of the then pagan ruler, Awang Alah (Khalak)
Betatart. Guided by the princess' pet pingai bird, the father 
eventually comes from Malaya to bless the happy marriage and in
stall Awang as Sultan Muhammed, the first sultan to follow 
Islam. In these folk-texts, clearly based on real events, at 
·the same time he sanctified the change by presenting ."i terns of 
royal regalia.t" Other versions and items in the royal chroni
cles mention, as well, regalia received from China, Arabia,
Java, and Sumatra, so that more than one source is indicated . 

The Chinese link is strengthened by agreed presence of an 
important Chinese tycoon-tradert (? prince) who married into and 
in some accounts himself succeeded to the throne, in the genera
tion immediately after Muhammed, so that the second ruler,
Sultan Ahmad, was at least ·thalf-Chineset. Trade and tribute 
relationships with China were known at and before this time-
between 1410 . and 1450 A . D. In a mixed Murut-Moslem version of 
this Brunei origin-tale, the son of the "Rajah of China,t" visit
ing Borneo for treasure, settles with the still pagan Sultan 
Awang and succeeds him as Sultan, in a Chinese Moslem conversion 
which is also possible (and strongly supported by Cheng, 1969).  
His· father sends from China fine silks, a royal umbrella, and 
other stuffst: 

. These made up three quarters of all this Chinese 
· Rajah's ceremonial vestments, which he sent to his 
son, who was now very close to Wang Alah Bertata, so 
that his son might perhaps become Sultant. These 
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things he used for ceremonies, marriages, feasts and 
so on. For himself he only kept the fourth of the 
royal regalia.t9 2  

By the same token, the third Moslem ruler, Sultan Berkat 
(Blessed) was Sherif Ali, an Arab descendant of the Prophet, 
before his installation--as a result of marrying the Sino-Brunei 
offspring of Sultan Ahmad. All this certainly happened before 
1500 A.tD.t, corresponding with the declining years of the Majta
pahit empire Java-based. This period overlapped and probably
related closely to the decline of the Sarawak River delta sites 
way down along the west coast, with the trade occupation of 
Bongkisam ending j ust about the time Sultan Mohammed became the 
first Moslem ruler in this part of the world. 

We thus have significant indications for likely regalia 
influences from well outside the archipelago, from Java, China,
the Malay peninsula, and further west into original Islam. But 
we must not fall into the ready trap of supposing that all 
such symbols came from outside. The establishment of an ascend
ant sultanate, crowned with gold, grew out of the island soil,
fertilized by the flying bees of impact from afar. As with 
Jaong's gold, pebbles, and rock-carvings, or Bongkisam's "Tantric 
Shrine,t" so wit:h the mighty past times of Brunei, varied ele
ments were fused, materials blended from several levels, many 
sources, in the character of a virile people in a viable place. 

So it is no surprise .to find that � j ust as the old capital
of Brunei, Kota Batu, has a heavily pre-Islamic content when 
excavated past the limits of the written (jawi script)t, silasilah 
texts of the house's royal chronicles and 29th sultan genealogies, 
so also gold has a similar antiquity in the earlier, cloudier 
horizons both of Brunei and surrounding Murut (pagan) lore. 
Thus all sources agree that ancestors of the firs� Moslem Sultan 
Muhammed, still fully pagan, explored the whole interior of 
northern Borneo--and provided its women with sons who became a 
new aristocracy--in pursuit of a wonderful wild bull (temadau)
with golden horns, while the pagan Dusuns of northern Sabah 
share with the Moslem Idat'than of Sabah's northeast coast a 
clearly parallel origin tale in which the pursuit is for a golden
Sambhur Deer stag (rusa)  . In a Brunei origin myth version re
corded by Donald Brown in 1968, the first human who emerged from 
an egg descending out of Kayangan (the sky-world ; cf. heaven) 
was called Sultan Dewa ("god") Emas (golden) Kayangan (heaven)t. 
And in another version recorded at Lawas (across the Brunei Bay
in Sarawak) in 1947, the ancestral father, after his pursuit of 
the gold-horned bull, retires up to Kayangan, whither he is 
presently pursued in turn by the twenty-two (in other accounts,
usually fourteen) sons he has spawned through the interior dur
ing his epic hunting trip. Then : 
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He called the- all up to him--for in those days people 
could fly. He put them all in a special gold house, 
all of gold, where they should learn all things, read
ing , writing , ritual matters, manners and so·ton. Then 
he declared they shouldt. all return to the earth from 
whence they came; and so he tipped them all o.ut (of
the golden house) . . . .  

The eldest of these richly educated lads was Awang' Alah Bertata, 
Sultan-to-be ; each of his other. brothers then became ruler of 
one river system in Brunei and northern Borneo, and when re
quired became supporters of the first Moslem sultan in Brunei 
itself--in particular ,  assisting in the cunning kidnap of his 
bride- to-be , the Johore princess, already described. 

In brief, pre-Moslem Borneo was already full of golden 
metaphor, as proven again in the rich text of Chao Ju-Kua for 
1225 A. D. 9 3 or by the elephantine repeti_tion and the human forms 
with the silver-boxed golden lingga of Bongkisam shrine which 
runs roughly contemporary with Awang Alah Bertata as regards
the pre-advent of Islam. Naturally , then , when the first Euro
peans camet, rather over a century after the Johore-Brunei nup
tuals , gold formed a conspicuous part of the court landscape.
This is well illustrated in the "official" account of Magellan's 
vessels arriying at Brunei in 1521 A. D. (as also cited in II.5. a 
On the way, too , the first circumntavigators of the world called 
at the lonely island of Cagayan Sulu, east of Palawan, just
north of Sabah, and find there some exiles from Brunei ("Burn�") 
thust: 

Taking our course between west and s�uth-west , we 
touched at an almost uninhabited island, which after
wards we learned was named Cagayan. The few people 
there are Moors [Moslems] who have been banished from 
an island called Burn�. They go naked like the others 
[further north]t, and carry blow-pipes with small quiv
ers at their sides full of arrowst, and a herb with 
which they poison them. They have daggerst, with hilts 
adorned with gold and precious stones , lances , buck
lers , and small cuirasses of buffaloes' hide. 
(Stanley : 10 8) 

' 

These naked, exiled blowpipers still retained their golden-hilte
side-arms as Brunei insignia. 

Other Spanish accounts latert. in the sixteenth century have 
frequent references to gold in Brunei and .especially the Sultant' 
enthusiasm for acquiring the stuff.t9 4  But there was nothing 
new about this : when the first (Moslem) sultan defeated the 
prince from Java in a famous cock-fight featured in all the 
Brunei Bay folk-lore, he demanded of the vanquished visitor as 
yearly payment : 
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40 blacksmith, 4 0  goldsmi thso, 40 brass founders, and 
40 of each sort of crafttsmen. There should also be 
paid two catties all of gold, two golden necklet orna
ments, suoh as the Sultan wears on oeremonial o ooa
sionso, 40 lengths of every kind of fine cloth and 40 0 
men from the jungles [of Java]t. 

This early fifteenth century (or earlier) request for Javanese 
goldsmiths is also to the point of the Limbang hoard (b. above)
and Bornean gold-crafts generally. 

In later times (as we have seen) the craft of the goldsmith 
seems to have been lost over most of Borneo, and entirely so in 
Brunei itself, although the arts of the brass and silversmiths 
remained vigorously, even into this present century. With the 
royal regalia, the loss of old gold was accelerated by the 
extravagance and ebullience of intermediate rulers, who on 
several occasions quarreled over the crown. In one case, the 
usurping cousin who ruled as an alternate Sultan was eventually
cornered and faced with annihilation in his island fortress near 
the mouth of the Brunei rivert. He is then said to have fired 
the crown and other regalia out of his favorite cannon as an 
act of final defiance. 

Anyway, the genuine, mixed, confused, antiquity of the 
Brunei royal regalia is therefore easy enough to accept. It 
may well be, indeed, that these are very much more important
"historical" pieces than has yet been recognized. This was
definitely the impression of one of us when kindly permitted to 
make a detailed examination some years ago. It is hoped to 
repeat and extend this--in the light of new ·ideas developed in 
preparing this Data Papert- -at Brunei in 1971. 



CHAPTER 16 

COMPARISONS FURTHER AFIELD 

Looking back at gold artifacts in Borneo and then out into 
surrounding lands, we see local diversity in simpler forms of 
gold use, alongside and increasingly dominated by more elabot
rate jewels and ornaments evidently traded in from a few places 
and at this stage most easily identified with "Java,t" between 

·about 1200 and 1400 A . D. But so little prehistoric gold sur-
vives inside Borneo that any firmer conclusion remains imprac
ticable--though discoveries in other parts of the island, 
especially Sabah and Brunei by excavation, may elucidate with 
extended archaeological fieldwork. Meanwhile, we briefly survey
these surrounding lan·ds to bring out points directly related to 
this primarily Bornean study, starting from the northeastern 
edges of Southeast Asia. 

a. Philippines 

Excavated gold is poorly present in the nevertheless exten
sive archaeological ·work carried out in Luzon, Palawan and else
where in the Philippines during the past two decades at open
sites, showing. many and close parallels with the Sarawak River 
delta. Thus the big Chinese stoneware burial and trade area at 
Calatagan in southern Luzon, done by Robert Fox--which produced 
among other things 505 graves- -held only two gold beads and five 
pieces of iold foil, in a time context broadly equivalent to 
Bongkisam. 5 Again at the wonderfully rich Santa Ana open site 
near Manila, dating mainly eleventh to thirteenth centuries,
and largely a burial ground : 

. . t. with the exception of one paper- thin gold sliver 
about 1 cm. long and 3 cm. wide accidentally encount
tered in the churchyard, no gold ornaments were re
covered from Santa Ana .t9 6  

All the same, casual finds and historic literature supporte
by ethnographic study shows that w·idely in the Philippines, be
fore the Spaniards, the native people hadt: 

burial practices which more or less involved the in
ternment of gold ornaments . . t. .  (Ibid. ) 

Indeed, in 1565, the Spanish Governor, Legaspi, had to issue a 
proclamation against the looting of native graves by Spanish 
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soldiers seeking gold, jewels and other valuables (cf. I I. 15. c 
above). 

The richest site of all (though now looted, not properly
"dug") is at Puerto Galera in northern Mindoro, with abundant 
and often fine Chinese stonewares dating tenth to fifteenth 
centuries, overlapping in time Jaong and Bongkisam at Santubong . 
Here, unlike Luzon--and once more underlying the high degree of 
local variation--"an impressive number" of gold artifacts were 
recovered, some of the best of which are now in the Locsin 
collection (1967: Plate 5). These include highly sophisticated 
objects. Some of these are quite unlike anything known from 
Borneo. But two are strikingly similar to pieces in the Limbang 
hoard, and could have been made by the same smitht- -again, "Java
nese,t" twelfth to thirteenth century types.t9 7  

A comparative Philippines-Borneo study has been made, with 
gold artifacts in the great Manila collection of Leandro and 
Cecilia Locsin ' s. With their help, the initial results indicate 
these points relevant to our present concern: 

1. Gold foil is sparsely used in the later sites and so far 
does not appear to have been found in any Jaong type
context ; since most of the Philippine ceramic sites 
excavat_ed to d�te have been Sung and later (mainly post
Jaong) this is not so surprising. (But see Appendix B. ) 

2. In  general, Philippine gold artifacts tend to be more 
elaborate and better crafted than most from West Borneo. 

3. The Limbang hoard shows the closest Philippine affini
ties (though strongly "Javanese" as well). 

4. The "Philippine tradition,t" in so far as it can yet be 
summarized, seems more florid and vigorous in local 
tradition. 

5. As in West Borneo, few gold pieces can be dated very 
early and the maj or gold-smithing appears to have 
occurred after 1000 A. D. --and perhaps especially between 
1200 and 1400 A. D. 

6. Small but significant "Hindu-Buddhist" influences are 
suggested, or more vaguely an Indonesian (" Indian") in
fluence rather than anything " Chinese.t" 

Historical evidence for gold artifacts and limited gold
mining is abundant in early Hispanic texts, although no special
study has been made of this subject in the Philippines. Thus 
in instructions from Governor de Sande for the control of Mindat
nao island, dated 1758, we read the usual style of such orders , 
mixing morality and cupidity: 
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Item: You shall order them not to admit any·tmore 
preachers of the doctrine of Mahoma, since it is evil 
and false, and that of the Christians alone is good. 
And because we·thave been in these regions so short a 
time, the lord of Bindanao has been deceived by the 
preachers of Berney, and the people have - become Moros. 
You shall tell him that our obj ect is that he be con
verted to Christianity ; and that he must allow us 
freely to preach the law of the Christians, and the 
natives must be allowed tot. go hear the preaching and 
to be converted, without receiving any harm from the 
chiefs. 

And you shall try to ascertain who are the 
preachers of the sect of Mahoma, and shall seize and 
bring them before me. And you shall burn or destroy
the house where that accursed doctrine has been 
preached, and you shall order that it be not rebuilt. 

Item: You shall order that the Indians shall not go
outside of their island to trade ; and you shall seize 
those vessels used for plundering excursions, leaving
them those which, in your j udgement, are used for trade .and fishing.· Youtshall take also what artillery and 
ammuni�ion they have. 

You sha l l  as certain the harvest, s e as ons, and 
- products of the land; the go ld mines,  and the places

where they wash  go ld; the number of inhabitants, and 
their sett lements;  and their cus toms . 

Gold was frequently used in inter-island and other exchange at 
that time, too.9 8  

b. Indonesia (Especially Nias) 

Most· of the information for Indonesia has now been reviewec 
by Dr. Marschall. As he writes in German in Ethnologica, a 
j ournal rarely seen in Southeast Asia, we in part summarize his 
key points, as�relevant. Broadly, the early i�terest in gold .
was in the raw material rather than any artifact form; and in 
Celebes especially gold nuggets once played an important part 
in ritual life ("god of the · the tradition - soil,t" etc.; compare
of Punan nuggets in Borneo , II. S . c  above).9 9  

Throughout Indonesia there is a relationship between gold
artifacts and a ruling aristocracy, and the development of 
class-power centers on the coastal plains· could hardly have 
occurred "before the middle of the 1st millennium A.D." Simi
larly, the gathering ·of the metal itself was everywhere on 
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"primitive" lines until the more recent development of Chinese 
techniques. " It is quite possible that this gold production
goes further back in time than the art of smiths as established 
in the coastal areas.t"t1 0 0  

Only on the small island of Nias, west of northern Sumatra 
on the far fringe of the Indian Ocean, is there really a virile 
and lasting old tradition of native working from imported gold.
The Nias golden jewelry is very intimately associated with major 
megalithic--and microt-megalithic--activities in a manner highly
relevant to the Sarawak River delta, especially Jaong. Next to 
rice, gold is Nias' most important import--or at least was until 
earlier in this century. The smelting of old gold and manufac
ture of new golden jewelry is done as an integral part of the 
great ("Feast of Merit") Status Feasts, which center on prestige
inherent in the possession of gold and its re-distribution at 
the feast (see further below, III. 26. b and IV. 29).t1 0 1  

In Nias, as elsewhere in Indonesia and all through Borneo, 
gold smithing is dissociated from gold mining or gold washing
in life. It is, moreover, noticeable that the older, native 
tradition of symbolic motives is not represented in these gold 
artifacts, which Marschall (Fig. 14, etc. ) broadly related to 
Arabic, Persian and Indian ideas rather than anything essent
tially Indonesian ; nor are Chinese styles noted. 

Although Sumatra has been much mentioned in scholarly 
literature as a center of old gold trade and craft, in reality 
it is not rich in gold, and in recent times even "unrewarding.t"t1 0 2  

There is no comparison with the gold resources of Borneo. Smith 
ing is central at Atjeh (Marschall, following Veltman, 1904,
gives a good summary of the methods employed, including the use 
of bellows with goat hides, a bamboo frame filled in earth and 
bamboo or other forms to model the jewelry).t1 0 3  The�e are also 
records of Chinese gold-leaf imported from Penang. in Malaya in 
historic times, and in the twentieth century through Dutch tradt
ing companies mainly from Hong Kong. This latter-day version 
of Jaong foil was known as "dragon gold,t" and in Atjeh regarded
as the best when mixed two-parts to one part of silver ("good 
gold").t1 0 '+ 

A lesser craft of gold is found among the Karo Batak of 
Sumatrat: 

Before the goldsmith of the Karo Batak starts working
he must offer his blood, heart, liver and lungs to the 
spirits in prayer. He is afraid of his tools which 
are seen an animate objects capable of changing their 
names. The result is an intricate "secret language" 
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which the goldsmiths use. Anybody may become a smith 
but it is usual for the son of a smith to follow his 
father or he may fall ill. If he does not follow he 
will be ridiculed by the tools. If the son follows 
his father he will inherit the tools. They may not 
be sold, or they will caus� ill luck.t1 0 5  

. 

In the west Sumatra hills, gold-bearing places are personal
property, in which trenches and tunnels are dug ,  as in the 
Kahajan basin of Borneo. Mining is concentrated at certain 
periods , on a communal basis , as irrigation and other coopera
tion is involved, with prayer and ritual.t1 0 6  

Finally, for Sumatrat, it is interesting that in much of 
Sumatra--as over much of Borneo for the Maloh smiths--goldsmiths 
are neutrals, thei may go unharmed into hostile or through war
ring territories. 0 7  

Java has never been a significant source of mined or washed 
gold, but has a high reputation for the art of its goldsmiths, 
especially those of Sendang, Pasar, Gede and Tangerand, centered 
in middle Java. The methods used have been best described by
Rouffaer.t1 0 8  The origins of this specialized craft in Java are 
obscure, and it is striking that the position of the gold arti
san in the �aj apahit kingdom up to the fourteenth century is 
not known. Indeed the status of the goldsmith is poorly defined 
in the comparatively rich early literature of this kind for 
Java, implying that--as in Borneo and elsewhere--this craft had 
no depth of great tradition evert- there, certainly was not com-

··parable in status to the craft of iron.t1 0 9  

Pigeaud makes two good points on the gold rings made in 
Java--several of which are represented in the Limbang hoard 
( II. 15. b above) : 

It is highly probable that during the last two or 
three centuries , and even before, innumerable gold
rings have been found in the soil of Central Java. 
In former centuries most of them were melted down by 
Javanese village goldsmiths. Only in this century 
the artistic value of the rings began to be. appreci
ated, and many of them were placed in mus�ums. The 
number of Javanese gold rings in connoisseurst' collec-
tions must be considerable too. 

One of Professor Bosch's numerous papers on old
Javanese art deals with the problem of gold rings 
(Djawa V II, 1927). Being interested in the first 
place in artistic symbolism Professor Bosch made a 
study of the rings that are decorated with engravings. 
He came to the conclusiont.tthat those engravings are 
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stylized forms of the name cri, Fortune, which suggests 
that the rings were worn "for luck . "  This kind of 
luck-ring is different, of course, from the temple
rings that are mentioned in the charters of 901 .t1 1 0  

For Ce Zebes the ethnographic literature of gold is unusually
goodt. The Toradja methods of gold-washing are especially well 
discus sed, with elaborate correlated observancest- - including a 
taboo on sexual intercourse .  In the Tawaila district a white 
buffalo and a white chicken are slaughtered as a "price" for the 
gold prior to wasthing, and similar offerings to the spirits for 
gold are (or were) widespreadt. Only old clothing may be worn 
by either sex during the washing, so that the spirits consider 
the workers poor and deserving reward. Sometimes rich people 
are buried with gold in their coffins, presumably "to be lucky 
gold washing" in the other world . The gold dust is normally
sold to traders or to the local chief, who may pass it to coastal 
Buginese smiths, as the Toradjas themselves have no such craft 
inland ; these goldsmiths are often aristocrats and the skill is 
pastsed from father to son .t1 1 1  

Of the lestser southerly and easterly islands, only Ba li has 
a constiderable gold tradition, especially identified with the 
aristocracy . The small island of Dao, off Roti, which has very 
poor soil, is �urious in being inhabited exclusively by gold
smiths, who largely copy westtern Indonesian motifs and trade 
their products by sea to the adjacent islands, especially Timart. 
Unfortunately the literature on Dao is scrappy . There is one 
significant prehistoric reference in this sector: in 19 1 2  on 
Salajar, a burial urn was found containing "beads of semi-pre
cious stone,t" bronze ornaments, and "a few sma l l  go lden leaves , "  
the present whereabouts of which are unknown, according to Dr . 
H .  E .  van Heekeren, who only onae refers specifically to gold in 
his exhaustive volume on the Bronze-Iron Age of Indonesia, which 
devotes two of its four main parts to "Megalithic. Cul tu res" and 
"Urn Cemeteries" (cf . III . ZS and 26 . b  below) .t1 1 2 

One important and special feature needs to be brought out 
for Indonesia generallyt. It has been well s tated by Frits 
Wagner: 

The other striking point is that so few objects are 
made from so lid go ld .o . .  even when the object was 
designed for religious purposes or to denote wealth 
or s tatus, where one would expect to find solid gol�
used, in fact one generally finds only plate, i . e .  an 
object of wood, brass or silver was coated with a thin 
layer of gold leaft.t1 1 3  

The Jaong leaf tradition here finds another exprestsiont. It 
should be again noted that in Borneo solid gold ornaments, such 
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as the Sambas Buddhas, when found are almost always evidently
imported, not of local manufacture. 

The same writer goes on to conclude that pre-Hindu gold
artifacts are rare and that precious metals were worked "exclu
sively in those areas where the influence of Hinduism was strong
est" ; he includes Java, Bali, southern Celebes and "the Malayan
coastal districts of Borneo.t'' This is going rather far--for · 
Bornean Hinduism at least. It would be sounder to· substitute 
"where later outside influences were strongest" as trade-powert
harbor centers developed with established· status, hierarchies, 
we·a1 th, and conspicuous display. 1 1 4 

Back, finally, to the Nias smiths again , in an island with 
no gold of its own. The tools of the Nias goldsmith are simple.
He uses a ceramic vessel and charcoal to smelt the gold and 
often to mix it with other metals. It is then poured into a 
storie with a hollow basic effect. Wooden tongs are used in 
handling, a bamboo blow-pipe. as bellows. The flattening of the 
gold into leaf-gold ist• done on a block of iron fixed on a wooden 
stand which in turn rests on a mat. The gold is cooled in a 
vessel containing brine--some smiths· say the brine is necessary 
to·tmake the gold "strong,t" others to prevent its blackening. 
The resulting j ewelry is never worn in daily life, only during 
the above-mentioned feasts. · 

lt  is not· known how old the manufacture of gold is on Nias. 
The earliest reference to metals there occurs in the ninth to 
the second half of the tenth century. Today, a few smiths make 
it a whole-time profession and travel the island·tworking for 
others ; most are rice farmers as well. But to be a goldsmith
is a good thing, so good that aristocrats are specially inclined 
to devote their time and brains to this Nias art-form. )t1 5  

c. The Malay Peninsula ( "Golden Khersonese" ? ) t· 

Paul Wheatley has pointed out that in Chinese texts of th·e · 
Sung dynasty gold is not mentioned as coming from the Malay
Peninsula or Siam ( as also Sumatra ) ,  whereas he cites references 
to Borneo, Java, and the Philippines.t1 1 6  Gold .artifacts, prob
ably mostly made elsewhere, ·are fairly common in excavations 
notably at Kuala Selinsing, a west coast site in Perak, very
similar to Santubong and already proved as importantly related. 
Although the late I. H .  N. Evans dated Selinsing a little 
earlier than we put the end of Jaong and s·tart of Bongkisam, 
its affinities on ceramic and bead criteria seem to be largely 
with the latter--but the whole Selinsing material needs re
examination. The gold certainly relates mor.e to Bongkisam. On 
the· basis of "small lumps of melted ,tgold and worked bits and 
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cuttings,t" Evans thought it had been worked on the spot, but 
this is not real proof and fragments can be as equally valid as 
whole objects (e . g.,  in the Bongkisam shrine), as with foilt. In 
the site excavation, gold was not thought to have any connection 
with burial. Important, however, was ari earring bearing in 
relief a human figure riding on a bird flanked by two small 
human figures riding lions, in style not unlike the big Bong
kisam found "broach" ( II.t14 above), and considered to be of "the 
later Majapahit period"--which dates it at the late end of 1293t-
1 5 2 0 .  1 1 7  

Many more gold objects were found washed out on the Selin
sing beach, including rings (one with a jewel bezil), spindle
shaped beads close to two from Bongkisam, disc beads built of 
little pellets of gold, a "very beautiful woven chain,t" a small 
ingot wire. Gold foil is nowhere mentioned, and pending further 
study it looks as if the Selinsing gold was probably contemporary 
with the main Borneo finds of more sophisticated character rather 
than the earlier simpler style so clearly expressed at Jaong.t1 1 8  

Alastair Lamb in his 1961 account of the rich deposit of 
trade goods found at the Kedah open site of Pengkalan Bujang-
roughly equivalent with Bongkisam--mentions a "few fragments of 
crumpled gold foil,t" not described. At a neighboring related 
Kedah site on the Merbok Estuary, however, many gold foil ob
jects were recovered with a ritual deposit b ox ,  which Lamb terms 
"reliquary box.t" This site, Chandi Bukit Batu Pahat, carries 
the best archaeological data for any in Malaya, and relevant 
here. 1 1 9 

Dr. Lamb's work revealed a considerable temple made in the 
eighth or ninth century by builders "quite skilled in working 
stone, but their architectural traditions seem to have been 
based on brick structure; hence theyt.cut their stone into as 
small blocks as they could. They combined a mixture of the 
cults of Siva, Vishnu and Mahayanist Buddhism in a localized 
Tantric form. Reliquary boxes were generally built into the 
fabric of the temple; these contained in addition to vegetable
matter, gold and other metal artifacts and gems, as at Bongkisam.
The boxes were made of stone, and in this respect the Bongkisam 
box of silver and gold might be said to be more "sophisticated.t" 
Associated objects included gold linggaso, semi-circles, seated 
females, a small lwnp of gold and some gold dust. Several were 
in thin foil, as at Jaong and Bongkisam. But none bore any 
more than casual resemblance to any of the Borneo materials, in 
general being more elaborate, even "fussy.t" There were no Jaong
median-breach cut forms and the figures were notably less simple 
and direct than those of Bongkisam (including a silver turtle). 
The differences--or lack of similarities--may be explained by 
the distances involved in place and time, which make a less 
elaborate ritual and religious mix of impacts likely away east-
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ward in Borneo and put a higher premium on more local sp·eciali
zation and also simplifictation (by absorption into the "native" 
frame of v�lues) operating at this end of the ranget. Or one 
could postulate that the version of mixed Tantric-Buddhist-Hindu 
Animism operating in Kedah in the ninth century found its last 
outpost of impact and local expression in the -Sarawak River 
delta, 1000 miles eastward, some time later. The Bongkisam
shrine, with its simplicity, has other affinities to Chandi 
Bukit Batu Pahat.t1 2 0  

Dr. Lamb's conclusions deserve close �ttention and indicate 
how little is known in this field, even in relatively long
studied Malaya. He considers that the temple did not last long
and soon began to collapse. Then it was plundered--and at least 
two of the reliquary boxes taken. His fine reconstruction is a 
rare spectacle today, standing in splendid isolation almost un
noticed up a dirt road among Kedaht_rubber-gardens.t1 2 1  

The rich T ' ang trading station at Takuapa _off the east 
coast of peninsular Thailand (which we here treat as one with 
Malaya) and which is roughly contemporary to Jaong has been 
examined by Western scholars on four separate occasions. Al
though orderly excavation has never been carried out the·re ; the 
ground is littered with fragments of glass vessels, glass beads 
and Chinese �nd Western Asian ceramics. The published accounts 
give no indication that gold occurred there, except as gold
dust.t1 2 2  

The evidence on gold for the Malay peninsula, for which we 
have only highlighted some relevant examples, thus appears as 
varied and very unevent. There is a clear· need for more atten
tion to the metal, which has not all reached the same scholarly
interest as bronze, iron, glass and porcelain there. Mention 
must also be made of the deep shaft-mining for gold, some of it 
prehistoric. In this tin - - in which Malaya is very rich--seems 
to have often been technologically worked in parallel with gold 
and to have had Indian influences (cf. e. below)t. Early mining
operations on quite a large scale have bee� recorded especially
in Perak and Pahang.t1 2 3  

The Malay peninsula has, however, lately �cquired a pre
dominant role in gold-thinking among some orientalists, largely 
as the result of Dr. Paul Wheatleyt' s  imposing volume, The Golden 
Khersonese (1961) , in which he flatly decides that Malaya was 
this fabled focus of ancient interest in Asia.t1 2 � Sucht.argu
ments are nearly always based on attribution of place names 
from early Chinese, Arabic, Greek or other texts according to 
the languages in which thet. author is versed. But these identi
fications are hardly ever proven and neatly always open to 
equally convincing alternative explanations as regard location. 
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Earlier authors have argued that the golden grail was located 
as far afield from Malaya as Burma and Sumatra.t1 2 5  Far be it 
from us in this place to reform the data and point it at West 
Borneo ; but it would be possible (and possibly plausible) to do 
s o  . 

What must be stressed in this place is that the term Golden 
Khersonese in the relevant texts and maps needs to be objtectively 
re-examined in the light of fresh or overlooked archaeological 
and ethnological information from elsewhere, including that newly 
marshal led by Dr. Marschall  in Ethnolo?iaa and in another more 

6specialized way in this Data Paper too.t1 Even then, there are 
maj or gaps in the evidence necessary for a final assessment. 
Meanwhile, it will  be wiser to be cautious in this matter, and 
to avoid claiming too much. It would seem best to regard the 
magic old place-phrase as applying to an as then barely mapped
and largely misunderstood labyrinth of islands and mainland, 
linked by very complicated and now lost patterns of trade both 
from inland to the coast and between coastltines. In this com
plex, Borneo certainly played a large part, unknown to many of 
those who handled its products further west or north ; conceivably 
a majtor part in actual production of new gold from perhaps the 
ninth or tenth centuries into more recent times?t1 2 7  

d. The "Golden Island" Concept 

Drt. Marschall, in his new study for Indonesia, already 
cited, puts much emphasis on the Gold Island. He devotes a 
chapter to an impressive number of non-English sources who re
fer to this island concept--including (in this sequence) 
Frauwal lner, 1952 ; Kern, 1869 ; Verbeek, 1.879 ; Kiilb, 1855; Kowal,
1922 ; Lekkerkerker, 1916; Eerde, 1928, who are not cited in 
Professor Wheatleyt' s  1961 book (nor in his 1959 Sung trade 
paper). As in general those research materials appear to be 
insufficiently appreciated outside continental Europe, it is 
worth reproducing here a summary of this important Marschall  
text:  

The Gold Is land (a summary translation from Marschall, 
1968, by Barbara Harrisson, 1969) 

Ceylonese chronicles from the 4th to 6th century in
clude a report on missionary activities in Inda- China 
under Asoka (3rd century B. C.). In this report which 
was written in the 1st century B.tC. , a country i.s men
tioned in Pali as Suvarnabhumi or "Goldland.t" Details 
are not available except that this is an island , not 
immediately connected with Indo- China but accessible 
by sea (Frauwallner, 1952 : 192). 
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The word dvipah or island occurs again much later 
in the 12th century in a collection of tales from 
Kashmir which Somadeva has summarized from the early 
sources. The island mentioned here is located again 
across the border in Indonesia in the context of these 
tales, I t  is said to be visited by traders on their 
way to China. On the return j ourney one is supposed 
to sail first to the Camphor Islands, then the gold
island in questtion, then Sulong and finally mainland 
Indiat. Pos sibly Suvarnadvipa is synonymous with 
Sumatra (Kern, 1869 : 3 10) . 

A passage from the Ramayana where the·tmonkeys are 
ordered to go out in search of the island of Yava to 
look for the robbed Sita is more informative; "go and 
search Yavadvipa, the land wes t  with seven kingdoms, 
the gold and silver island rich int- gold mines. After 
Yavadvipa is the mountain Cicira who with his summit 
reaches into the sky, inhabited by gods and demons" 
(Kern, 1869 : 307). The passage, by a reference to 
the Romans is dated about 150 A. D. , but the exact 
location of the island is questtionable until we refer 
to a Greek source. Claudius Ptolemaios (2nd century 
A . D. )  includes in his description of the various areas 
of Indo_nesia the following reference: "Iabadiu, that 
is barley island; is supposed to be very fertile, con
tain a large quantity of gold and at its westtern ex
tremity 167° L. and 8° 10 ' south a capital with the name 
of Argyre (i. e .  silver town)" (Berthelot, 1930 : 406). 
The report is probably based on the travellers '  ·tales 
of Marinos of Tyros (1st century A. D. ) now los t. The 
name of Iabadiu, the translation of which is entirely 
correct (skr .  yava meaning barley + pkr. diu "island") 
is not only identical ·with the Sanskrit name Yavadvipa 
in the Ramayana, but also identifies this island as 
connected with gold and silver. The· discussion of the 
question which Indonesian island the name refers to 
has been considered since some decades but remains. un 
settled. Mos t  researchers submit that it is a ques 
tion of Java or Sumatra, or both; one author refers it 
to Borneo (Braddell, 1941: 39). 

.
Knowledge of a golden island had already pene-

trated Europe much earlier, since Emperor Alexander 
went to Indiat. Ptolemaios transferred the island into 
the Indian Ocean. Dionysius is also supposed _to have 
known about it as· described by the chron.icler Fabius 
Pictor (second half of the 3rd century B. C. ) (Verbeek, 
1879 : 186). 

The author continues with other references from 
classical sources, all s tating an island, connected 
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with silver and gold, and some of this information re
flected again in Chinese sources (Killb, 1855: 645;
Kowal, 1922 : 28 ; Pelliot, 1904). But the exact loca
tion of the island in the Indonesian area remains 
doubtful (Kern, 1916 : 3 14 ;  Berthelot, 1930 : 406;
Wheatley, 1961 : 177- 184). 

Whereas the Chinese literature only transfers the 
Indian name of the gold island, the Arabic literature 
is more specific. The translator Sulayman tells us 
that after visiting the Andaman Islanders, he came to 
a mountainous island. Its inhabitants reported silver 
mines in an uninhabited part of the island called 
Alkushnami and very difficult of access. The sailors 
of an Arab boat saw this high mountain and sailed 
along the coast near it. They sent a party ashore to 
get firewoodt. They also made fires ashore and while 
doing so noticed that silver was smelted by it on the 
spot. They discovered the silver mines in this way 
and took as much silver as they could . But as they
continued their journey a storm broke and they had to 
get rid of the silver to stabilize the boat. They
tried to return to the mountain but in vain (Lassen, 
1861, IV: 933). 

Idrisi also contributes to the gold lore; he re-
ports it from Sumatra and from the island of Sila 
(Korea) saying that it contains so much gold that even 
the collars of dogs are made of it (Hennig, 1956, IV: 
13 7) . 

Fantasies relating to gold riches in the Far 
East, the Indian Ocean and the islands beyond India 
were a speciality in Europe during the time when con
nections with Southeast Asia became interrupted at 
the time of Islamic power. Still under the influence 
of writers from ancient Greece and Rome, medieval 
scientists reported the fabulous islands east of India 
in their map of the world dated 1375 under the head
ing: "The Indian Sea contains 7, 548 islands, the mag
nitude of riches in gold, silver and precious stones 
of which cannot be detailed" (Hennig, 1956, IV: 136).
These reflections survived in later maps dated to 
1748. But we must also consider the possibility that 
some of these maps did not simply repeat previous in
formation but also contained deliberate misinformation 
in order to keep new (specially Portuguese) explora
tions secret. 

The Portuguese explorers were mainly aiming to 
conquer the spice trade and to seek gold . Shortly 
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after their arrival in Sumatra in 1509 the rumor ·of 
gold riches there and the surrounding islands spread
quickly. A series of expeditions followed to pursue
the matter (Kowal, 1922: 61)t, resulting also in stat
ing specific names and locations in Sumatra and the 
Malay peninsula (Lekkerkerker, 1916: 283 ;- Verbee, 
1879: 188)t. 

The sources referred to are not reliable in de
tail, but often influenced. by second hand information 
and widely accepted motives and beliefs. The author 
supports this statement · by citing additional discus
sions of the theme by various authors (Eerde, 1928: 

1 2 8581 ; Schoff, 1912: 259 ; Kowal, 1922 : 8) .t

e. India--the "Diadems" of Tinnevelly 

This primarily local study must resist the temptation to 
range too far too often. But the evidence so far examined--and 
more to come--wi·th unusual consistency points more of.ten towards 
westerly (India) rather than northerly (Inda-China and China) 
influences in the gold story for Borneo. The same turned out 
to be the c�se in the previous study of Bornean iron-working-
though not iron export (H.O.t: 332)t. 

There is certainly good evidence for the antiquity of _gold 
as important economically and culturally early in India, as com
pared with the still rather weak early indications for Southeast 
Asia or China. There was gold working in India in pre-Harrapan 
times ; by the sixth century B. C. , northwest India was paying
the Persian Empire great quantities of gold, and by the start 
of the Christian era shaft mines had reached a tremendous depth
--suggesting the hunger for gold and that it had already been 

1 2 9exhausted in easier surface and alluvial deposits.t

The Tinnevelly district of southern India was long since 
explored, and is taken here as a single Indian example for 
finished gold artifacts, to focus down on the above generaliza
tions. Thirty-eight prehistoric open sites in the coastal plain
to the seaside probably terminate about 1064 A_. D. when urn 
burial there certainly ceased. Many of these urns are at 
Adittanallus (= Adichanallur) , which is one of the largest open
sites in India, at 114+ acres. They contain much pottery (India
iron-weapons and implements, excellent vessels andt·tornaments 
(but no implements) of bronze, and "a few golden ornaments,t" 
along with stone beads, other stone (but no tools) and bone. 

All the gold is in the form of what one of the excavators, 
Alexander Rea, termed "diadems·. "  The diadems characteristically 
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are long, thin, oval, beaten gold plates, bound round the head 
of the corpse by a small gold wire--and like some found at 
Mycenae in Greece: 

Some of these diadems are simple ovals, and others 
have thin strips of the gold extending beyond each 
extremity. A few are plain , but most of them have 
repousse linear designs of dots. (Rea, 1902: 120 , 
Plate XXI I ) 1 3 0 

Although it may not sound like it from that description, of 
eight examples illustrated four are almost exactly like the 
Jaong foil. Two of these (Plate XXI I :  396 )  are leaf-shaped
with truncated ends. Another , much smaller, vividly recalls 
the typical Jaong breach-cut form , without the actual cut but 
with patterns of stamped dots such as regularly occur at Jaong 
--and in much the same arrangement. The caption reads as fol
lows: 

No. 1088 , Plate XXI I,  Figure S .  - Size 2 and 3/16" by
1/8", weight 10 grs. Pointed oval diadem, with small 
hole at each extremity. Dotted line along the major 
axis and another around the edge. Dotted triangles
between these lines. Front burnished , and reverse 
dull. Do�s impressed on reverse.t1 3 1  

The triangles are, in fact , arranged in the same way as the tri
angular cuts so conspicuous as continuations of the major axis 
cut line at Jaong (and at Gedong, II.t11), only here instead of 
cutting there is dotting only. 

As a result of further collection and stµdy, Rea later was 
more cautious in his classification and concluded that these 
gold pieces were "prob ab ly used as diadems.t" He also makes it 
clear that they are "of thin g o l d  le af, so flimsy. that they 
could not possibly have been used as jewelry in real life.t" 
Diadem is indeed too strong a term for these thin , crude, simple 
pieces of gold foil--which for that matter could as well be tied 
round an arm or urn. "Fillets" might be a better word. Rea 
then illustrated nineteen more pieces, bringing them even nearer 
the Jaong moodt: 

In no. 1, two rows of raised dots in parallel lines 
run horizontally through the middle in continuation 
of the strips at both ends, and similar parallel lines 
branch off obliquely on both sides, resembling the 
ribs in leaves. I n  nos. 2 and 10, the dots , in the 
form of two parallel lines, run around the ends through
out; and three parallel lines run horiztontally across 
the centre. The rest of the body is plain. In nos. 
3 to S ,  7 and 11 , the dots appear with no geometrical 
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design . In no. 8 ,  a single dotted line runs along the 
sides and across the centre with a leaf-like design
in the middlet. In no. 9 the dots are in a triangular
designt. In not. 12, a series of parallel lines runs 
throughout the body in a geometrical designs. Not. 13 
is· similar to nos. 2 and 10, but with dots throughout
the body. No. 14  has the dots in an ornamental design
with three parallel lines running vertically through 
the centre.t1 3 2  

It is rather difficult to believe that these parallels, in 
this burial context, are purely coincidental. It is not un
reasonable to suspect that the Jaong form is a local derivation 
of th_e same kind of funerary artifacts as that at Tinnevelly, 
which of course may well have an older, missing parent, common 
to both, elsewhere. We can only record the point of similarity 
f�r the moment, hoping that others may pursue this distinctive 
type of clue in India.1 3 3 

But even at the present state of knowledge, it must seem 
significant that these striking similarities between Tinnevelly
and Jaong gold l� af-foil are in a context of early iron-working
centers and in regions notable for associated megalithic tradi
tions as we i i  as urn burialst. The not too remote parallel be
tween Tinnev:elly and the "fillet" in the Limbang hoard (whicht.
also has the striking "dolmen ring") has to be noted seriously.t1 

There is an inference regarding the gold in particular,
that leaf or fillet shaped �ieces of foil or fine-beaten gold
form ant· important shared convention that cant· be ·tracked from 
Southern India through Borneo to the Philippines--and perhaps 
further afield also. These objects were probably deposited 
with the dead. 

In a useful recent popular article, Mr. Alfredo Roces notes 
that in the Philippines sheets of gold, delicately worked, were 
utilized to cover the eyes, nose and mouth of the dead. He 
illustrates a gold eye mask, recovered from a fourteenth to fif
teenth century grave at Oton, Iloilo, Panay. The object, appar
ently recovered from a skull, consists of ·two leaf-shaped gold 
foils, joined by a strip th•t was placed over the bridge of the 
nose. Linear detailing gives a schematic rendering of an eye
and the perimeter of the objtect is bounded by repousse dots. 
The whole piece is markedly similar, even though with more 
emphasis on the literal, to Jaong gold leaf-foil--where the 
breach-cuts clearly suggest eye-slits .t1 3 5  

This custom in the Philippines is attested by literary as 
well as archaeological evidencet. It persisted at least until 
the seventeenth century and is described in a work of 1663, 
Labor Evange Zi aa, by Francisco Colin. He states that "after 
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the rich and powerful were bewailed for three days , they were 
placed in a box or coffin of incorruptible woodt the body adorned 
with sheets of gold over the mouth and eyes.t"t1 3  

At least in Borneo and Southern India, this funerary prac
tice appears to have been associated in some close way with iron
working and special attitudes to stone, also. In any case, it 
is now time to enter this megalithic atmosphere, as the second 
main theme in this Data Paper and subject of Part III, nextt. 




