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This dissertation analyzes the historical production of the southern highlands of Aceh 

(Indonesia) into the Leuser Ecosystem; a dialectical space of nature imagined to be both pristine 

and imperiled. The Dutch began to imagine Leuser as a space of nature following more than 

forty years of war (1873–1913) with the people of Aceh. Officials viewed both the colonial 

institution and the ecologies of Leuser to be under threat due to local resistance and the wildlife 

trade. Militarization, scientific practices, and environmental conservation are examined together 

to show that Leuser was a center of state-making and empire during the colonial period. It was a 

space where military leaders, conservationists, and scientists collaborated in attempts to 

physically, discursively, and legally erase Indigenous peoples from the land. Through this 

inquiry, I argue that military leaders in Aceh appropriated conservation as a tactic for counter-

insurgency. With this in mind, I ask what might the relationships between militarization and 

conservation tell us about colonialism? How can a history of Leuser, as a region, revise the 

narrative of Aceh’s history? When, and how, did Leuser become a space of nature with 

“universal value” on a global scale, to be secured with militarization? What does the historical 

construction of Leuser tell us about the production of the Nature/Society binary? In offering 

answers to these questions, I contend that the erasure of Indigenous histories, the transformation 

of Leuser into a space of imperiled nature and militarized ecologies, and an enduring 

environmental crisis have served to legitimize and facilitate dominant forms of land management 



 

since the early twentieth century.     

 This manuscript is organized into five chapters that each tell a history of how Leuser was 

produced into a space of nature separated from society. The chapters interrogate legacies of 

militarization, scientific exploration and bioprospecting, the origins of primatology and the 

violence of field science, the wildlife trade and the West’s obsessions with Sumatran species 

(most notably the orangutan), and the rise of the international nature protection movement. The 

construction of nature is examined at different scales and from different perspectives and brought 

together in a woven narrative.     
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The southern boundary of Gunung Leuser National Park is located in the Alas Valley in 

the interior of Aceh, Indonesia. Many of the questions that guide this study were formed upon 

my first arrival at the southern entrance of the park in 2008. At the park boundary, there was a 

military patrol station leading all vehicles to a checkpoint. Guards carrying semi-automatic rifles 

came up to our car, demanded identification, and asked our reasons for traveling into the national 

park. Military personnel inspected every vehicle to monitor the activities of those entering or 

leaving the national park. I asked the guards why they were stationed there and received a few 

different responses. First, the Gayo highlands has for decades been one of the top marijuana 

producing regions in Southeast Asia. The guards were in part searching for people trafficking 

illegal contraband tied to the marijuana industry. Second, according to one officer, the Free Aceh 

Movement (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka, or GAM) was being revived in the region and insurgents 

had re-established training camps in the mountains of the national park. GAM was a separatist 

movement that fought against Indonesian government forces in the Aceh Insurgency from the 

mid-1970s to 2005 when it surrendered following a peace agreement with the Indonesian 

Government.  

The military patrol at the park entrance stated that they were there to protect citizens from 

violence related to both drug cartels and GAM. We explained that we were there to observe a 

development project and, after inspecting our vehicle, they gave us a nod to proceed into the 

park. A few days later, however, the head of the village (kepala desa) where I stayed received a 

phone call from the provincial authorities requesting that I not leave the village during my two 

months in the park. The kepala desa stated that the basis for the decision was for my safety, as 

violence had escalated between separatists, poachers, and illegal loggers in the region. Staff from 
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conservation and development agencies, tourists, and other foreigners, according to the kepala 

desa, were often targets of violence because of their financial position if compared to local 

subsistence farmers. I have been unable to find reports or data to corroborate his explanation, but 

local and regional government officials kept track of my presence on a daily basis. That trip in 

2008 was the last time that I was allowed by the Indonesian government to conduct research in 

the Gayo highlands.  

My first travels to Gunung Leuser National Park in 2008 set the stage for this dissertation. 

While in the park, I had planned to study the workings of a participatory development project, 

but most residents in the enclave of villages in the area were more concerned with access to land 

and natural resources. Subsistence in the interior of Aceh, as elsewhere, is based on access to 

land. Land in Leuser, however, is a contested at all levels, from local communities and governing 

bodies to transnational organizations, and accessing land and resources for rural communities 

living within the boundaries of the national park is legally precarious. Most villages were 

surrounded by protection forest (hutan lindung) for the endangered species that share habitat with 

the human populations, which meant that forest-dwelling communities could not legally harvest 

wood or other forest products, cut forest for swiddens, otherwise known as slash-and-burn 

agriculture, or hunt the lands surrounding their villages. The frustration of many Gayo and Alas 

peoples was apparent as they lamented not being able to access what they considered to be their 

traditional territories to survive on a daily basis. Moreover, their frustrations were not only 

targeted at the local, regional, and national government bodies that implemented the laws, but 

also at transnational conservation organizations, such as the World Wildlife Fund, that helped to 

craft the laws to separate society from the environment and often held more power over the 
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forests than did local actors. 

 

Figure 1 Map of northern Sumatra. Map data: Google Earth, 2018. 

Through the research experience, I became concerned with the concepts of protection and 

security in Leuser because of the relationships between the military and the national park. 

Militarized security had been established in the region with a political justification to protect the 

citizenry, visitors, flora and fauna, economic development, and the nation itself from separatism 

and insurgency. I knew that illicit activities and conflict often took place at the intersections of 

private and public lands from my own time working for the Bureau of Land Management in 

northeastern California in the early-2000s. The socio-ecological dynamics in Leuser, however, 

were overwhelming as I tried to make sense of the relationships between the historical 

militarization of the region, local livelihoods, the ever-expanding oil palm plantations along park 

boundaries, illegal logging, government corruption, and the transnational movement to protect 

the biodiversity of Leuser. After two months of living in a village in Gunung Leuser National 

Park, my interests turned to the history of the region, as I began to research the genealogy of the 
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more expansive Leuser Ecosystem, the politics of human-environment relations, and the deeply-

embedded interrelations between militarization and environmental conservation. 

The Leuser Ecosystem today comprises the largest contiguous wilderness in Southeast 

Asia and is one of the world’s biodiversity hotspots. The park is widely known by 

conservationists as the “Last Place on Earth” where Sumatran orangutans (Pongo pygmaeus), 

rhinoceros (Dicerorhinus sumatrensis), elephants (Elephas maximus sumatrensis), tigers 

(Panthera tigris sumatrae), and sun bears (Helarctos malayanus) share the same habitat. The 

region is also a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve and part of the larger UNESCO Tropical Rainforest 

Heritage of Sumatra. UNESCO defines Leuser as a site of ‘outstanding universal value’ based on 

a checklist of categories they have created to evaluate the significance of ‘cultural’ and ‘natural’ 

sites around the world. From a global perspective, according to UNESCO, Leuser is outstanding 

in three categories: First, its exceptional natural beauty and aesthetic importance, second, its 

significant on-going ecological and biological processes, and third, it “contains very important 

and significant natural habitats for in-situ conservation of very diverse habitat and exceptional 

biodiversity.”1 Leuser’s value on a global scale is determined from the point of view of Western 

science, conservation, and cultural values, and it is to be protected by the Indonesian 

Departments of Justice, Police, and Forestry. If one were to search ‘Leuser’ online, they would 

discover dozens of blogs, news articles, reports, and petitions asking people to help protect 

Leuser. Perhaps most famously, Leonardo DiCaprio visited the park in 2016 to announce his 

foundation’s Leuser Ecosystem Action Fund to support conservation efforts in northern Sumatra.  

                                                
1 UNESCO, Tropical Rainforest Heritage of Sumatra. Retrieved on 15 July 2017 from 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1167. 
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This dissertation is a “genealogy” of global conservation discourse with regards to 

Leuser; it is a history of Indigenous erasure in which Leuser became the property of the global 

‘we’ in the name of nature protection. The methodological framework for this dissertation takes 

its root in a number of conceptions articulated by Michel Foucault, especially at the intersections 

of power and knowledge. First, I use the term ‘genealogy’ here to illustrate my intention to write 

a “history of the present,” excavating the material practices and ideas and ideologies that 

Figure 2 Current boundaries of Gunung Leuser National Park and the Leuser 
Ecosystem. Map created by Agung Dwi Nurcahya, Hutan Alam dan 
Lingkungan Aceh (HAkA). 
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constructed Leuser into a space of nature separate from human society.2 In the early twentieth 

century, certain forms of ‘governmentality’ enabled the creation and implementation of 

environmental conservation in Leuser, including the rationalities, mentalities, and techniques to 

dictate power relations in the interior highlands, thereby criminalizing many everyday practices 

and ways of life. Colonial governance was concerned with “men in their relations, their links, 

their imbrication with those other things which are wealth, resources, means of subsistence, the 

territory with its specific qualities, climate, irrigation, fertility, etc.”3 The mentalities of 

militarized conservation can be explained in part with Said’s theory of Orientalism, through 

which the Dutch viewed the Gayo, Alas, and other native peoples of Leuser as savages, ‘bad 

elements,’ and Muslim fanatics.4 The construction of the native inhabitants as uncivilized, and 

the land as belonging to the colonial project, justified in their minds military invasion and the 

erasure of Indigenous peoples. The Dutch not only exercised power relationships through control 

over forest and land resources but also through scientific practices and knowledge production, 

which they believed gave value to Leuser. Military practices, science, and conservation can all in 

this way be understood as efforts to “make legible” the societies, resources, and biological 

diversity contained within Leuser.5  

There are many questions that guide the chapters of this dissertation. For example, what 

might the relationships between militarization and conservation tell us about Dutch colonialism 

in northern Sumatra and across the East Indies? How can a history of Leuser, as a region, 

contribute to the literature on the history of colonial Aceh, or even revise the narrative of Aceh’s 

                                                
2 See, Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1977), 31. 
3 Michel Foucault, “Governmentality,” in The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality: with Two 
Lectures by and an Interview with Michel Foucault, eds., Graham Burchell et al. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1991), 93.  
4 Edward W. Said, Orientalism, 25th Anniversary ed (New York: Vintage Books, 2003). 
5 James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). 
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history that has already been told? With regards to the spatial and environmental history of the 

region, I ask: When, and how, did Leuser become a space of nature with “universal value” on a 

global scale, to be secured with militarization? What might we learn about environmental 

conservation if we view it as a form of counter-insurgency? What does the historical construction 

of Leuser tell us about Dutch attempts to separate nature and society, and what role did 

environmental conservation and scientific practices and knowledge production play in the 

creation of that binary? And, how was the park formed both conceptually and in practice? In 

offering answers to these questions, I contend that the erasure of Indigenous histories, the 

colonial transformation of Leuser into a space of imperiled nature and militarized ecologies, and 

the enduring ecological crisis have served to legitimize and facilitate dominant forms of land 

management since the early twentieth century.  

 

Conceptualizing Leuser 

My imagining of Leuser in this study is influenced by Willem van Schendel and James 

Scott’s conception of Zomia, a region that spans the interior reaches of mainland Southeast Asia, 

China, India, and Bangladesh.6 Zomia refers to a non-state space that was beyond the control of 

the central administrative centers and governments based in the lowlands. Historically, Leuser 

can be viewed in much the same way. The longue durée history of Leuser, however, is beyond 

the scope of this dissertation. Instead, I focus on a relatively short, but critical period in the 

history of northern Sumatra in which the Dutch colonial regime attempted to expand control into 

the outermost reaches of the Indonesian archipelago. The turn of the twentieth century was a 

period when colonial powers were invading the peripheries of empire around the world to secure 

                                                
6 James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 14.  
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territory and capital, especially throughout Africa and Southeast Asia.7 It was a time when a 

project of rule emerged to “bring nonstate spaces and people to heel.”8 Due to the agency and 

steadfast resistance of the native inhabitants and the challenges posed by the environmental and 

geographical conditions, transforming a non-state space into state space required an incredible 

amount of violence on the part of the Dutch colonial regime, and the various types of power they 

exerted are examined throughout this dissertation. The Dutch established civil governance in 

coastal Aceh in 1918 in collaboration with local elites (uleebalang) following more than forty 

years of war, but they were never fully able to consolidate Leuser into the East Indies for reasons 

I discuss throughout this dissertation. 

I use the term ‘Leuser’ as an analytical term in reference to a distinct space encompassing 

present-day Gunung Leuser National Park and the surrounding highland regions, from the 

southeast and southwest of Takengon, along the west coast of Sumatra south to Kutacane, and 

along the mountain chain to the east of the Alas Valley. Leuser is enclosed on all sides by the 

Barisan Mountains that extend the entire length of Sumatra. Through the heart of Leuser cuts the 

great Alas River, forming a valley of the same name (both of which are named after the Alas 

ethnic group of southern Aceh), that runs between Kutacane, the capital of Southeast Aceh 

Regency (Kabupaten), and Blangkejeren to the north, which is the capital of Gayo Lues 

Regency. While Leuser does not reach the size and scope of Zomia, its steep mountains on all 

sides, rising from the coasts to elevations ranging from three thousand feet to more than eleven 

thousand five hundred feet, have throughout its history kept it a “zone of relative autonomy.”9 

                                                
7 See, Arthur Keppel-Jones, Rhodes and Rhodesia: The White Conquest of Zimbabwe, 1884-1902 
(Kingston, [Ont.]: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1983); Philip D. Curtin, Disease and Empire: The 
Health of European Troops in the Conquest of Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); 
H.L. Wesseling and Arnold J. Pomerans, Divide and Rule: The Partition of Africa, 1880–1914 (Westport, 
CT: Praeger, 1996); John Darwin, "Imperialism and the Victorians: The Dynamics of Territorial 
Expansion," English Historical Review (1997): 614–42. 
8 Scott, Art of Not Being Governed, 4. 
9 Ibid.,, 2.  



9 

Leuser lies at a distance from the main centers of economic activity in the coastal lowlands of 

northern Sumatra, but it has also been connected to the ports and cities for centuries through 

trade in forest products, live animals and animal products, and agricultural produce. Highlanders 

also migrated to the coastal centers for employment, trade, familial relations, and so on.   

Also, unlike Zomia, the cultural variety of Leuser has been more or less uniform 

throughout the centuries. There is variety in languages, dress, settlement patterns, ethnic 

identifications, economic activities, and religious practices across the Indigenous peoples of the 

region, including the Gayo, Alas, Kluet, and Singkil, as well as some Batak and Acehnese 

peoples, but not to the extremes found in Zomia. While there has been variation, the cultural 

make-up of Leuser is more similar in analytical terms to the coastal societies that Fernand 

Braudel describes in his classic work, The Mediterranean.10 The Mediterranean, according to 

Braudel, constituted a distinct region because of the long social, cultural, and economic histories 

shared across the region. Braudel focused his study on the sea, but his work was ground-breaking 

because he also linked sea activities to the interior deserts and mountains, highlighting the 

interconnectedness of the spaces and the movement of peoples, ideas, and goods across the 

longue durée. Some historians of Southeast Asia have drawn inspiration from Braudel in 

conceptualizing the spaces of the Malay World and trade networks between the interiors and 

coastal regions.11 Eric Tagliacozzo, for example, has analyzed in detail colonial attempts to 

                                                
10 Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1972). 
11 See, James Warren,  The Sulu Zone: The Dynamics of External Trade, Slavery, and Ethnicity in the 
Transformation of a Southeast Asian Maritime State (Singapore, Singapore University Press, 1981); 
Cheah Boon Kheng, The Peasant Robbers of Kedah 1900-1929: Historical and Folk Perceptions 
(Singapore, Oxford University Press, 1988); Anthony Reid, Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce, 
1450-1680 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988); Daniel Chew, Chinese Pioneers on the Sarawak 
Frontier, 1841-1941 (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1990); Anthony Reid, ed. Southeast Asia in the 
Early Modern Era: Trade, Power, and Belief (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1993); Eric 
Tagliacozzo, Secret Trades, Porous Borders: Smuggling and States Along a Southeast Asian Frontier, 
1865-1915 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005). 
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control and regulate the borders and control the Straits of Melaka between British Malaya and the 

Dutch East Indies through mapping, patrols, and the implementation of lighthouses and other 

technologies of rule.12 He juxtaposes colonial control methods with stories of smugglers, traders, 

and even state officials who evaded, negotiated, and disregarded border regulations by 

transporting contraband, including guns, drugs, people, and other goods across international 

boundaries. This dissertation attempts to fill gaps in the literature by beginning, instead, in the 

mountains, following networks and the movement of goods, people, and non-human species to 

the sea and beyond.13 The following histories of Leuser only span about fifty years, but the 

connections between the highlands and lowlands and across global spaces are central to this 

study.  

This dissertation argues that the highland interior of northern Sumatra was a center of 

state-making and empire during the late Dutch colonial period. In the literature on the history of 

northern Sumatra, the scant attention paid to the highland interior has portrayed the region as 

peripheral to the economic and political centers in the coastal lowlands. Colonial period 

descriptions of the people of the southern interior of Aceh are composed in dichotomous terms 

based on evolutionary models that assume tradition, stasis, and backwardness that is not 

supported with empirical evidence. The writers construct marginality from a few different 

perspectives; the first assumes geographical marginality to the centers of political power on the 

                                                
12 Tagliacozzo, Secret Trades, Porous Borders, 2005.  
13 Some scholars of Southeast Asia have examined pre-colonial trade networks in the interiors of both the 
mainland and insular regions, linking agricultural production, the trade in forest products, and many other 
goods to the global capitalist economy. A common argument across these works is that peripheral peoples 
have always been linked via trade to the lowlands, ports, and the world market. See, Ann Maxwell Hill, 
Merchants and Migrants: Ethnicity and Trade Among Yunnanese in Southeast Asia (New Haven, Yale 
University Southeast Asia Studies, 1998); Andrew Walker, The Legend of the Golden Boat: Regulation, 
Trade, and Traders in the Borderlands of Laos, Thailand, China, and Burma (London: Curzon Press, 
1999); Victor B. Lieberman, Strange Parallels: Southeast Asia in Global Context, C. 800-1830 (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Michael R. Dove, The Banana Tree at the Gate: A History of 
Marginal Peoples and Global Markets in Borneo (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011). 
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coasts, where the Sultan of Aceh ruled for centuries, and later to state power in Java. The second 

viewpoint considers highlander marginality from a socio-cultural perspective, in which their 

ways of living were viewed as a relic from the past, contrasted against lowland groups perceived 

to be of a higher status on the social evolutionary scale. In response to both of these perspectives, 

it is clear that the people and ecologies of Leuser have never been marginal, in part owing to the 

long history of social, political, and economic engagement between the highlanders and coastal 

peoples. I follow Tania Li and other scholars in arguing that marginality should instead be 

analyzed in terms of relationships and power dynamics.14 Examining marginality across 

geographical scales and social relationships can inform us of how local peoples are economically 

and politically marginalized, as different groups, including local farmers and citizens, scientists, 

international organizations and corporations, and governments, all battle over ideas of nature and 

material practices.15 Through this type of analysis, the peoples and ecologies of Leuser are 

intimately linked to, engaged by, and co-productive of global economic systems, Dutch empire, 

European debates about imperialism, the international conservation movement, and global 

scientific practices.  

Up to this point, Leuser has been pushed to the margins of the historiography of Aceh, as 

scholars have instead focused on the socio-economic, cultural, and political aspects of pre-

colonial and colonial rule, the logistics and timelines of battles and warfare, and the place of 

Aceh within global expansion and colonial consolidation.16 With regards to Sumatra’s east coast, 

                                                
14 Tania Li, “Introduction,” in Transforming the Indonesian Uplands: Marginality, Power and 
Production, ed., Tania Li (London: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2004), xvii.  
15 See, Raymond L. Bryant, Ángel Paniagua, and Thanasis Kizos, “Governing People in Depopulated 
Areas,” in The International Handbook of Political Ecology, ed., Raymond L. Bryant (Cheltenham, UK: 
Edward Elgar Publishing, 2015), 237.  
16 See, A.J. Piekaar, Atjèh En De Oorlog Met Japan ('s Gravenhage: W. van Hoeve, 1949); Anthony Reid, 
The Contest for North Sumatra; Atjeh, the Netherlands, and Britain, 1858-1898 (Kuala Lumpur; New 
York: University of Malaya Press; Oxford University Press, 1969); Paul van 't Veer,  De Atjeh-Oorlog 
(Amsterdam: De Arbeiderspers, 1969); A. Hasymy, Hikajat Prang Sabi Mendjiwai Perang Atjeh Lawan 
Belanda (Banda Atjeh: Pustaka Faraby, 1971); A. Hasymy, Peranan Islam Dalam Perang Aceh Dan 



12 

scholars have focused on the violent history of capitalism and development in the plantation belt 

(cultuurgebied).17 The studies all draw attention to the centuries of confrontation, conflict, 

resistance, and bloodshed related to capitalist development in northern Sumatra. The people of 

Leuser have found themselves geographically sandwiched between two critically important 

regions for the Dutch colonial regime: Aceh to the north, known for an anti-colonial resistance 

movement that lasted more than forty years, and the largest plantation region in colonial 

Indonesia to the southeast. This situation, I suggest, has led scholars to bypass the history of the 

interior in favor of the more well-known historical contexts on the coasts.  

The few major studies of the highland interior of Sumatra, however, have illuminated the 

cultural diversity of Aceh, detailing the cultural practices, kinship and family structures, ways of 

knowing and being, engagement with outside powers, and so on. John Bowen and Akifumi 

                                                
Perjuangan Kemerdekaan Indonesia (Jakarta: Bulan Bintang, 1976); James T. Siegel, Shadow and 
Sound: The Historical Thought of a Sumatran People (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979); 
Nazaruddin Sjamsuddin, The Republican Revolt: A Study of the Acehnese Rebellion (Singapore: Institute 
of Southeast Asian Studies, 1985); Ibrahim Alfian, Perang di Jalan Allah: Perang Aceh, 1873-1912 
(Jakarta: Pustaka Sinar Harapan, 1987); James T. Siegel, The Rope of God (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2000); Anthony Reid, An Indonesian Frontier: Acehnese and Other Histories of 
Sumatra (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2005). 
17 Karl Pelzer, "The Agrarian Conflict in East Sumatra," Pacific Affairs 30 (1957): 151-59; Karl Pelzer, 
"Western Impact on East Sumatra and North Tapanuli: The Roles of the Planter and the Missionary," 
Journal of Southeast Asian History 2, 2 (1961); Mohammad Said, "What was the 'Social Revolution of 
1946' in East Sumatra?" Indonesia 15 (1973); Mohammad Said, Sejarah Pers di Sumatera Utara (Medan: 
Waspada, 1976); Mohammad Said, Koeli Kontrak Tempoe Doeloe (Medan: Waspada, 1977); Kian-Wie 
Thee, Plantation Agriculture and Export Growth: An Economic History of East Sumatra, 1863- 1942 
(Jakarta: LEKNAS-LIPI, 1977); Karl Pelzer, Planter and Peasant: Colonial Policy and the Agrarian 
Struggle in East Sumatra, 1863-1947 (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978); Karl Pelzer, Planter against 
Peasant: The Agrarian Struggle in East Sumatra, 1947-1958 (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1982); Ann 
Laura Stoler, Capitalism and Confrontation in Sumatra's Plantation Belt, 1870-1979 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1985); Jan Breman, Taming the Coolie Beast: Plantation Society and the Colonial 
Order in Southeast Asia (Delhi; New York: Oxford University Press, 1990); Jan Breman, Koelies, 
Planters an Koloniale Politiek: Het Arbeidsregime op de Grootlandbouwondernemingen aan Sumatra's 
Oostkust in het Begin van de Twintigste Eeuw (Leiden: KITLV Uitgeverij, 1992); Adriaan Goedhart, Het 
Wonder van Deli: Uit de Geschiedenis van de Cultures op Sumatra's Oostkust (Netherlands: Albini, 
2002). 
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Iwabuchi have studied the Gayo and Alas, respectively, on their own terms and without being a 

side note to the Acehnese, as has been the case with most studies of Aceh.18 Bowen, in particular, 

                                                
18 See John R. Bowen, Sumatran Politics and Poetics: Gayo History, 1900-1989 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1991); Akifumi Iwabuchi, The People of the Alas Valley: A Study of an Ethnic Group of 
Northern Sumatra (Oxford, England; New York: Clarendon Press; Oxford University Press, 1994).  

Figure 3 Dutch map of Aceh from 1886. The area that I refer to as ‘Leuser’ is mostly set within the bottom 
half of the unmarked space in the interior of Aceh. On this map, that space includes sections of the 
Gayolands (Gajolanden), all of the Alaslands (Alaslanden), the territory of Kejurun Petiambang (Gebied 
van den Kedjoeroean van Patimbang) and the territory of Kejurun Lingga (Gebied van den Kedjoeroean van 
Lingga). Topographisch Bureau, Kaart van Atjeh en Onderhoorigheden. (Batavia: Topographisch Bureau, 
1886). 
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has been crucial in moving us beyond a history of Aceh dominated by the Acehnese, and his 

scholarship on the Gayo in the northern highlands is exemplary in centering the history of a 

minority group. He shows how the Gayo both acknowledged powerful foreign rulers, including 

the Sultanate of Aceh, and resisted the encroachments of those rulers into village life.19 Bowen’s 

work is particularly strong for precolonial and postcolonial social relations, but it trails off during 

the colonial period.   

Chapter one begins with a brief sketch of the Dutch-Aceh War, leading into the Dutch 

invasion of the Gayo highlands in 1904. It was a period of incredible violence in northern 

Sumatra, but Aceh's long history has been one of turmoil dating back to at least the sixteenth 

century, as different global powers vied for control over the Straits of Melaka and the fertile soils 

in the region. From the sixteenth century onward, other kingdoms in the Malay World competed 

for power against the Sultanate of Aceh, and later came Portuguese fleets, the British, Dutch, 

and, following independence, the Indonesian government. Power in the region waxed and waned, 

but most all attempts to wrest control over northern Sumatra from the Sultanate of Aceh were 

unsuccessful, although the Dutch invasion of Aceh in 1873 did eventually remove the Sultanate 

from power. There are numerous explanations in the literature to account for the long history of 

global conflict in northern Sumatra. Underlying most of the theses are the expansion of empire 

and “struggles over geography,” both of which included capitalist development and the control 

over natural resources and land, as well as battles over ideas and, especially, religious 

worldviews, practices, and ideologies.20   

Aceh sits at the northern tip of Sumatra at the mouth of the Straits of Melaka, which has 

made it a strategic hub of trade for centuries. The wealth of natural resources, including oil, 

                                                
19 Ibid., 3. 
20 On the concept of struggles over geography, see Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: 
Knopf, 1993), 7. 
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minerals, and timber, along with the favorable climate and fertile soils for agricultural production 

only increased its appeal. Some scholars have convincingly argued that the Dutch invasion of 

Aceh in 1873, igniting the long Dutch-Aceh War, was motivated by fears of intervention by other 

colonial powers, particularly the British sitting directly across the Straits of Melaka in Malaya, 

due to the riches of oil and other natural resources and agricultural products in the region.21 

Others have suggested that the Dutch invasion of Aceh was merely part of the colonial project, 

just another example of colonial consolidation in which the Dutch sought to claim what they 

believed was theirs. Ibrahim Alfian, a prominent Acehnese historian, contends that what 

differentiated Aceh from other anti-colonial resistance efforts in the East Indies and led to more 

than thirty years of war was the concept of the holy war (Perang Sabil). The Muslim Acehnese, 

according to Alfian, were dedicated to fighting a unified holy war against the Dutch infidels.22    

The Gayo Highlands and the Leuser region, however, are not given much attention in the 

history of the Dutch-Aceh War even though the final battles took place in the highland interior. 

The Dutch military invaded the highlands region in 1904, following the resistance from the 

northern Gayo highlands, south through Leuser, and eventually into the Bataklands to the west of 

Medan. Anthony Reid, Paul van’t Veer, John Bowen, and others have mentioned in brief the 

incredible violence of the 1904 invasion, but their descriptions generally end after noting the 

shocking number of Gayo, Alas, and Batak massacred in the six-month span of the military 

                                                
21 Anthony Reid’s detailed study of British and Dutch intervention in Aceh analyzes the origins and 
history of the Dutch-Aceh War, focusing specifically on the diplomatic aspects. H. Bakkar argues that 
economic considerations, especially oil exploration, played just as much a role in the invasion of Aceh as 
did imperial motivations, although ultimately, they were one in the same. Van’t Veer and Alfian provide 
detailed descriptions of the War and the major events from 1873-1913. See, Reid, The Contest for North 
Sumatra, 1969; H. Bakkar, “Het Economisch Belang van Nord-Sumatra Tijdens de Atjehoorlog, 1873-
1910," in Het Belang van de Buitengewesten: Economische Expansie en Koloniale Staatsvorming in de 
Buitengewesten van Nederlandsch-Indië, 1870-1942, eds., A.H.P. Clemens and J. Th. Lindblad 
(Amsterdam: NEHA, 1989); Veer, De Atjeh-Oorlog, 1969. 
22 Alfian, Perang Di Jalan Allah, 1987. 
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mission.23 M.H. Gayo, a Gayo historian, has written the most thorough history of the resistance 

efforts of the Gayo and Alas peoples in 1904 based on oral history interviews combined with 

Dutch sources, and his book provides a detailed timeline of events.24 

Chapter one in this dissertation focuses on the 1904 military invasion and can be read as a 

case study of Dutch colonial consolidation and military annexation, highlighting what I call the 

appropriation of place. This chapter begins the dissertation by examining how places and 

landscapes were materially and ideologically displaced and appropriated. The six-month invasion 

was premised on physical violence, but it also set the stage for the future of conservation in 

Leuser and the transformation of the region into a space of nature. I argue that contrary to 

previous histories of Aceh that mark the ending the Dutch-Aceh War as between 1913 and 1914, 

the battle continued in Leuser throughout the colonial period. That military rule was maintained 

in the highland interior until independence is one piece of this argument. I also contend that the 

discursive transformation from military rule to environmental rule in Leuser has concealed the 

violence from historians of Indonesia, just as it did colonial officials in the metropole who 

celebrated the end of the Dutch-Aceh War. Environmental rule in Leuser was premised on 

militarization. As I show in the second chapter, it was not just the people of Leuser who were 

under threat from colonial invasion, but it was also non-human species and the forests. The 

ecologies of Leuser were militarized. 

 

Science and Environmental Conservation as Tools of Empire 

On the 1904 expedition, the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army (Militaire Luchtvaart 

van het Koninklijk Nederlands-Indisch Leger, or KNIL) conducted some of the first scientific 

                                                
23 See, Reid, The Contest for North Sumatra, 1969; Veer, De Atjeh-Oorlog, 1969; Bowen, Sumatran 
Politics and Poetics, 1991. 
24 M. H. Gayo, Perang Gayo-Alas Melawan Kolonialis Belanda (Jakarta: Balai Pustaka, 1983). 
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explorations of Leuser. Botanists, geologists, and cartographers were all present on the military 

mission, as they searched for species and natural resources of interest and value to the colonial 

regime. These various actors were central to a process of making Leuser legible and crafting an 

image and representation of the region as a site of great value to the colonial project and Western 

science. Through examining the KNIL from this perspective, we see how central military 

invasions in the so-called Outer Islands were to the colonial enterprise and to setting the future 

administrative plans for the region. As Elsbeth Locher-Scholten has stated: “At the peak of Dutch 

colonial power in Indonesia, “empire was forged in the periphery, or even in the periphery of the 

periphery.”25 Leuser, however, was not the “periphery of the periphery,” as it would be 

considered from the perspective Locher-Scholten, it was the center of colonial state-making on a 

global scale.  

After colonizing Aceh, colonial officials, conservationists, scientists, and explorers from 

around the world, awestruck by the megafauna and rare species of Leuser, including orangutans, 

rhinoceros, and elephants, redefined the space as terra incognita, or a space of pristine nature, 

erasing precolonial relationships with forests and non-human species. But within a few decades, 

militarization, scientific exploration, and the rapid emergence of the wildlife trade, I suggest, led 

to another spatial transformation, one based on environmental crisis. In chapter two, I examine 

the rapid growth of the international orangutan trade in the first three decades of the twentieth 

century and how the great ape came to dominate global imaginings of northern Sumatra.  

By the turn of the twentieth century, Europeans no longer had to rely on descriptions of 

colonial encounters to imagine faraway places. Living, ‘exotic’ species and their exhibit in the 

metropoles began to structure the wider social imagination of places like Leuser. The wildlife 

                                                
25 Elsbeth Locher-Scholten, “Dutch Expansion in the Indonesian Archipelago around 1900 and the 
Imperialism Debate,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 25 (1994): 97. 
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trade in orangutans from Sumatra to zoos, circuses, laboratories, museums, and private collectors 

around the world developed a new version of what Mary Louise Pratt has called “planetary 

consciousness,” which was central to the colonial production of Leuser into a space of nature in 

need of protection.26 Pratt has argued that such planetary consciousness based on natural history 

writing established in Europeans a sense of scientific and cultural supremacy, which was 

fundamental to directing and organizing colonial expansion. The growing appearance of 

orangutans in Europe engendered a public protest against their capture and in favor of species 

and habitat protection in the colonies. The public debates not only shaped the global discourse of 

Leuser, but also informed environmental regulations, border policies, and colonial control 

strategies elsewhere in Indonesia and across the Straits of Melaka in the British settlements. 

Imperial science and conservation in each of the chapters of this dissertation are critiqued 

as technologies of rule employed to separate society from Nature and make both the peoples and 

environments “legible, taxable, assessible, and confiscatable.”27 I use the theory of 

‘environmental rule’ in this dissertation to argue that the colonialization of Leuser through 

militarized conservation eroded local sovereignty and dispossessed the Gayo, Alas, Singkil, 

Kleut and other native inhabitants of land and resources. In doing so, I follow other scholars who 

have posited that environmental interventions, such as conservation and forestry, have never 

been exclusively about nature or ecology, but instead about managing people and society.28 

                                                
26 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992), 
15.  
27 James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 5. 
28 See, Scott, Seeing Like a State, 1998; K. Sivaramakrishnan, Modern Forests: Statemaking and 
Environmental Change in Colonial Eastern India (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1999); 
Nancy Lee Peluso and Michael Watts, “Violent Environments,” in Violent Environments, eds. Nancy Lee 
Peluso and Michael Watts (Cornell University Press: Ithaca, NY, 2001), 3–38; Arun Agrawal, 
Environmentality: Technologies of Government and the Making of Subjects (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2005); Nancy Lee Peluso and Peter Vandergeest, “Political Ecologies of War and Forests: 
Counterinsurgencies and the Making of National Natures,” Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers 101, No. 3 (2011). 
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Pamela McElwee terms the process ‘environmental rule’, which occurs when states or other 

institutions “use environmental or ecological reasons as justification for what is really a concern 

with social planning, and thereby intervene in such disparate areas as land ownership, population 

settlement, labor availability, or markets.”29 At the same time, the marriage of militarization and 

conservation created a contradictory picture in Leuser: colonial structures, capitalist 

development, and military practices harmed wildlife and forced native inhabitants deeper into the 

forests in search of safety and land, thus only reinforcing the need for environmental protection.30 

It is a violent dialectic that has lasted more than a century with the goal of separating society 

from nature.  

Scholars have written extensively on the separation of society and nature, or the 

Nature/Society dualism. The process of creating separate categories for society and Nature (with 

a capital ‘N’)— Nature made legible, coded, rationalized, and externalized— according to Jason 

Moore, occurred millennia before the advent of capitalism, but it was fundamental to the 

development of capitalism. The Society/Nature dualism created an orientalist vision of the world 

that not only separated society from Nature but also created a binary between the West and the 

Rest. The West was defined by modernity and civilization, while the those, especially in the 

Global South and other colonized spaces, were forcibly resettled into the zone of Nature.31 They 

were both considered unsettled, unknown, uncivilized, and incompatible with modernity.  

One of the main debates in the literature on the social construction of nature revolves 

around Marxist analyses of ‘first’ and ‘second’ nature. First nature came to be defined as nature 

                                                
29 Pamela D. McElwee, Forests Are Gold: Trees, People, and Environmental Rule in Vietnam (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2016), 5. 
30 Elizabeth Lunstrum examines the contemporary contradictions between militarization and conservation 
in Kruger National Park in, “Conservation Meets Militarisation in Kruger National Park: Historical 
Encounters and Complex Legacies,” Conservation and Society 13(4) (2015): 356-369. 
31 See, Jason W. Moore, “Metabolic Rift or Metabolic Shift? Dialectics, Nature, and the World-Historical 
Method,” Theory and Society 46 (2017): 285-318. 
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that is pristine and untouched by human activity. Second nature, on the other hand, includes all 

forms of nature transformed and commodified by human activity, such as agricultural and urban 

landscapes. Neil Smith argues that these discussions are irrelevant because all landscapes, even at 

the most remote reaches of the planet, have been transformed into potential commodities valued 

for the resources they might hold and claimed by capitalist states seeking to assert their 

ownership of resources that might be discovered in the future.32 Most historians, geographers, 

and those grouped as political ecologists have come to agree that first nature does not exist and 

that all nature is socially mediated.33 Therefore, the creation of nature reserves and protected 

areas, such as Gunung Leuser National Park, are appropriations of a perceived first nature that 

never existed. Instead, they are social products tailored to meet the needs of human cultures, 

colonial states, and so forth. Dutch governance in the East Indies was based on capitalist 

development and resource extraction and, therefore, the valuation of nature occurred via 

commodification. At the same time, the use of a pristine nature discourse by the colonial 

government in arguments for environmental protection was a powerful tactic for justifying 

Indigenous dispossession and controlling populations living in forested areas. Throughout this 

                                                
32 Neil Smith, Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of Space, 3rd edn (Athens, 
Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 2008). 
33 See, for example, M. Bookchin, "Social Ecology Versus ‘Deep Ecology’: A Challenge for the Ecology 
Movement," The Raven 1(3) (1987): 219-50; William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the 
Great West, 1st edn (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1991); William Denevan, “The Pristine Myth: The 
Landscape of the Americas in 1492,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 82, No. 3 
(1992): 369-85; William Cronon, Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (Norton. 
New York, 1996); Noel Castree and Bruce Braun, “The Construction of Nature and the Nature of 
Construction: Analytical and Political Tools for Building Survivable Futures,” in Remaking Reality: 
Nature at the Millennium, eds. Noel Castree and Bruce Braun (New York: Taylor & Francis, Inc., 1998); 
Noel Castree and Bruce Braun, eds, Social Nature: Theory, Practice, and Politics (Malden, Mass.: 
Blackwell Publishers, 2001); Bruce Braun, The Intemperate Rainforest: Nature, Culture, and Power on 
Canada's West Coast (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002); Aletta Biersack, “Reimagining 
Political Ecology: Culture/Power/History/Nature,” in Reimagining Political Ecology, eds. A. Biersack 
and J. Greenberg (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006). 
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dissertation, I draw attention to the differing ways that Gayo communities in Leuser conceived of 

landscapes when compared with Dutch officials and explorers in the region.   

 In chapters two and three, I examine how Nature obtained value, first through the 

wildlife trade, as discussed earlier, and then via scientific exploration and bioprospecting. After 

the colonization of Leuser following the 1904 invasion, the northern Sumatran frontier became 

more accessible and afforded opportunities for foreign explorers to assess the biodiversity of the 

region and search for plants and animals new to science and of economic interest. Chapter three 

maintains that bioprospecting and ecology were ‘tools of empire’ to make nature knowable to the 

Dutch colonial mentality. The chapter is situated within the global project to make nature legible 

in all corners of the globe through exploration. European botanical exploration has received 

considerable attention from historians, as they highlight the construction and movement of 

scientific knowledge, the trade and transfer of biological materials, and more broadly, the role of 

bioprospecting in the expansion of empire.34 Bruno Latour, David Mackay, and others have 

argued that scientific explorers were “agents of empire” that helped to consolidate new 

territories, identify new drugs and luxury imports, and transport and acclimatize valuable plants 

that would fuel colonial expansion.35 The agents of empire used taxonomic reasoning and 

                                                
34 See, Alfred W. Crosby, The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Pub. Co, 1972); Sidney W. Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of 
Sugar in Modern History (New York: Penguin Books, 1986); John Gascoigne, Science in the Service of 
Empire: Joseph Banks, the British State and the Uses of Science in the Age of Revolution (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Richard Harry Drayton, Nature's Government: Science, Imperial 
Britain, and the 'Improvement' of the World’ (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000); Emma Spary, 
Utopia's Garden: French Natural History from Old Regime to Revolution (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2000); Londa L. Schiebinger, Plants and Empire: Colonial Bioprospecting in the Atlantic 
World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004); Harold Cook, Matters of Exchange: 
Commerce, Medicine, and Science in the Dutch Golden Age (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007); 
Kapil Raj, Relocating Modern Science: Circulation and the Construction of Knowledge in South Asia and 
Europe, 1650-1900 (Basingstoke [England]: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).  
35 David MacKay, "Agents of Empire: The Banksian Collectors and Evaluation of New Lands," in Visions 
of Empire: Voyages, Botany, and Representations of Nature, eds. D.P. Miller and P.H. Reill (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996); Bruno Latour, Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and 
Engineers through Society (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987). 
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ordering of nature as tools to make nature legible.36 There is an overwhelming focus in these 

studies on early European explorations and struggles to monopolize the spice trade, rubber 

production, and discovery of other economic plants that fueled the growth of empire and kept 

officials and soldiers alive in foreign environments.37 Jason Moore advances that since the 

sixteenth century, the incredible rate of exploitation of once freely appropriated natures 

precipitated crises in capitalism that were temporarily resolved through combinations of science, 

capital, and empire. Bioprospectors, cartographers, and other scientific knowledge producers 

were central to rendering new Natures quantifiable, convertible, and exchangeable.38 In the later 

period of exploration during the age of imperialism, colonialism and its institutions, forms of 

knowledge, and ideologies were firmly entrenched throughout the Global South, and 

bioprospectors and conservationists were directly agents of the state, working to build upon the 

foundations of empire and expand its reach. Explorers still searched for economic species for 

luxury, foods, medicines, and so on, but I show that the findings of colonial actors gave value to 

flora, fauna, and landscapes, and were central to land accumulation and colonial consolidation 

through conservation efforts. 

Chapter four investigates the actual process of creating Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve, 

as colonial officials set out to demarcate boundaries and develop laws to regulate human 

relationships with nature. This chapter considers environmental conservation and scientific 

practice and knowledge production in northern Sumatra as a colonial military strategy. It does so 

through engagement with Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones’ concepts of “green grab,” or the 

appropriation of nature and dispossession of land from Indigenous peoples, and “green 

                                                
36 See, Schiebinger, Plants and Empire, 11; Daniel R. Headrick, The Tools of Empire: Technology and 
European Imperialism in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981).  
37 Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 6; Michael J. Balick and Paul Alan Cox, Plants, People, and Culture: The Science 
of Ethnobotany (New York: Scientific American Library, 1996); Schiebinger, Plants and Empire, 3.  
38 Jason W. Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital (New York: 
Verso, 2015). 
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militarization,” as described by Lunstrum, which has more recently emerged as a trend in 

securing conservation practices.39 In Aceh, however, conservation practices and discourses were 

enacted within the broader context of war, which legitimized and justified the continuous 

presence of military actors and the use of military techniques and technologies in pursuit of 

conservation. Rather than assigning the military or para-military actors to secure environments, I 

argue that in Leuser the colonial state implemented conservation as a tactic to extend an already 

existing military presence.  

The chapter details the steps that international nature protection groups and scientists took 

in the 1920s and 30s to secure land rights for the colonial government and assign the region 

global value based on the biodiversity of the forests to justify the creation of Gunung Leuser 

National Wildlife Reserve. It was a transnational colonial affair, as Dutch, British, Belgian, 

Swiss, and American scientists worked together to develop conservation strategies. But most of 

all, it was a collaboration between conservationists, scientists, and the colonial military. 

Conservation and research were only possible due to Indigenous dispossession and the 

accumulation of territory by the state.40 The Dutch military administered the interior of northern 

Sumatra to maintain control of the region, and those soldiers were transformed into game 

                                                
39 James Fairhead, Melissa Leach, and Ian Scoones, “Green Grabbing: A New Appropriation of Nature?” 
Journal of Peasant Studies 39(2), (2012): 237–61; Elizabeth Lunstrum, “Green Militarization: Anti-
poaching Efforts and the Spatial Contours of Kruger National Park,” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 104(4), (2014). 
40 The literature on Indigenous dispossession has grown considerably in the past twenty years, and it is 
varied. Scholars have investigated state land accumulation, settler colonialism and the expansion of the 
frontier, capitalist expansion, neoliberal development and new enclosures, and even in the context of 
environmental conservation. See, Jean M. O'Brien, Dispossession by Degrees: Indian Land and Identity 
in Natick, Massachusetts, 1650-1790 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Michael 
Levien, Dispossession without Development: Land Grabs in Neoliberal India (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2018); Ben White, Saturnino M. Borras Jr, Ruth Hall, Ian Scoones, and Wendy Wolford, “The 
New Enclosures: Critical Perspectives on Corporate Land Deals,” The Journal of Peasant Studies, 39:3-4 
(2012): 619-647; Mark David Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and the Making of 
the National Parks (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999); Paige West, Dispossession and the 
Environment: Rhetoric and Inequality in Papua New Guinea (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2016). 
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wardens, patrolling the highlands for wildlife traders and trappers, and more often local resisters 

of colonialism. This section draws interconnections between historical, global social processes, 

such as colonialism, and ecological projects, including conservation and science.41 Indeed, in this 

dissertation, these projects are viewed as part of the same imperial project of redefining the 

relations between society and the so-called rest of nature. Chapter four interrogates socio-

ecological projects in Leuser, highlight the violence inherent to such projects and the 

contradictions in trying to protect nature via militarization.  

While chapter three looks specifically at bioprospecting and the search for economic 

species of commercial benefit to the colonial enterprise, chapter five examines scientific 

fieldwork from the perspective of scientific knowledge production and the practices of field 

science in the 1930s in the East Indies. As mentioned above, explorers and researchers, from 

anthropologists and geophysicists to cartographers, botanists, and primatologists, were central to 

the colonial project.42 They created knowledge about the peoples and places of the archipelago, 

made spaces legible, and suggested ways to control them.43 In chapter five, however, I 

                                                
41 See, Jason Moore, “The Socio-Ecological Crises of Capitalism,” in Capitalism and Its Discontents: 
Conversations with Radical Thinkers in a Time of Tumult, ed., Sasha Lilley (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 
2011), 136. 
42 Scholars from Michael Adas to Bernard Cohn, and Londa Schiebinger to Warwick Anderson have for 
decades shown that scientific exploration and practices, including cartography and medical testing, and 
knowledge production of other peoples and places went hand-in-hand with the advancement of colonial 
rule. See, Michael Adas, Machines as the Measure of Men: Science, Technology, and Ideologies of 
Western Dominance (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989); Bernard S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its 
Forms of Knowledge: The British In India (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1996); 
Schiebinger, Plants and Empire, 2004; Warwick Anderson, Colonial Pathologies: American Tropical 
Medicine, Race, and Hygiene in the Philippines (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006). 
43 See, James Gould, Americans in Sumatra (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1961); Robert Cribb, “Birds of 
Paradise and Environmental Politics in Colonial Indonesia, 1890-1931,” in Paper Landscapes: 
Explorations in the Environmental History of Indonesia, eds. Peter Boomgaard, Freek Colombijn, and 
David Henley (Leiden: KITLV Press, 1997); Peter Boomgaard, “The Making and Unmaking of Tropical 
Science: Dutch Research on Indonesia, 1600-2000,” Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 
Vol. 162, No. 2/3 (2006): 191-217; Andrew Goss, “Decent Colonialism? Pure Science and Colonial 
Ideology in the Netherlands East Indies, 1910-1929,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 40(1), (2009): 
187-214; Hans Pols, “European Physicians and Botanists, Indigenous Herbal Medicine in the Dutch East 
Indies, and Colonial Networks of Mediation,” East Asian Science, Technology and Society 3(2-3), (2009): 
173-208. 
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investigate imperial field science as a method of self-preservation and promotion for the 

researchers themselves because the identification of species new to science and the exploration of 

new regions secured their legacies among prominent scientists of their day. Chapter five zeroes in 

on two different cases of field research in the latter 1930s in Leuser after the creation of the 

Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve. The first case study took place in 1937 and was led by 

C.G.G.J. van Steenis, a prominent Dutch botanist and assistant at the Buitenzorg Botanic 

Gardens ('s Lands Plantentuin te Buitenzorg). The second case study occurred only six months 

later and was carried out by Clarence R. Carpenter, an American primatologist and leader in the 

movement to promote field science. There was competition between the two expeditions, as 

Dutch researchers on the Van Steenis expedition worked with colonial officials to ensure that 

they were the first to explore Leuser, to discover species new to Western science, and to be the 

first Europeans to scale the mountains of the region. In this regard, I maintain that field science 

and exploration were strategies to protect and elevate the standing of Dutch science on a global 

scale. Colonial officials believed the flora and fauna of the East Indies to be their domain, and 

they saw themselves in competition against scientists from other countries.  

I also point out the violence of colonial field studies, the role of native peoples in 

producing knowledge about the ecologies and geographies of Leuser, and the politics of 

knowledge production and how expertise was contested. Researchers on the Van Steenis 

expedition fiercely rejected the findings of Carpenter, who argued that the primary threats to non-

human species were the Dutch military and colonial practices, such as capitalist development and 

the wildlife trade. The contestations over knowledge produced in the field studies draw attention 

to the anxieties of Dutch researchers in protecting their access to and control over “living 
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laboratories” across the East Indies and the socio-ecological knowledge produced about those 

spaces. Moreover, taxonomic identification and the discovery of species new to science also gave 

value to the park. Species acted as a sort of currency by which the higher the biodiversity, the 

more value the region held on a global scale, and in Aceh, the military was needed to secure both 

the assessors of value, or the scientists, and the valued space. 

This dissertation draws on historical research carried out from 2013 to 2016 in Indonesia, 

the Netherlands, Singapore, the United Kingdom, and the United States. With the assistance of 

several grants, including the International Dissertation Research Fellowship from the Social 

Science Research Council and a Fulbright Research Fellowship, I conducted research in public 

and private libraries and archives, the collections of environmental organizations, zoological 

institutions, natural history museums, and government offices. I also took trips to North Sumatra 

and Aceh between 2009 and 2015 for short ethnographic stints and to search local government 

archives in Banda Aceh, Medan, Takengon, Blangkejeren, and Kutacane.  

I traveled to Leuser on three different occasions for research. The first time I visited was 

in the summer of 2008, as mentioned at the beginning of this introduction. I lived in an enclave 

of three connected villages set within the boundaries of Gunung Leuser National Park in the 

Gayo Lues district of Aceh for a master’s thesis research in June and July of 2008. I attended 

local village board meetings and events and conducted three mixed-gender focus group 

discussions with a total of twenty-two farmers. I have not included data from that research 

experience in this dissertation, but the oral histories and discussions I had with people in the 

villages shaped the ways that I have conceived this project.  



27 

The two months that I spent in Leuser in 2008 was the last time that I was allowed by the 

Indonesian government to conduct research in Leuser.44 Through this project, I came to 

understand the challenges of researching a region that was a militarized zone for almost one-

hundred thirty-two years.45 Therefore, this dissertation is primarily a study of colonial 

mentalities, rationalities, and techniques in attempting to consolidate the highland interior of 

Aceh into the colonial system. I have tried to represent the activities, reactions, and agency of the 

native people where possible through close readings of primary and secondary source materials. 

On the other hand, the challenges presented in accessing historical materials opened up 

new doors for this project, especially as it relates to the history of non-human species. While 

investigating the collections of the Royal Zoological Society (Koninklijk Zoölogisch 

Genootschap)—which included documents related to the capture and trade in wildlife, port and 

ship records, and the personal records of zoological and conservation officials in both the 

metropole and the East Indies—it became apparent that scientists often viewed non-human 

species with more regard than they did the native peoples of Leuser. The collections of the 

zoological society and the Netherlands Commission for the International Protection of Nature 

(Nederlandse Commissie voor Internationale Natuurbescherming, or NCIN) also contained 

communications with military agents and high-level government officials that highlighted the 

                                                
44 I traveled to Indonesia again in 2013 and 2014 for dissertation research and was granted a research visa 
from the Minister of Research, Technology and Higher Education of the Republic of Indonesia (Menteri 
Riset, Teknologi, dan Pendidikan Tinggi Republik Indonesia, or MENRISTEK). On both occasions, 
MENRISTEK granted permission to conduct research in Java and in the coastal lowlands of northern 
Sumatra, including in Banda Aceh and Medan. However, they stipulated on both occasions that I was 
forbidden from entering the Gayo highlands while supported by the research visa. The rationale they 
provided each time was that the decision was made for my own safety. 
45 Due to the legal constraints on my fieldwork in Leuser, the fact that a large body of historical 
documents in Banda Aceh, Medan, Kutacane, and Blangkejeren had been destroyed as a result of conflict 
and natural disasters, that the Aceh Archives at ANRI were closed for repair and were inaccessible during 
my entire research year in Indonesia from 2014 to 2015, and that the native Gayo and Alas peoples did 
not have a written language prior Indonesian Independence, this dissertation is mostly constructed using 
primary, colonial period documents and secondary materials from Indonesia, the Netherlands, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. 
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direct connections between military rule and environmental rule. Finally, this dissertation draws 

heavily on colonial period scientific studies, reports, and the personal journals of researchers who 

conducted fieldwork in northern Sumatra. The period in question was an era when scientific 

fieldwork emerged as a trend in studying non-human species in their native habitats, the 

historical dispersal of flora and fauna across continents, and the distributions of wildlife 

populations across regions. Researching the work and writings of wildlife traders, botanists, 

ecologists, primatologists, and many others illuminates in colonial Indonesia what Richard Grove 

calls, “green imperialism.”46  

Researching a political ecology of Leuser opened up new ways of considering the history 

of Leuser and Indonesia, more broadly. I came to view protected areas across Indonesia, and the 

accompanying laws, rationalities, and techniques of rule that continue to dispossess Indigenous 

peoples of land while, at the same time, not improving conditions for non-human species, as 

“imperial debris,” to use Ann Laura Stoler’s words. Imperial debris are “the aftershocks of 

empire, to the material and social afterlife of structures, sensibilities, and things. Such effects 

reside in the corroded hollows of landscapes, in the gutted infrastructures of segregated 

cityscapes and in the microecologies of matter and mind.”47 While Indonesians successfully 

gained their independence from the Dutch after the Second World War, conservation and its 

borders, boundaries, ideologies, and juridical structures have a powerful, globally-supported 

legacy that continues in the present.  

The following chapters are structured chronologically—with some historical latitude in 

each chapter to account for context and background information—to help the reader follow the 

historical developments across time and space. It should be noted, however, that the 

                                                
46 Richard Grove, Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the Origins of 
Environmentalism, 1600-1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
47 Ann Laura Stoler, “Imperial Debris: Reflections on Ruins and Ruination,” Cultural Anthropology 23.2 
(2008): 194. 
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chronological structure should not indicate that the following events were teleological with each 

event building to an inevitable outcome. Indeed, a goal for this project is to highlight the 

messiness of history, the social relations that constructed events and phenomena, ever-shifting 

power relations, and the ideologies and practices that shaped the historical production of Leuser. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

APPROPRIATING PLACE: THE GEOGRAPHIES OF COLONIAL INVASION, 1904-1914   

 

On March 26, 1873, Dutch fleets invaded Banda Aceh, marking the beginning of Aceh’s 

struggle against the colonizer. The Acehnese proved too strong in the initial attack, defeating the 

Dutch and killing Maj. Gen J.H.R Kohler.48 The Dutch retreated until November 1873, when 

they increased the strength and size of their brigades and stormed the sultanate and seized Sultan 

Mahmud Syah, ending the succession of Aceh’s sultanate dynasty.49 The battle did not end there, 

however, and the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army’s (Militaire Luchtvaart van het Koninklijk 

Nederlands-Indisch Leger, or KNIL) operations to capture Aceh became the longest and 

bloodiest colonial campaign, lasting more than forty years (1873-1914). By the turn of the 

twentieth century, the battles moved into the highland interior of Aceh. The social and 

psychological distress of the Dutch-Aceh war, along with key causalities to the leadership 

deteriorated the strength of the resistance, most of whom had fled into the highlands by 1900.  

In 1904, the KNIL followed the fleeing freedom fighters from lowland Aceh into the 

highlands, razing villages and brutally massacring native inhabitants in the Gayo, Alas, and 

Batak lands to the south. The Dutch had yet to explore the southern highland interior of Aceh due 

to the challenges they faced in accessing the region. Because of that, the military personnel on 

the expedition produced some of the first European descriptions of Gayo Lues and the Alaslands. 

They took photographs and wrote in their journals about of the social spaces of the region; 

human settlements, sawah (irrigated rice fields), swidden plots, livestock, fishing spots, bridges 

                                                
48 Ibrahim Alfian, “Aceh and the Holy War (Prang Sabil),” in Verandah of Violence: The Background to 
the Aceh Problem, ed. Anthony Reid (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2006), 111. 
49 Anthony Reid, “Colonial Transformation: A Bitter Legacy,” in Verandah of Violence: The Background 
to the Aceh Problem, ed. Anthony Reid, (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2006), 97. 
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and infrastructure, material possessions, footpaths and elephant paths that connected places both 

in the highlands and beyond, and so on. Scientists and researchers took part in the invasion, 

collecting biological specimens, geological data, and cartographic information. Journals of 

prominent generals on the mission, as well as publications, photographs, herbarium specimens, 

geologic data, and maps resulting from the expedition circulated throughout Indonesia and the 

Netherlands, fabricating an image or representation on a global scale of highland Aceh that 

informed future policies and spatial divisions of the region. Officers and soldiers also 

appropriated Indigenous people’s property, stealing hundreds of material items off bodies for 

colonial collections, transforming villages into military barracks, and raiding food supplies and 

slaughtering animals. Military invasion as a means of territorial expansion was premised on 

physical violence, but it was also about erasing the past meanings of place and creating new 

imaginings and representations of peoples and space more broadly. 

Colonial invasion into the highlands brought with it struggles over geography. These 

struggles, as Said argues, were not just over physical and material geography but also 

geographical imagery.50 This chapter attempts to understand how material spaces come to be 

understood in relation to the symbolic, or cultural meanings attributed to those particular spaces. 

From this perspective, we can examine how places, identities, and landscapes are displaced, 

appropriated, and replaced over time. In the Gayo and Alaslands in Aceh, Sumatra, a region that 

I refer to as ‘Leuser,’ as in many places around the world, the process of spatial appropriation 

took place as the peoples were drawn into contestations with imperial power. There are, however, 

two unique aspects to the Gayo and Alas context: First, the rapid speed in which imagined 

geographies were appropriated and remade, emptied and refilled, or deterritorialized and 

                                                
50 Said states that: “Just as none of us is outside or beyond geography, none of us is completely free from 
the struggle over geography. That struggle is complex and interesting because it is not only about soldiers 
and cannons but also about ideas, about forms, about images and imaginings.” Edward W. Said, Culture 
and Imperialism (New York: Knopf, 1993), 7. 
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reterritorialized, as the military invasion transformed space and place over the course of six 

months and capitalist development occurred almost immediately thereafter, and second, that the 

Dutch occupation of Leuser was a military one from the start until Indonesian independence in 

1945.  

Following the military invasion of 1904, the Dutch administrators started to transform 

Leuser into a legible space by developing two roads, the Gayoweg and Alasweg (Gayo road and 

Alas road) that opened travel into the interior. Botanists and other scientists fascinated with 

Leuser and its ecological rarities, or its potential for development, were some of the first 

Europeans to explore the region after the military expedition. The following chapters of this 

dissertation look closely at their writings, which contrasted sharply with descriptions from 

soldiers and colonial officials stationed in Gayo Lues and the Alaslands. Researchers wrote of the 

space in utopic terms, noting the incredible diversity of species in the “primeval” and “pristine” 

forests, including Sumatran orangutans, elephants, rhinoceros, tigers, and hornbills, as well as 

two of the largest flowers on Earth, titan arum (Amorphophallus titanium) and Rafflesia sp. The 

explorer’s “perception of the world’s appeal,” according to Paul Carter, “is inseparable from his 

own interest in it, from the ‘intentionality’ of his gaze.”51 The landscapes and ecologies of Leuser 

were objects of desire for scientists and conservationists. The KNIL’s menacing gaze, on the 

other hand, was set on forging empire in the periphery. Soldiers and generals were fixated on 

survival, the spectacle of violence, and strategies to pacify the native inhabitants who resisted 

military annexation. The images, imaginings, representations, and practices of scientists, 

explorers, and the KNIL were marked with violence and Indigenous erasure as they attempted to 

control the social ecologies of Leuser.  

                                                
51 Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Exploration of Landscape and History (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 82. 
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This chapter examines how military and scientific practices and writings were directly 

intertwined in the colonial project in Leuser from 1904 to 1914. It contextualizes a broader and 

longer process by which Leuser was produced into a natural space, or space of nature: nature 

pristine, nature external, nature militarized. This process began toward the end of the Dutch-

Aceh War and was primarily carried out with militarization and technologies of rule, including 

photography, cartography, ethnographic studies, military reports, colonial collections, and 

surveying and road construction, coupled with an orientalist ideology. It was the peak of colonial 

power in the East Indies in the first decade of the twentieth century when the Dutch attempted to 

consolidate Leuser’s geographies and ecologies into the broader colonial project. In the Gayo and 

Alaslands, however, the agency of native peoples, geographies, and environments frustrated 

Dutch officials and military leaders whose plans for the region were challenged in everyday 

practice. 

This chapter investigates how colonial knowledge was produced in Leuser; the discourses 

used to describe the people and land; and the role that knowledge played in shaping the political 

division of Gayo Lues and the Alaslands. The first few sections examine colonial expansion into 

northern Sumatra, zeroing in on the 1904 military invasion in the Gayo and Alaslands. I bring 

into focus the militarization of Leuser, the physical violence against the native peoples and 

ecologies of Aceh’s interior, and the colonial appropriation of place. In the third section, I 

interrogate the division of space for colonial administration following the military annexation of 

Leuser and examine Dutch conceptions of land management and spatial development. In each 

section, I point out the violence and spectacle of colonialism while also illustrating the fragility 

of Dutch control. 
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Colonial Expansion in Northern Sumatra 

Western explorers had traversed much of world by the end of the nineteenth century. 

Scholars have for decades detailed the exploits of these explorers; the attempts of natural 

historians, cartographers, anthropologists, statesmen, and other agents of colonialism and 

commerce to make legible distant lands, seas, forests, non-human species, and peoples, as they 

peeled away the layers of perceived terra incognita. They mapped spaces and defined and 

categorized people, species, and things into taxonomies that made sense within European 

imperial mentalities. By 1900, Western nations had colonized most of the globe, and knowledge 

Figure 4 “Historical Sketch Map of the Aceh War” from 1924. The red lines mark the paths of Dutch military expeditions in 
northern Sumatra. Nationaal Archief, Den Haag, Collectie Aanwinsten Afdeling Kaarten en Tekeningen, nummer toegang 4, 
inventarisnummer 864. 
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production was central to the process. Advanced technologies, military strength, and encounters 

with native peoples and their knowledge and experience of local places made possible the 

exploration of new environments, and at the same time knowledge of local peoples and places 

helped colonialism to establish and expand.52  

In the second half of the nineteenth century through the early twentieth century, European 

imperialism was characterized by military expansion into the peripheries of empire. It was the 

age of new imperialism based on the ideologies of Social Darwinism, the white man’s burden, 

and capitalism carried out by military invasion using an arsenal of new technologies, including 

weapons, medicines, and equipment. Historians of Africa provide us with some of the most well-

documented cases of imperial expansion in this period. Historians have, for example, written 

about the Belgian exploration of the Congo, the “Scramble for Africa” following the Berlin 

Conference (1884-1885), the Boer and Zulu Wars in South Africa, and the French colonization 

of Tunisia, Morocco, West Africa, and Equatorial Africa.53 The New Imperialism was certainly 

not limited to Africa, as European empires competed to expand their markets globally and obtain 

territory to spread rule based on economic, military, political, religious, and increasingly 

environmental reasons. Europe, as Said notes, claimed roughly 85% of the globe by 1914, 

                                                
52 A few selections from this immense literature include, Barbara E. Mundy, The Mapping of New Spain: 
Indigenous Cartography and the Maps of the Relaciones Geográficas (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1996); D. Graham Burnett, Masters of All They Surveyed: Exploration, Geography, and a British 
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History of State Fixations and Fugitive Landscapes (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 
2004); Robert Campbell, In Darkest Alaska: Travel and Empire along the Inside Passage (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007); Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and 
Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992); Carter, The Road to Botany Bay, 2010. 
53 Arthur Keppel-Jones, Rhodes and Rhodesia: The White Conquest of Zimbabwe, 1884-1902 (Kingston, 
[Ont.]: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1983). Patrick Brantlinger, "Victorians and Africans: The 
Genealogy of the Myth of the Dark Continent," Critical Inquiry (1985): 166–203; Philip D. Curtin, 
Disease and Empire: The Health of European Troops in the Conquest of Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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transforming the ideologies, imaginings, and representations of space and place around the 

world.54 At the local level, struggles over geography occurred in each location.  

The history of colonial Indonesia in this period follows many of those same imperial 

trends. The Dutch government in The Hague crafted the Ethical Policy for Indonesia in 1901. 

The interventionist policy was based on the idea that the Netherlands had a moral obligation to 

the Indies resulting from the human and environmental exploitation of earlier centuries. It was a 

development policy aimed to bring modernization and the civilization mission to the East Indies 

via education and economic development.55 The system was also intended to protect Indigenous 

communities that were deemed “exotic” or “primitive” enough from the consequences of those 

same modernization policies. The approach as designed in The Hague was often not carried out 

in practice in Indonesia.  

In the Netherlands East Indies, or present-day Indonesia, only the most inaccessible 

regions remained outside the sphere of colonial rule at the start of the twentieth century. In the 

first decade of the 1900s, the Dutch sent military expeditions into the interior of the outer islands 

to ‘round off’ the colonial state by defining boundaries and systematizing administration and 

authority.56 Elsbeth Locher-Scholten characterizes colonial expansion during this period as a 

two-step process: The first phase was “reluctant imperialism,” in which the fear of a second 

Aceh, the most expensive and bloody military campaign of the colonial period in Indonesia, 

inhibited Dutch expansion until a military victory in Lombok in 1894 and successful changes in 

the war strategy in Aceh in the late-1890s inspired military annexation elsewhere in the 

                                                
54 Said, Culture and Imperialism, 8.  
55 Robert Cribb, “Conservation in Colonial Indonesia,” Interventions 9, No.1 (2007): 53. See also, Robert 
Cribb, “Development Policy in the Early 20th Century,” in Development and Social Welfare: Indonesia’s 
Experiences under the New Order, eds. Jan-Paul Dirkse, Frans Hüsken and Mario Rutten (Leiden: 
Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde, 1993), 225-245. 
56 J. van Goor, “Imperialisme in de Marge?” in Imperialisme in de Marge: De Afronding van Nederlands-
Indië, ed. J. van Goor (Utrecht: HES Uitgevers, 1986), 9-15. 
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archipelago. The period immediately following saw military missions to Jambi (1901-1907), 

Kerinci (1902-1903), and the Aceh highlands (1904) in Sumatra, Ceram in the Moluccas (1904), 

Banjarmasin in Kalimantan (1904-1906), Bone in Sulawesi (1905-1907), and regions in Bali 

(1906) and Flores (1909). The second phase followed military action and was premised on 

establishing effective political rule through contracts with native rulers, the construction of 

government outposts, and continued military and police activity where necessary.57  

By the turn of the twentieth century, automobiles were just as prevalent on rural roads as 

horses, water buffalo, and other non-human species, and motorboats replaced dugouts on many 

rivers and lakes in the East Indies.58 Exploration and scientific practices moved further away 

from the colonial center on the island of Java and the coastal regions of the outer islands and 

pushed into the more remote highlands, islands, and atolls. The ultimate goal was to consolidate 

the vast archipelago into a unified colonial territory. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

European missionaries, colonial officials, scholars, and independent natural historians wrote the 

earliest works on the peoples and environments of the East Indies, producing generalized studies 

of native peoples and places. As time passed, ethnographers continued to roam the archipelago 

documenting local cultural systems and adat (customary law) in more detail, but research began 

to reflect global shifts in environmental attitudes and scientific practices. Exploration was 

dominated by botanists, geologists, geographers, soil scientists, primatologists, and others more 

concerned knowing non-human species and their habitats, geographies, and potential sources of 

economic development.  

Botanical and biological exploration, or bioprospecting, had occurred for centuries and 

played an important role in colonial expansion and the economies of imperialism. The 

                                                
57 Elsbeth Locher-Scholten, “Dutch Expansion in the Indonesian Archipelago around 1900 and the 
Imperialism Debate,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 25 (1994): 95.  
58 Eric Tagliacozzo, “The Indies and the World: State Building, Promise, and Decay at a Transnational 
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identification, transport, and domestication of valuable species was a significant weapon in 

colonialism’s arsenal.59 Bioprospecting focused on searching for medicinal and edible plants to 

keep Europeans alive in the colonies and back at home or species of economic value in fueling 

the colonial machine. Cinchona officinalis, for example, was the source of alkaloid quinine 

which cures malaria and other virulent fevers. Cinchona was central to maintaining a healthy 

European population in the colonies. Other economic species included rubber, chocolate, coffee, 

sugar, tea, gutta percha, and in northern Sumatra the discovery and development of Pinus 

merkusii (a pine tree that produces a resin used to manufacture turpentine and waxes). 

Bioprospecting continued well into the twentieth century and still occurs today as ethnobotanists 

search for potential medicines. At the turn of the twentieth century, teams of Dutch researchers 

conducted botanical surveys in Indonesia in search of economic plants, and they also identified 

thousands of species for science and global knowledge. In 1887, Melchior Treub, a Dutch 

botanist who worked at the Buitenzorg Botanical Gardens, founded the Commission for the 

Promotion of the Physical Research of the Dutch Colonies (Commissie tot Bevordering van her 

Naturkundig Onderzoek der Nederlandsche Kolonien, also called the Treub Society), which 

funded large scientific expeditions to Borneo, Sumatra, New Guinea, and elsewhere from 1890 to 

the late 1930s.60   

The British, Spanish, and French had undertaken series of scientific expeditions and 

large-scale projects in the colonies before the mid-nineteenth century, but the Dutch were still 

trying to catch up in their overseas territories into the twentieth century.61 Boomgaard attributes 
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the lag to the financial cost and organization required for such missions. He states that it was 

because in the East Indies there “was no central authority with large funds at its disposal, such as 

a monarch, or an institution such as a royal academy, which could have acted as a patron of the 

arts and sciences.”62 A lack of funding limited scientific exploration and most contributions came 

from individuals, public organizations, and research institutions. But anti-colonial resistance and 

conflict in the periphery, particularly in the so-called outer islands, was another reason for 

delayed exploration. Scientists were especially drawn to areas they viewed as terra incognita 

where they could discover a wealth of species new to science, including the interior regions of 

West Papua, Sulawesi, northern Sumatra, and Borneo. The native inhabitants in those areas were 

also some of the fiercest resisters of colonial incorporation and land dispossession in the later 

colonial period. By the turn of the twentieth century, however, international networks of 

scientists were conducting field studies across the archipelago, and some of the major 

expeditions took place in northern Sumatra. Scientists and explorers were often at the forefront of 

colonial expansion into the interiors of the outer islands. 

Dutch scientific institutions in the East Indies were centers of Western research on the 

tropics. State-sponsored science was initially centered in Java where it developed and flourished. 

Dutch naturalist, Jacob Cornelis Matthieu Rademacher, founded the Royal Batavia Society of 

Arts and Sciences (Koninklijk Bataviaasch Genootschap van Kunsten en Wetenschappen) in 

1778.63 The Society of Arts and Sciences played a significant role in developing the Buitenzorg 

Botanic Gardens (’s Lands Plantentuin te Buitenzorg), which was the most famous botanic 
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garden in the world by 1900. Foreign researchers traveled to Buitenzorg to study agricultural 

science, tropical botany, forestry, and other natural and economic sciences at laboratories and in 

forests across the archipelago.64 The Society also founded the Zoological Museum of Bogor in 

1894. The colonial government created the Forest Service on Java in 1865, but its management 

did not extend to the outer islands until 1908.65 The Netherlands Indies Society for Nature 

Protection (Nederlandsch-Indische Vereeniging tot Natuurbescherming) was established in 

Batavia in 1912, and the members played a significant role in the delineation of the East Indies’ 

first nature reserves in 1919.66 Each of these institutions, along with many others in the East 

Indies, produced journals that circulated scientific knowledge globally, including the 

Transactions of the Batavia Society of Arts and Sciences (Verhandelingen van het Bataviaasch 

Genootschap der Kunsten en Wetenschappen, 1779-1922), Bulletin of the Buitenzorg Botanic 

Gardens (Bulletin de l’Institut botanique de Buitenzorg, 1911-1923), and Tropical Nature (De 

Tropische Natuur, 1912-1941).  

In Sumatra, science and exploration followed the route of colonial expansion, and, at 

times, the reverse was also true. Dutch colonialism in Sumatra spread from south to north, 

moving from Lampung in the south, closest to the colonial center of Java, to the westernmost 

point of the archipelago in Aceh at the northern tip of the island. Dutch explorers and military 

companies passed through lowland Palembang from 1819-1824 and West Sumatra in the 1820s 

during the Padri War. The colonial military became entrenched in West Sumatra during the more 

than three-decade-long Padri War, as Minangkabau nobility and traditional (adat) chiefs fought 
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against the Padris. The Padris were led by three Muslim clerics who recently returned from Hajj 

inspired by Wahhabism. According to historical accounts, the Padris sought to reform the social 

and political order of West Sumatra with puritanical Wahhabi practices, opposing gambling, 

alcohol, cockfighting, aspects of customary law and ritual obligations, and so on. The Padri 

incursions and growing influence led the Dutch, who feared a Muslim insurgency, to intervene in 

1821. With little regard for local peoples, the Dutch decimated villages, pacified the region, and 

split it into two—a largely independent North still practicing adat, and a Muslim South under 

Dutch control.67 Sociopolitical changes such as these were part and parcel of colonialism, and 

they had long-term consequences, as independent Indonesia inherited colonial borders and 

regulations and the afflictions that often came with them.  

Global movements, networks, and knowledge sharing were inspiring social and political 

change in Sumatra, and it was never as simple as colonial against native. People, ideas, and 

goods were constantly in motion contributing to a continuous production of space and place. 

Sumatra has a long history of engagements in intercultural “contact zones”—spaces where 

peoples with different geographical and cultural origins established relations—both at home and 

abroad, but the interior regions were still difficult to access, and initial explorations occurred 

later in the nineteenth century where colonial rule had not yet taken hold.68 It was not until the 

1880s when the Dutch and other foreigners began to survey the rivers on the east coast and the 

interior of central Sumatra. Wildlife traders and collectors, for instance, passed through those 

areas in search of live specimens to send back to Europe, while natural historians collected 

botanical and zoological specimens.69  
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In northern Sumatra, scientific institutions and plantation development played a central 

role in the rapid expansion of colonialism. In the mid-nineteenth century, the colonial 

government maintained most of its public research centers on Java, including the Buitenzorg 

Botanic Gardens, the General Experiment Station for Agriculture (Algemeen Proefstation voor 

de Landbouw), and the Treub-Laboratory (Vreemdelingen-Laboratorium). But by the 1870s, 

private companies and groups established research centers in the cultuurgebied, or the plantation 

belt in Deli on Sumatra’s East Coast, such as the Deli Experiment Station in Medan 

(Deli Proefstation te Medan), Deli Planters Association (Deli Planters Vereniging), General 

Association of Rubber Planters on Sumatra’s East Coast (Algemene Vereniging van 

Rubberplanters ter Oostkust van Sumatra, or A.V.R.O.S.), and the Plantation Research 

Department for U.S. Rubber Plantations.70 Researchers from the Netherlands, Switzerland, 

Japan, Germany, United States, and other countries participated in these groups and shared 

knowledge of pest control, plant breeding, soil tests, labor practices, and so on. The late 

nineteenth century saw the globalization of scientific knowledge, as researchers attended 

international conventions and communicated and collaborated across borders. Knowledge 

sharing on a global scale was in part made possible with English becoming the lingua franca of 

scientific communication. 

 

Military Annexation and Ideology 

The Leuser region of northern Sumatra was one of the last places to be explored in the 

East Indies. Cartographers had systematically mapped the coastal lowlands of Aceh and the 

surrounding seas by the late nineteenth century, but Leuser was still shrouded in mystery for 

                                                
70 See Harro Maat, Science Cultivating Practice: A History of Agricultural Science in the Netherlands and 
Its Colonies, 1863-1986 (Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 2001). 



44 

Dutch scientists and statesmen.71 Colonial expansion encroached into the interior of northern 

Sumatra from all directions in the first decade of the twentieth century, bringing with it social 

and political turmoil for the inhabitants. The peoples living in the highlands, comprised primarily 

of ethnic Gayo, Alas, Singkil, and Batak, but also Acehnese, Javanese, and Chinese, among 

others, were acutely aware of the colonial situation in Aceh and the war that had ravaged the 

region since 1873.  

Highland residents had for centuries maintained social relations with the coastal regions 

via river systems and extended networks of footpaths crisscrossing the Sumatran interior. The 

pathways cut through the river valleys and tropical forests, and across the mountain passes and 

blangs (Gayonese for ‘fields’). The intertwined paths gave shape to spaces, as De Certeau argued 

for urban landscapes, and wove together places.72 Travelers frequently took advantage of 

migration trails cleared by elephants and rhinoceros, who along with other non-human species 

also shaped space and place in Aceh. 73 The footpaths were mobile social spaces where 

knowledge and information, forest products, foodstuffs, weapons, money, and other goods were 

exchanged and relationships forged. Traders transported water buffaloes (kerbau in Indonesian, 

karbouwen in Dutch), rice, coffee, potatoes, tobacco, rattan, clothes, rhinoceros horn, ivory, 

opium, and salt, for example, throughout the highlands and down to Singkel on the southwest 

coast of Aceh and Deli on Sumatra’s East Coast.74 The paths were the communication networks 

of the interior. During times of conflict and war, inhabitants could abandon trails and open new 
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ones to make mobility more covert. Alternative routes could be taken to avoid theft or encounters 

with other people or species.75  

Many highland residents had for decades traveled the footpaths to Deli to work on the 

estates, or to “live off the estates.” Ann Stoler has pointed out that drifters from the interior, or 

those who were rejected from or fled the estates, were troublesome for plantation companies and 

the colonial government as they carried out night raids in search of food, weapons, clothing, and 

cash.76 The goods supported everyday life as well as the resistance struggle in the Leuser region 

in the years to come. The weapons were of particular importance for the Gayo, Alas, and Batak 

in the highlands, as the Dutch were outnumbered in Aceh but held a technological advantage in 

firearms and ammunition. The most common weapons included revolvers, karabijnen (a type of 

rifle with a short barrel), rifles, bayonets, and blanke wapens, which were hand weapons that 

included swords (klewang in Indonesian), knives, and machetes (parang in Indonesian). The 

movement of arms from the coasts to the interior was a problem for the colonial regime that was 

never completely resolved.77  

The footpaths also connected the Gayo Lues in the southern interior with the northern 

reaches of the Gayo highlands and down to the historical center of the Sultanate of Aceh on the 

coast. It was those routes, connections, and geographies that brought the Dutch-Aceh war into the 

Gayo highlands in the first few years of the 1900s. The guerrilla struggle continued against the 
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KNIL in the northern highlands, while many Gayo, Alas, and Batak left their villages in the 

interior to construct forts (bentengs) in preparation of the impending war. Some highlanders 

joined the resistance, hiding out, training in the forests, and attacking military bivouacs and 

passing brigades of Dutch and Indonesian soldiers, mostly from Java, Ambon, Madura, and 

Manado. Others found an advantage in cooperating with the Dutch, while some villagers fled 

south to Leuser and started new settlements in the less-populated areas to avoid conflict with 

both the resistance and the KNIL. All new settlements had to be approved by, and pay tribute to 

the regional kejurun, or native territorial head.78  

Villages in the south received early warnings of the coming Dutch invasion, as word 

passed down the footpaths. Some residents took measures to thwart the KNIL in anticipation of 

their arrival, including abandoning footpaths between the north and the south of the highlands. 

One of the main paths between Takengon and Gayo Lues had been severed for years, according 

to Lieutenant Colonel G.C.E van Daalen. The southern inhabitants, he claimed, wanted to cut off 

communication to and from the north. Native heads in Gayo Lues might have been suspicious of 

leaders in the northern highlands and feared they would inform the Dutch military of their village 

locations, plans for resistance, and so on. They also might have had conflicts with kejurun in the 

north or with the Acehnese fighters. Their distrust may have proven correct if we are to believe 

Van Daalen, as he wrote in his journal that Pengulu Tjéq Dah, a native leader near Isaq, gave the 

military brigades advanced warning that the footpath from Djagòng to Kla, in between Takengon 

and Blangkejeren, had been abandoned years ago and to seek an alternative path.79 It is also 

possible, however, that Tjéq Dah hoped to mislead Van Daalen. Perhaps highland inhabitants 

planned to send the KNIL off on the wrong path.  
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 The KNIL invaded the Gayo highlands and Alas Valley in February of 1904. Lieutenant-

General J.B. van Heutsz authorized the mission on the advice of Snouck Hurgronje, who I will 

discuss in detail below. Van Daalen led the violent conquest. The goals of the KNIL offensive 

were threefold: First, to scout for the construction of a road network from Peusangan on the coast 

to Takengon in the highlands. Second, to carry out “the heavy-handed task” of suppressing the 

native peoples, and third, to produce knowledge about the people, geography, and ecology of the 

Gayo, Alas, and Batak lands.80 The invasion lasted six months. The trek from Bireuën on the 

coast to Takengon, the capital of the northern highlands, was roughly sixty-five miles of steep 

incline rising nearly four-thousand feet in elevation along the sides of mountains and through 

dense tropical forests. Takengon sits at the edge of Lake (Danau) Tawar, a highland crater valley 

surrounded by mountains rising to more than nine-thousand feet in elevation. From Takengon to 

Litong, south of Danau Toba in the Bataklands where the expedition ended, it was roughly 

another three-hundred thirty miles. 

The Dutch invasion of the Gayo highlands was no small affair, although Van Daalen 

lamented that he did not have more soldiers. It consisted of ten brigades of maréchaussée. The 

maréchaussée, or the Dutch expeditionary army, was created in 1890 in Aceh as part of a new 

military strategy of counter-insurgency using scorched earth tactics. Along with Van Daalen, the 

units included Captain Scheepens, 1st Lieutenants of the maréchaussée G.F.B. Watrin, J.W. 

Ebbink, H.F. Aukes, and W.R. Winter, and 2nd Lieutenant of the maréchaussée H. Christoffel. 

H.M. Neeb was the doctor on the mission, and he managed the traveling hospital and ambulance 

service using forced laborers. Neeb also served as the photographer, taking more than a hundred 
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photographs of landscapes, native peoples, infrastructure, weapons, and staged shots of razed 

villages, massacred native peoples, and captured and tortured victims. Forced laborers carried 

and maintained his portable dark room on the mission. J.C.J. Kempees was the Lieutenant of the 

artillery, while Lieutenant G.E. Hoedt recruited and oversaw the treinpersonnel, consisting of 

around seventeen mandoers (foreman or superintendents, usually Javanese), two-hundred 

soldiers, and four-hundred forty dwangarbeiders, or forced laborers. The soldiers were recruited 

from the Moluccas, North Celebes, and Java. The forced laborers were almost all convicted 

persons from Java.81 A mining engineer, P.J. Jansen, explored for oil and minerals on the 

expedition, and Pringo Atmodjo, a Javanese botanist at the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens, 

collected plants.82 The lists of human laborers, weapons, and ammunition, consisting of hundreds 

of karabijnen and bayonets, speaks volumes to the strength of the resistance and the strategic 

importance of the region to the Dutch.  

Historians have written about the cultural and military history of Van Daalen’s mission in 

which his brigades massacred an estimated 2,900 native peoples over the course of six months. 

Conservative estimates suggest that in just a few days the KNIL killed one-quarter to one-third of 

the men and countless women and children in Gayo Lues and the Alaslands.83 Paul Bijl draws 

attention to the colonial justifications for such violence in his close examination of the 

photographs taken on the expedition. He contends that the KNIL and its military leaders were 

unable to think or see outside of imperial discourse. The social condition of the army was based 
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on an “implicit law conditioning a perceptible order” in which the Dutch were the inevitable 

rulers of the Indonesian archipelago for the future.84 For the army, Van Daalen’s massacres were 

a necessary step in the colonial project and the Dutch version of manifest destiny in the East 

Indies.

 

Figure 5 The caption to this photo reads: "A dangerous madman in the block." A man captured, not known if dead or alive, 
during the KNIL invasion at Likat in the Alaslands on 20 June 1904. Museum Bronbeek Collection, 1994/11/04-2-2/90, photo by 
H.M. Neeb. 

Bijl examines the violent images from the expedition, how they were received at the time, 

and how they continue to shape colonial imaginings in the Netherlands today. In this chapter, I 

call attention to a different aspect of the invasion. I turn to the ecologies and geographies of the 

invasion—to the “soldiers and the canons,” as well as the ideas, images, and imaginings.85 I am 
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less concerned with how the photos were received in Batavia and the Netherlands, but instead of 

what they tell us about KNIL practices of transforming material and imagined spaces in highland 

Aceh. The struggles over geography were characterized by incredible physical and psychological 

violence on native bodies, or as KNIL officers called them, djahats (rebels), fanatieke (fanatics), 

kwaadwilligen (bad elements), and Mohamedanen (Muslims). The Dutch used these terms 

throughout Aceh to describe native peoples defending their homes or otherwise resisting 

colonialism. The Dutch created a discourse, a typical orientalist discourse, based on binaries 

separating good (colonizer) from evil (colonized), modern from backward, and civilized from 

savages. The discourse was a justification for colonial expansion, and it was an acquittal for the 

extreme violence of Van Daalen’s orders. 

The orientalist perspective shaped not only the colonial image of Leuser but also the 

KNIL’s practices and activities in the region. The military collected human bodies in the same 

way that they stole personal property, or “ethnographic materials,” for museum collections, 

photographed routes, landscapes, and dead bodies, and razed villages, and native inhabitants, and 

collected more than five hundred plant specimens for herbarium collections in Buitenzorg and 

the Netherlands. The KNIL could not carry six months of supplies on the expedition, and they, 

therefore, had to acquire food along the way. Their main staples were salted, dried fish, dengdeng 

(dried beef with spices), rice, coffee, tea, and gin. On the expedition, military personnel 

sometimes bought rice and meat in markets or from households, and the dwangarbeiders, or 

forced laborers, caught fish in the rivers and hunted when possible. They also raided villages 

after the inhabitants fled or were killed. They used vacated kampungs (villages) to house soldiers, 

slaughtered water buffaloes, pigs, and other livestock that had been left behind, pillaged 

agricultural fields and forest gardens for cassava and other vegetables and fruits, and seized 
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supplies of rice.86 The brigades followed footpaths and elephant paths in search of shelter, food, 

supplies, sources of water, villages and forts in the forests and hidden in the valleys.  

If one were to only read Van Daalen’s writings of daily life on the mission, he or she 

would gather only formulaic and descriptive perspectives of the events, descriptions especially 

lacking in emotion and elaboration on the response of the local peoples. Van Daalen’s writings 

are what one might expect from a military commander—one who is unable to view the native 

inhabitants as anything more than an obstacle to his mission and Dutch hegemony in the East 

Indies. J.C.J. Kempees, the Lieutenant of the artillery, also kept a journal on the mission and his 

writings elaborate on Van Daalen’s descriptions.87 The journals paint a picture of the brutality of 

the expedition and how each officer presented their stories knowing that their superiors, 

politicians, and the general public in the East Indies and the Netherlands would eventually read 

them. From a methodological standpoint, the different journals are also the only remaining 

descriptions of the affair and allow us insight into how two military leaders presented their 

versions of an event.  

One example of how Van Daalen’s and Kempees’ writings differed can be found in the 

description of events in the villages of Kuta Deleng and Binara in the Bataklands to the 

northwest of Lake Toba on July 9, 1904. The KNIL had already traversed the Gayo and 

Alaslands to the north and were a month away from completing the mission. The resistance 

continued in the Batakalands but was not as strong as it was to the north. In the first week of 

July, the KNIL brigades passed through the village Sidikalang and stayed there while patrolling 

the surrounding area. As they arrived in different villages, the KNIL leaders demanded supplies 

of rice and livestock from the local peoples, but how they obtained the food supplies differs in 
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the stories provided by Van Daalen and Kempees. In his journal, Van Daalen explains that the 

local leaders of Sidikalang offered to house the troops, but that the heads of the neighboring 

villages of Binara and Kuta Deleng “were less inclined to cooperate.” They provided rice, water 

buffalo (kerbouwen), and pigs only after they had been arrested.88 Van Daalen claims that all the 

delivered goods were paid for in cash to the owners. Kempees, however, does not just elaborate 

on the story told by Van Daalen, but also provides different details of the same event. Kempees 

also notes that the pertaki’s, or local leaders, of Binara and Kuta Deleng, made many objections 

to the demands of the KNIL and were arrested for their resistance, but that their followers went 

home to gather rice and livestock to protect the leaders. He continues, however, that the native 

inhabitants did not return with the rations but continued to resist the demands of the KNIL. The 

army soon followed to “apply more pressure” on the villagers. While waiting, the KNIL sent 

patrols to other nearby villages to gather rations but faced resistance there too. In Kenopen, for 

example, the army had to use force to enter the village, but once they gained entrance, the people 

handed over large quantities of rice and some pigs and chickens out of fear. Once the patrols left 

the village, “gongs were hit on all sides” to signal to those who had fled that it was safe to return 

because the army had left. Upon returning to Sidikalang, Kempees notes that the soldiers and 

forced laborers had brought back large stocks of rice and livestock, enough for two and a half 

days.89 Kempees does not mention that the KNIL paid the local people and instead implies that 

all vivres, or food supplies, were taken with the use of force and with the threat of arrest.  

Kempees also points out different types of resistance used by the native inhabitants in the 

struggle to survive, whether resisting demands to hand over food supplies or altogether fleeing. 

Families in Gayo Lues and the Alaslands were ultimately fighting for freedom and the ability to 
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create their own geographies and futures set within the context of the structured inequalities of 

the “contact zone.”90 These were not engagements of free and equal exchange, but instead spaces 

subsumed by a brutal military campaign. The Dutch, under the leadership of Van Heutsz, created 

the “Aceh Strategy,” which used mobile military police forces trained in guerrilla warfare 

together with temporary forms of martial law in which both military and civil authority were 

placed in the hands of a single military officer—Van Daalen in the case of Gayo Lues and the 

Alaslands.91 Agency for the local people rested in their ability to flee, or fight using guerrilla 

tactics, organized resistance in forts, or everyday forms of resistance, including feigned 

ignorance, misdirection, and false-compliance in the contact zone.92 Other native inhabitants 

headed for the hills, building settlements deep in the forests to wait out the invasion. After the 

expedition, colonial power in the interior diminished once the human and technological resources 

of the KNIL were pulled back to the imperial centers on the coasts or distributed to other areas of 

civil unrest in the colony. 

While primary materials from the native inhabitants and the soldiers below the lieutenants 

are scant, Madelon Szekely-Lulofs, a Dutch writer and journalist, published a book in 1936 

called “De Hongertocht” (The Hunger March). The novel is set in a remote garrison town in the 

northeast coast of Aceh in July of 1911 toward the end of the Dutch-Aceh War. Szekely-Lulofs 

describes the journey of a military patrol in July 1911 to search for resistance fighters led by 

Habib Moesa. The novel draws from actual military reports, maps, a service portfolio, and an 

essay about the expedition that Szekely-Lulofs received from Lieutenant Nutters, the officer who 

led the mission. De Hongertocht is useful here because unlike the writings of Van Daalen and 

Kempees, Szekely-Lulofs individualizes the soldiers and forced laborers, drawing attention to 
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their experience in the war. The story tells about the complicated relationships between Dutch 

and native military personnel, and between native soldiers from different islands. Szekely-Lulofs 

chooses a few characters from each group to highlight different perspectives, and in doing so, the 

reader gets an idea of the social contexts of military columns in Aceh. The peoples brought with 

them different ways of viewing the world, including Acehnese porters who refuse sleep near a 

lake because it was infested with “evil spirits,” and Javanese soldiers who refused food that was 

prepared for someone who had just been killed because it became cursed. Beyond the Acehnese, 

the perspective of the native inhabitants is absent, and they are thus grouped into “the resistance” 

who fought pacification and ultimately refused to accept their fate as subjects of Dutch 

colonialism. The book, however, does highlight the complexity of colonial military missions, 

drawing attention to the incredible challenges that soldiers faced on their mission, including 

intestinal bacteria, starvation and dehydration, fears of man-eating wildlife, attacks by resistance 

fighters in the forests and raids in the barracks, and so on. The main lesson from this novel, albeit 

unintended, is that even with their superior weapons, medicines, and military technologies, 

soldiers were unable to survive in the forests without the aid of native peoples or the theft of food 

and supplies from local villages. 

Szekely-Lulofs highlights two particular aspects of military life and of Dutch perspectives 

that are missing from the other materials available from which this history draws from. The first 

is the impact of war on women. The majority of soldiers, as mentioned earlier, were from Ambon 

and elsewhere in the Moluccas and most had converted to Christianity. Serving in the military 

was a point of pride for many Ambonese. Most volunteered their services. Some soldiers brought 

their wives and families with them to the barracks where they lived separately from the soldiers. 

The family barracks were surrounded by barbed wire for protection, and the women worked for 

the military cooking food, cleaning, and other assigned tasks. There were also “barrack women,” 
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some of whom were from Java and Ambon and some of whom were Acehnese. They spent their 

lives living in the barracks serving the military personnel. One woman, in particular, Sardinah, 

had married six different soldiers who were all killed in battle. While there is not much info on 

women in the military barracks in colonial Indonesia, the situation described by Szekely-Lulofs 

is reminiscent of the life of female workers on the Deli plantation estates. Ann Laura Stoler 

explains that women on the plantations serviced “the sexual and more general domestic needs of 

male workers and managers” out of necessity than by choice.93 

Second, Szekely-Lulofs describes how Dutch, Ambonese, and Javanese army personnel 

perceived the dense Sumatran jungle. Soldiers were terrified of the forests. One military 

commandant described the region as comprised of burning hot marshes and “inaccessible 

mountain ranges with its dark green and heavy, overgrown jungle split between perpendicular 
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Figure 6 The Alas River just north of Kutacane near Jambur Lak Lak. Museum Bronbeek 
Collection, 1994/11/04-2-2/72, photo by H.M. Neeb. 
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ravines descending in swamps, erratic and separated in barren ridges… It is savage.”94 Even the 

rivers, the one place of escape for the soldiers where they could find water, transport, and a place 

to cool off, were threatening with crocodiles and river pirates who attacked at night.95 Beyond the 

detailed descriptions of the soldiers’ experiences, The Hongertocht is a story about a military 

brigade consisting of seventy-six soldiers and forced laborers who got lost in the forests for 

thirty-nine days deep in the mountains of Aceh. They quickly ran out of food and were unable to 

locate villages to resupply. Twenty-eight soldiers died on the mission. I draw attention to The 

Hongertocht here to point out the precarity of colonial power, for it could not exist without 

relying on local resources, people, and the appropriation of place.  

Returning to Van Daalen’s mission, food supplies were not the only materials stolen by 

the military brigades. Soldiers and military officers also collected material possessions and 

sacred objects, or “ethnographic materials” for personal and museum collections, many of which 

were inventoried and sent to the Museum van het Bataviaasch Genoot (Museum of the Batavia 

Society). In his journal, Van Daalen describes four hundred fifty-four ethnographic items taken 

from Indigenous peoples during his military expeditions throughout the Gayo, Alas, and Batak 

lands. Items included gold and silver jewelry, coins, clothing, agricultural tools, weapons, and 

many others. There is a brief description of each item, but cataloguers did not document the exact 

location of where items were collected nor how they were obtained.96 Many of these materials 

are now held in the National Museum of Indonesia (Museum Nasional Indonesia) in Jakarta and 

can be viewed in the ethnographic materials section on the people of Sumatra. The items in the 
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National Museum are all labeled as 

collected in the Gayo highlands in 

Aceh, Sumatra, and as “gifts from 

Lieutenant Colonel G.C.E. van 

Daalen.” 

While Van Daalen’s brigades 

engaged in battle and patrolled the 

Gayo and Alaslands, Pringo Atmodjo, 

a Javanese botanist at the Buitenzorg 

Botanic Gardens, was hiked through 

the forests and collected bodies of a 

different sort. Historians have 

overlooked Atmodjo’s botanical 

collections and role in the expedition. 

Atmodjo and his laborers trekked 

through the mountains in search of plant species unique to science. The dates and locations 

marked on his herbarium specimens follow the chronological order of Van Daalen’s journal.  On 

June 11, 1904, for example, Atmodjo collected a species of St. John’s wort in the Alaslands, only 

three days before the massacre at Kuta Reh (Figures 7 and 8). The KNIL killed an estimated 561 

men, women, and children and decimated the benteng (fort) at Kuta Reh. Along the way, 

Atmodjo compiled an extensive herbarium collection, gathering 544 species in total.97 Forced 

laborers carried and maintained his traveling herbarium, but they are, of course, forgotten for 
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Figure 7 Pringo Atmodjo collected this herbarium specimen (Hypericum 
japonicum) just three days before the massacre at Kuta Reh. From the 
National Herbarium of the Netherlands in Leiden, L.2411267. 
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their contributions to science in Aceh. Each month, Atmodjo sent coolies with his specimens 

back to Koeta Radja, present-day Banda Aceh, for storage. Researchers studied and cataloged the 

herbarium specimens at the Buitenzorg Botanical Gardens on the island of Java and today they 

reside at the National Herbarium of The Netherlands in Leiden.    

 Atmodjo’s accompaniment on such a critical military mission offers insight into the 

relationships between colonial expansion and scientific knowledge production. Bioprospecting 

for economic plants was essential to the imperial project. At the same time, his participation also 

reveals another phenomenon that is central to this dissertation; the role of colonial control, 

violence, and the military in scientific practices and the production of scientific knowledge in 

northern Sumatra in the early to mid-twentieth century. The Dutch transformed the southern 

Figure 8 “Fort Koeto Reh, view along the W. Face.” The massacre at Kuta Reh. Museum Bronbeek Collection, 1994/11/04-2-
2/85. H.M. Neeb. 
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Gayo highlands and Alas Valley into a militarized space, and therefore Leuser became 

categorically different from many other frontier spaces in the world. KNIL personnel, soldiers, 

and police were stationed in outposts throughout the Leuser region, and they patrolled the forests 

and footpaths in search of kwaadwilligen, or Acehnese, Gayo, Alas, and other peoples accused of 

fighting for the resistance (verzetslieden). Some Dutch and Indonesian newspapers had daily 

columns devoted to updates on military arrests in Aceh. Reports for the Gayo Lues and Alaslands 

describe in brief the arrest of robbers, gangs, and refugees with weapons and ammunition. The 

accused were always represented as “Gayo” even when their identity was unknown. On two 

separate night raids (August 22 and 23, 1905), for example, the KNIL reported that groups of 

Gayo attacked military patrol units in Pasir, north of Blangkejeren. According to the reports, the 

attackers killed two Dutch sergeants, five “native” soldiers, a forced laborer, and stole a rifle. In 

the raids, the KNIL killed forty-one of the attackers and confiscated one achterlader (rear-

loading guns), twelve voorladers (front-loading guns), a revolver, and “many other weapons.”98 

In another raid in 1910, forty men under Raja Pasir in Aloeë Pisang, according to the report, 

attacked a military patrol. Three resistance fighters were killed, while three colonial soldiers were 

injured. The military confiscated a rifle, a karabijn, two bayonets, and other weapons and 

ammunition.99 

Each of the collected items worked to create representations of the geographies and 

ecologies of Leuser. Social space in the highlands was not only rearranged and continuously 

produced through the mobility of local peoples, new social relations, the construction of new 

settlements and forts, and the closure or opening of footpaths and communication networks, but 

also through the everyday military practices on the expedition and the appropriation of place; of 
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rivers, forests, agricultural lands, coffee shops, homes, and community spaces, along with 

personal and shared items and their meanings and histories that were left behind as the people 

fled their homes.100 In Paul Carter’s words, “white invasion was a form of spatial writing that 

erased the earlier meaning.”101 In stating this, Carter contends that the actions and practices of 

invasion, the representations, and the discourses map a territory as a place appropriate to the 

activities of colonization. This process is tied to the production of an empty space and about 

Indigenous erasure, which is central to colonial capital expansion and many other goals, 

including environmental conservation. The process was about transforming the meanings of 

physical space and material items, and spatial appropriation. It was a violent and contested 

process initiated by military invasion.  

For instance, J.C.J. Kempees, the Lieutenant of the artillery on the Gayo military 

invasion, wrote in his journal on March 23rd, 1904 from an army camp in the village of Kuta 

Lintang (Figure 9) near Blangkejeren in the Gayo highlands as he looked over a field strewn with 

dead bodies: 

Here too, the people were dressed up, many men wearing precious silk hadji 
clothes and the women were wearing jewelry. It was noted that the troop did not 
rob the bodies. The whole kompong (village) complex Doerèn-Rödjö Silö, Koetö 
Lintang and Koetö Blang were brought into our hands, and the enemy was struck 
down, which would have far-reaching consequences. The investigation of 
kampongs (villages) on these and following days gave evidence for the prosperity 
of the inhabitants. The houses were large and full of household goods, including a 
large amount of copper scales, which the Gajo (Gayo) use at festive meals and 
which have a lot of monetary value. Rain screens, sewing machines, even a new 
steel travel trunk, a lot of pottery and iron enameled cooking utensils were found. 
Finally, and this was of most importance to us, the stock of padi (rice) and the 
high number of chickens, ducks, sheep and goats were very large. After the 
successful battle yesterday, it now turned out that to break the resistance in Gajo 
Looös (Gayo Lues) a stay of longer duration would be necessary. It was decided 
that the Kampong (village) Koetö Lintang was the most suitable for the purpose 
of setting up a solid bivouac (camp). However, in order to make our camps 
somewhat inhabitable a lot of work was necessary. At the end, the bivouac had an 
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appearance from which one would not recognize the original kampung, and it 
made for a truly enjoyable stay. With painful rigidity, until the last day, the aim 
was to achieve the greatest order and purity.102 
 

The Dutch were attempting to empty space so they could consolidate the region into the East 

Indies and mold it into their vision of a productive, manageable colonial area. Similarly, Robert 

Sack observes that the ideology of white invasion considers territory as “emptiable and 

fillable.”103 The beginnings of scientific practice and environmental conservation in the 

highlands of northern Sumatra were set within the context of militarization. Environmental 

conservation also required an empty, depopulated space.  
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Figure 9 KNIL officer’s quarters in the village of Kuta Lintang near Blangkejeren in Gayo Lues. Museum Bronbeek Collection, 
1994/11/04-2-2/22. H.M. Neeb. 
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Consolidating and Dividing Territory 

The Dutch began producing knowledge about the people and geography of Aceh, 

including the Gayo and Alas peoples, in the years before Van Daalen led his brutal campaign 

across the region. The colonial government was frustrated with their continued losses in the war 

and lack of progress in pacifying Aceh. In 1889, after twenty-five years of war, Lieutenant-

General J.B. van Heutsz commissioned Snouck Hurgronje to be his advisor and to study the 

people of Aceh with the intention that ethnographic knowledge of the enemy would provide 

successes on the battlefield. Snouck was a well-known orientalist, a professor of Arabic at 

Leiden University, and an expert on Islam. He served as the advisor for native affairs to the 

Dutch Indies government from 1889 to 1905. His research on the Acehnese and Gayo during the 

Dutch-Aceh War was crucial to colonial strategy.104 Snouck is given credit for advising Van 

Heutsz to exploit tensions between the Acehnese aristocracy (uléëbalang), who would cooperate 

with the Dutch and local religious leaders (ulama) who led the resistance. The strategy was given 

credit for subsequent Dutch successes in Aceh. By 1903, the Sultan of Aceh submitted and 

abdicated his throne, and the uléëbalang maintained cooperation with the colonial regime, while 

the ulama continued to exhort resistance. Most scholars agree that the war officially ended 

around 1914, about a decade after the conflict moved into the Gayo and Alaslands. In the final 

decade of the war, all seven sons of the resistance leader, Teungku di Tiro, were killed in the 

highlands, along with an estimated 14,000 additional Acehnese and Gayo.105  
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While Snouck served as a political advisor in Indonesia, he also produced numerous 

books on the Acehnese, adat (customary law), Islam in Indonesia, local languages, and the most 

comprehensive study of the Gayo and Alas up to that point in time; a book entitled, Gayoland 

and its Inhabitants (Het Gajōland en Zijne Bewoners). The book was published in 1903, the year 

before Van Daalen’s expedition into the interior.106 Amin Fatih Hamaaddin notes that Van 

Daalen was “armed” with a copy of Gayoland during his violent conquest of the southern 

highlands in 1904.107 The book was used as the basis of many policies in the Gayo and Alaslands 

throughout the colonial period. Snouck also formulated the Short Declaration (Korte Verklaring), 

which specified Dutch authority, banned native leaders from establishing relations with foreign 

governments, and required the signatories to swear to faithful obedience of all colonial 

government regulations.108  

Snouck never traveled into the highlands, but instead relied on numerous sources of 

information for his study of the Gayo. Njaq Poetéh, from Isaq near Takengon, and Aman Ratus, 

from Gayo Lues, served as Snouck’s main informants. Snouck also interviewed people living in 

the coastal towns of Aceh and studied military reports from expeditions into the northern 

highlands. Relevant to this chapter, Snouck’s writings clarify his views of Gayo land tenure 

systems and how he relayed that information to the Dutch government for policy-making.  

Documentation of Gayo and Alas history before 1870 is scant, but we do know that 

territories were comprised of many centers of authority scattered across the highlands and valleys 

of northern Sumatra. Each territory was ruled by a leader or ruler (kejurun) whose power varied 
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greatly from one district to the next, but everywhere it was quite limited. The kejurun did not 

have an army, retinue, or court. According to Muhammad Hasan Gayo, a Gayo war hero and 

historian, the boundaries of a kejurun’s power rested with his servants and the people. Based on 

oral history research and his own experience, Muhammad divides the political system of the 

Gayo and Alas into two overlapping arrangements; 1) hukum Islam (Islamic law) that is based on 

the writings of the Quran and Hadis Nabi, and 2) hukum adat or customary law that is an oral 

tradition. He explains the history of political organization using a Gayo saying: “Reje musuket 

sipet, petue musidik sasat, imem muperlu sunet, rayat inugenap mupakat.” The phrase translates 

as, “the king [kejurun] is obliged to weigh fairly, the petue is obliged to investigate right and 

wrong (and convey it to the reje in order to make a decision), the imem (imam) is obliged to 

establish fardhu (or be the authority on Islamic law) and do the circumcision, and the people are 

obliged to deliberate and form consensus.”109 Disputes over territorial boundaries, land use, and 

land management were resolved in formal speech exchanges between the kejurun and their 

spokespersons. 110  

  Territories were split between inhabited plains and valleys, smallholder agricultural 

lands, and forests on the edge of the territories. Footpaths separated the districts of the many 

kejurun, and the forests on the outskirts of villages were marked with a forest door (pintu rimba), 

or the point where footpath left the inhabited areas and entered the forest. The doors appear to 

have been territorial markers. Like elsewhere in Indonesia, persons could claim land rights by 

cultivating forest areas belonging “to Allah alone.”111 McCarthy states that the Alas people 

                                                
109 Gayo, Gayo-Alas, 70. I translate the original Gayo phrase from the author’s Indonesian translation.  
110 John Richard Bowen, Muslims Through Discourse: Religion and Ritual in Gayo Society (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993), 15. 
111 For a more recent description of this system in Sulawesi, see Tania Li, Land's End: Capitalist 
Relations on an Indigenous Frontier (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014). In Islamic law, there is 
often a belief that forests and forest products ultimately belong to Allah. In Indonesia, this notion is often 
referred to as hak Allah.  



65 

considered the area beyond the pintu rimba to be wild jungle infested with tigers and 

unconducive to human habitation.112 Frederick Ulmer Jr., on an expedition to the Gayo regions in 

the late-1930s, reported that some native inhabitants also mentioned that unless hunting they 

avoided rhinoceros-inhabited mountains because “truculent rhino bulls often charged wary 

travelers.”113 C.G.G.J. van Steenis, a prominent Dutch botanist, complained in 1937 that he had 

great difficulty recruiting native peoples to guide his expedition to collect plants on Mount 

(Gunung) Leuser.114 Leuser, in particular, was a sacred mountain for many people living in the 

interior of Aceh. The forests and mountains had special meaning for the Gayo and Alas peoples, 

and some of those attachments to place were not erased after white invasion.   

Snouck was unable to see or understand the production of place and local forms of land 

management from the Gayo and Alas perspective. Indigenous historical, ecological relations did 

not fit into his vision of how space should be arranged, used, and imagined—indeed; they 

appeared chaotic and useless to Snouck. He wrote that land boundaries were loose, flexible, and 

unregulated, and it was a problem. People held no “special rights” (bijzondere rechten) to land in 

between territories beyond the forest doors— what he refers to as ‘virgin’ or ‘primeval’ forest—

or along roads and paths and tracts of land that were not previously claimed.115 Cultivators 

maintained land rights as long as they farmed the area.116 If they abandoned the land, the space 

                                                
112 John F. McCarthy, The Fourth Circle: A Political Ecology of Sumatra's Rainforest Frontier (Stanford, 
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2006), 158. 
113 Gerrit S. Miller Jr., “Zoological Results of the George Vanderbilt Sumatran Expedition, 1936-1939. 
Part V: Mammals Collected by Frederick A. Ulmer, Jr. on Sumatra and Nias,” Proceedings of the 
Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia 94 (1942): 162.  
114 G.C.C.J. van Steenis, Rapport Loesertocht, Van Steenis Boxes, Naturalis Biodiversity Center 
Botanical Collections and Van Tienhoven Library, Leiden.  
115 Hurgronje, Het Gajōland, 3. It seems that from Snouck’s view that forests were primeval if they were 
not formally claimed by any specific individual regardless of human activity in those forests prior to or 
during the colonial period. 
116 This is still true of Gayo adat regulations for managing agriculture in certain parts of Gayo Lues. 
During my fieldwork in Gayo Lues in 2008, I found that residents held rights over land as long as that 
land was under cultivation. Another person could claim the land as soon as it was no longer being used 
for agriculture. For this reason, many farmers planted fruit-bearing trees, such as durian, jackfruit, cacao, 



66 

could be claimed by anyone else, whether Acehnese, Gayo, Alas, or whoever if they then 

cultivated it. Snouck explains that arguments erupted between people and groups over unclaimed 

lands that were determined to contain minerals and valued timber. For Snouck, these disputes 

demonstrated the need for a colonial government, a police presence, and the demarcation of 

boundaries and other ways of defining space. He continues by stating that in the future it would 

be less contentious for highlanders if they divided space with “decisive European habits” in 

which “the whole Earth would be distributed without the neutral tracts of the native conception 

of the division of land,” allowing the “creation of rights in the virgin forest.”117  

It is worth noting the gendered aspects of the colonial social construction of forests as 

unspoiled wilderness. The discourse posits a sexualized tropology, highlighting the masculinity 

inherent in the gaze of the observer—forests perceived as untouched by humans were unspoiled, 

virgin, and pristine. Geographers, environmental historians, and others have shown that such a 

patriarchal or masculine view of geography authorizes colonial forms of domination.118 William 

Cronon has also argued that the conquering of the Western frontier in North America was 

intrinsically a male’s rite of passage.119 The same could be said for military officers, including 

Van Daalen, who crafted empire in the peripheral frontiers of Indonesia. The “pristine” or 

“primeval” view of wilderness desocializes nature, separating society from environment and 

pitting the two extracted categories against each other. The discourse worked to produce 

imaginings of nature devoid of human activity, while also legitimizing colonial violence against 
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native inhabitants.120 But nature in Leuser, as elsewhere, has always been social and socially 

produced—an effect of different configurations of cultural, political, economic, and ecological 

relations.121 

 Snouck viewed Leuser as terra incognita; it was a starting point from which to construct 

a colonial society suitable to capitalist expansion. Making Leuser legible would be essential for 

this type of system to succeed; the terrain and people in the region had to be mapped. Snouck’s 

book in 1903 included possibly the first topographical map of the area based on data collected 

from the adjutant of the Governor of Aceh, Captain P. J. Spruyt. Van Daalen’s expedition 

through the Gayo and Alaslands produced important topographic data, including detailed 

information on geographic features, village locations, footpaths, agricultural lands, and the local 

infrastructure (Figure 10). The map from Gayoland portrayed the Leuser region as an empty 

space containing only a few geographic features. Maps that soon followed included 

representations of villages, paths, and infrastructure throughout the area from the God’s eye-

view, or the “solar Eye” according to De Certeau.122 Donna Haraway calls it the ‘God-trick’: a 

positioning that both gives the perspective of a bird’s-eye-view, as well as an all-seeing eye that 

views everywhere at the same time.123 These perspectives on space framed the reasoning that 

Snouck concluded that the Gayo and Alaslands should be divided with strict boundaries suitable 

to a Mercator projection, and that is what colonial government did. As elsewhere, the political 
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boundaries worked in the boardrooms, but the Dutch struggled with on-the-ground 

implementation. Colonial officials in Aceh adjusted political boundaries and administrative 

Figure 10 Snouck Hurgronje's map of the Gayo and Alaslands from 1903. Snouck Hurgronje, 
Overzichtskaart van de Gajo-en Alaslanden (Topographisch Bureau: Batavia, 1903). Gayo Lues and the 
Alaslands are located in the bottom half of the map. The space is mostly empty with a few marked villages 
and geographical features. 
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districts in response to local resistance, relationships with native rulers, and international nature 

protection groups that took an interest in the future of the region.  

Along with cartography, the Dutch implemented other measures aimed at uniformity, 

including the standardization of laws and regulations.124 The political ordering of space would 

ultimately benefit the colonial economy, as parcels would be divided and leased for timber, 

agriculture, and resource extraction. In May of 1912, for example, the Dutch timber firm, N.V. 

Houthandel Singkil was given a 30-year land concession covering more than 31,500 hectares. 

The land was in the interior of Singkil in southwestern Aceh. Kreemer reported, however, that 

after witnessing the timber firm obtain profits from harvesting and selling timber, the local 

people decided to do the same. The result was that the “entire male population of Upper Singkil 

withdrew to the woods to cut valuable timber.” The government was shocked that “this much 

wood was destroyed in such a reckless manner” by the local people, and they responded by 

establishing provisional laws to “protect the forests.”125 Snouck wrote that Dutch land tenure 

systems and spatial divisions would benefit local peoples, and they often did, but only through 

the ingenuity and craftiness of the native inhabitants. The colonial regulations that accompanied 

boundary formation and capitalist expansion attempted to limit and prohibit local peoples from 

collecting forest goods. The native inhabitants were not to own the means of production but were 

expected only to be laborers for the colonial system. As Marx would have predicted, however, 

they resisted the orders of the colonial government at every step along the way, using a variety of 

tactics. 

The colonial government not only faced resistance from native peoples, but politicians 

back in The Hague also protested the military violence against the Acehnese, Gayo, and Alas 
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peoples. This situation certainly complicated matters for the colonial government in Aceh. Victor 

de Stuers, representing the Roman Catholics in Parliament (Tweede Kamer), collaborated with 

other members to present the crimes 

committed by Van Daalen and his 

troop in the Leuser region in 1904. De 

Stuers linked the atrocities in the Gayo 

and Alaslands with explorations for 

natural resources. In his own words, 

“Up to the present Holland has behaved 

towards the Gajous and Alas tribes like 

Huns and Tartars, slaughtering women 

and children with the purely 

commercial object of prospecting for 

mines and petroleum springs.”126 

Information moved rapidly between the 

colonies and metropole with the continued development of transportation and communication 

technologies. By November of 1904, not even five months after Van Daalen’s mission had 

ended, De Stuers was already arguing that “the expedition had spattered the Dutch flag with 

blood” in front of Parliament and to the public in newspaper columns and speeches.127 Comics, 
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Figure 11 A Dutch anti-colonial comic that accompanies an interview 
with Victor de Stuers in a Dutch newspaper from 1904. The comic is 
based on Van Daalen’s Gayo-Alas expedition. It is captioned, "Oh 
God, petroleum! Now the company is coming soon... woe our women 
and children." From Nationaal Archief, Den Haag, Collectie De 
Stuers, nummer toegang 2.21.355, inventarisnummer 3487-3502 
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poems, and articles in Dutch newspapers brought the discussion to the public during the first 

decade of the twentieth century.  

Before De Stuers and others protested the massacres in the Gayo and Alaslands in the 

Parliament in The Hague, Van Daalen was appointed Governor of Aceh for his “successes” in 

the war, a post he held until 1909 when he was promoted to Lieutenant General and then to the 

commander of the KNIL in 1910. As the Governor of Aceh, he oversaw the initial administrative 

divisions that formed Gayo Lues and the Alaslands. The Atjeh-politiek (Aceh-policy) under the 

Van Daalen was based on military force. Small brigades were dispatched throughout the 

province, and any trace of rebelliousness was to be crushed. Regional administration was 

entrusted to an assistant resident (controleur) from the Department of Home Affairs 

(Binnenlandsche Bestuur) in areas where the “political situation so tolerated,” but officers of the 

military were placed as heads of administration where the resistance continued, including in 

Gayo Lues and the Alaslands.128 Military control over the region did not subdue the resistance. 

The colonial government continued to divide up space in response to the unrest, hoping they 

could find a level of administration that teetered the knife’s edge between appeasing the local 

people while also allowing the Dutch more control. Adminstrators again split Gayo Lues and the 

Alaslands in 1908 and 1910 under the assumption that the government could assign more 

assistant residents to maintain smaller subdivisions, keeping a closer watch on the populace.129 

The subdivisions were based on the “customs and languages of the groups that historically 
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occupied those areas.”130 The writings of Snouck Hurgronje and others were used to determine 

the cultural boundaries.  

The Aceh policy changed after Van Daalen left his position in 1908 to become the 

Lieutenant-General of the KNIL. The Dutch moved toward a policy that entrusted some local 

management to native leaders and was more in line with the Ethical Policy of the East Indies. 

The Dutch government in The Hague crafted the Ethical Policy in 1901.131 The Policy was based 

on interventionist, protectionist, and managerial instincts and the idea that the Netherlands had a 

moral obligation to the East Indies resulting from the human and environmental exploitation in 

earlier centuries. It was essentially a development policy to bring modernization and the 

civilization mission to the East Indies via education and economic development. The policy also 

aimed to protect native peoples that the government deemed exotic or primitive enough from the 

consequences of those same modernization policies, but it was rarely implemented.132 Scholten-

Locher argues that administrative plans designed in The Hague, such as the Ethical Policy, were 

often at odds with the initiatives of local colonial administrators in Indonesia who “no longer 

wished to accept the existing situation.” The Indies Government in Batavia often approved 

requests by regional officials clamoring for more administrative power to handle local conflicts, 

which at times led to their resolution by military means.133 Soon after Van Daalen left his 

position as the Governor of Aceh, the Dutch attempted to develop the region through the 

coercive control of native leaders, forced taxation, and the division of administrative space.  

The Aceh Government under Governor Swart (1908-18) began delineating borders in 

Gayo Lues and the Alaslands to extend administrative control—lands were divided into self-

governing territories (zelfbesturend landschappen), and native leaders (zelfbestuurders, or 
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autonomous heads) were appointed to manage the new units. The Dutch formed landschappen 

based on the perceived pre-colonial territories of the kejurun. They also, in many instances, 

appointed the previous kejurun as the new territorial heads (landschapshoofd), albeit with limited 

autonomy. The political capital for many kejurun carried over from the pre-colonial period, while 

new leaders obtained power amid the chaos of the war. The native leader appointed to 

zelfbestuurder in the colonial period depended as much on his relationship with the colonial 

government as it did his historical legacy of power in the region. In the official 

Zelfbestuursregelen (self-governing territories regulations), it states that the Governor-General of 

the East Indies appointed territorial heads. The governor of Aceh, on the recommendation of 

assistant residents and other regional officials, could suspend or remove territorial heads in cases 

of “incapacity or misconduct.”134 Native leaders were beholden to the Short Declaration and had 

to pledge allegiance to the colonial government. In keeping with the Ethical Policy of the time, 

the government considered it “politically important” to also guide the upbringing and education 

of the children of the territorial heads to set them in the “right direction.”135  

The creation of landschappen was the moment when Gayo Lues and the Alaslands were 

officially separated with political borders.136 The Dutch attempted to synthesize their 

understandings of precolonial territorialization, hoping to stifle the resistance, with pieced 

together, improvised colonial spatial management plans based on the rational ordering of space. 

As was often the case, however, colonial plans created a whole new set of problems for both the 

native inhabitants and the colonial government. Instead of providing autonomy to “self-

governing heads” and their territories, which may have been the discourse the Dutch used but 
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was certainly never the intended goal, the colonial administration sparked new rivalries between 

neighboring territorial heads and confusion over where boundaries and borders were located. 

Indeed, according to Kreemer, the Dutch process of creating zelfbesturend landschappen and 

appointing territorial heads generated fierce enemies between rival families. McCarthy suggests 

that the root of the issue was that the Dutch concept of “territorial head” did not align with local 

systems of organization. The Dutch experienced continuous disputes between heads concerning 

territorial boundaries and real and perceived rights. In the Alaslands, conflicts escalated to such a 

point that in 1912 the native leaders of the region called a meeting to re-divide spatial boundaries 

without the help of the Dutch. At the meeting, the leaders split the two main landschappen in the 

Alaslands into four units called mergo. The mergo were not based on clans, as the Dutch 

imagined to be the tradition in the Alaslands, but instead were constituted geographically.137   

The territorial heads were given powers of taxation and punishment, and they created a 

hierarchical administration in each district.138 The leaders appointed representatives below them 

to collect taxes and serve as a liaison to the community. Kreemer states that the heads in Gayo 

Lues and the Alaslands were not successful at collecting and managing taxes or raising the levels 

of tariffs. Some area leaders did not keep records of who in the community owed taxes and how 

much they owed. Sometimes, the heads would send their representatives to collect sums, asking 

for as much or as little as the villager wanted to pay without remembering accurate figures. This 

was, of course, frustrating for the colonial government. Many officials viewed the Acehnese as 

superior to the Gayo and Alas, citing that the Acehnese were compliant with taxation due to the 

history of pepper production in the lowland regions of Aceh in which the uléëbalang collected 

export levies.139 There was also a history of tribute and fees in the Gayo and Alaslands, but not to 
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the extent as had occurred in the coastal regions near the Sultanate of Aceh. In the precolonial 

period, kejurun in Leuser levied fees (called pantjang alas) of ten percent on forest products 

collected from their territory. The products taxed in the precolonial period varied from region to 

region, but the primary goods included timber, bark, cinnamon, camphor, benzoin (incense 

wood), guttah-percha, damar resin, rattan, palm products, wax, honey, rhino horn, elephant tusks, 

and deer horn.140 These products were also subject to export taxes in the ports. The government 

also taxed forest products, and the rates varied from district to district. Other incomes for the 

territorial heads and the colonial government includes taxes excised on the slaughter of animals 

for Islamic and Indigenous rituals, agricultural production, and judicial fines and confiscations of 

property (most often rice paddy).141  

Territorial heads were ordered to contribute a portion of their income into the roads fund 

(wegenfonds) to pay for the construction of the Gajoweg and Alasweg (Gayo road and Alas 

road). The Gajoweg extended from Bireuën, on the coast of northeast Aceh, to Takengon, the 

capital of the northern Gayo highlands, while the Alasweg ran from Medan on Sumatra’s East 

Coast to about twenty-five kilometers north of Kutacane in the Alas Valley. Travelers continuing 

north through the valley to Blangkejeren had to travel nearly a hundred kilometers by horse or on 

foot, a journey that took three to four days.142 The horse path (paardenpad) through the valley 

had rest stops offering food and drink and bivouacs for sleeping.143 The central portion of the 

Gayo highlands from Blangkejeren to Takengon was also only passable on foot or pack animal. 

Construction on the Gajoweg began in 1905, immediately after the Van Daalen expedition, and 
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was completed in 1914.144 The Alasweg followed roughly the same timeline, and colonial 

officials opened the road with a ceremony in July 1914.145  

The Dutch taxed the people of Aceh to help pay for the construction of roads into the 

interior, and they captured both humans and non-human species to do the work. Dutch engineers, 

civil servants, military personnel, police, and mandoers supervised the operation and protected 

their assets. Native peoples most often performed the manual labor in the heat of the equatorial 

sun, facing malaria, influenza, and other illnesses and injuries, venomous snakes and tiger 

attacks, bridge collapses, landslides, malnutrition, and other life-threatening obstacles. Gayo, 

Alas, Batak, Acehnese, Malay, and Javanese forced laborers hauled tools, equipment, and 

supplies, cleared forest, moved and blasted boulders and mountainsides, compacted the road 
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Figure 12 A crew of laborers constructing the Alasweg. Date unknown. From the Tropenmuseum Collection 
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surface, and built bridges for two hundred sixteen kilometers (134 miles) from Medan to 

Kutacane for the Alasweg.146 One newspaper column from Batavia noted that forced laborers 

built the Alasweg, but that they were not the “most gentle inhabitants” of the archipelago. Many 

of the forced laborers had been captive for ten to twenty years and were accused of murder, theft, 

and fighting for the resistance both during and after the Dutch-Aceh war. Local people living in 

villages along the Alasweg route complained that crime increased when construction passed by, 

as workers raided homes in search of food and other goods.147  

The Dutch also employed 

captive elephants, water buffaloes, and 

horses in the construction process. The 

feasibly of elephants was quantified 

and measured in coolie power, just as 

automobiles are measured in 

horsepower. F.C. van Heurn estimated 

that one elephant could do the work of 

at least five-hundred coolies based on 

how much weight each could carry, 

maintenance costs, and how many hours they could work per day. The Dutch banned the capture 

of elephants in 1917 for conservation purposes, but only a year later the practice began again 

because of the economic benefits of elephant labor in Aceh. Van Heurn predicted the completion 

of the Gajoweg and Alasweg would eventually phase out the use of elephants, as they would be 

replaced with lorries and trucks.148  
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Figure 13 An elephant transporting military equipment between Tangsé 
and Geumpang, Aceh. Date unknown. From the Tropenmuseum, part of 
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The Dutch had both economic and social interests in developing roads into the interior. 

Plantation development followed the roads with access to lands that were previously only 

accessible on foot. By 1918, Van Heurn, a Dutch soil scientist, had already identified locations 

along both roads that were suitable for “European” agriculture.149 Van Heurn, ironically, would 

become the primary promoter of environmental conservation in Aceh by the mid-1920s. The 

roads were also viewed as a technology of rule and were part of a larger development scheme 

stemming from the Ethical Policy. The plan included school construction and the introduction of 

other social services in the interior, which colonial officials believed would achieve pacification. 

One colonial administrator hoped modernization would demonstrate to the people of Aceh that 

the Dutch “did not want to Christianize them” and, thus, they would become loyal subjects.150 

Once peace and order were established, according to Dutch politicians, “the benefits that our 

government brings to the population can fully be brought to justice.”151  

Resistance and hostilities toward the colonial regime, however, continued and there are 

reports in newspapers, government memos, and elsewhere of resistance fighters, robbers, thieves, 

and others attacking colonial brigades, lorries, tourist cars, and others on the Alasweg. Sumatran 

tigers used the cleared space to hunt for food, as attacks were reported on both travelers and local 

people who often moved their sheep and cattle along the roads.152 The roads funneled the 

movement of people and goods between the coast and the interior. Tourists, traders, colonial 
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officials, and native peoples traveled into Leuser, along with an assortment of products, including 

staples like salt and other foodstuffs, but also opium and weapons.153 Freedom fighters and 

thieves took advantage of the roads, but so did native inhabitants who traveled to visit family and 

shop and trade across northern Sumatra. The resistance made the headlines, but the majority of 

Gayo, Alas, Batak, and other peoples in Leuser returned to subsistence practices by working in 

the rice paddy and forest gardens, maintaining warungs (shops and stalls), practicing trades, and 

fishing and hunting.  

Many residents adapted new agricultural strategies in response to easier access to markets 

in the coastal regions. Road networks helped highland residents to get their crops to market, 

while access to new markets expanded their trade networks. Jean Gelman Taylor, for instance, 

suggests that the Gayoweg opened the highlands to trade opportunities with Minangkabau and 

European entrepreneurs. The entrepreneurs leased Gayo lands to produce sisal, hemp, and coffee. 

Gayo farmers also adapted to changing markets by switching crops to dammar and sugar, both of 

which were more economically valuable on the global economy. Drawing on photos from the 

highlands, Taylor shows that locals opened tailor shops and other businesses along the roads to 

cater to traders, colonial officials, and other travelers.154 It is important to point out that 

highlanders had adapted their agricultural strategies and economies to outside markets for 

centuries—the Dutch had not opened the frontier.   

One specific example of local adaptation and integration with global markets from the 

pre-colonial to colonial period can be found in environmental relations. For centuries, native 

peoples brought forest products, animal parts, and agricultural goods from the highlands to the 

coastal regions to sell and exchange since at least the ninth century. According to McCarthy, 
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these products constituted some of the most valuable exports from the west coast of Sumatra.155  

Highlanders continued to move forest products from the highlands to the coasts for cash or trade 

during the colonial period. A.C. van der Valk, a plantation manager on Sumatra’s East Coast, 

wrote to Dutch conservationists in 1927 that some Karo Batak men still hunted rhinoceros in 

Leuser, taking the skin, blood, urine, and horns which they sold for a high price in the ports.156 

But starting in the early twentieth century, villagers in the highlands also started trapping and 

capturing live animals for the global wildlife trade. The Gajoweg and the Alasweg opened the 

Leuser frontier to foreign wildlife traders, who hired people in the interior to bring them 

orangutans, tapirs, pythons, hornbills, and many other species. The roads had an incredible 

impact on the ecologies of Leuser and played a role in changing society-environment relations. 

The new roads shaped space just as did the footpaths, and increased access to the interior gave 

rise to a new colonial view of Leuser over the next decade—one of nature in peril. 

 

Conclusion 

Struggles over Leuser’s geographies took place in the Gayo and Alaslands, but the battles 

were connected to and informed by socio-political events and relations that extended throughout 

Sumatra and beyond. I have suggested in this chapter that social relations across space, to and 

from the highlands, existed for centuries and did not begin when the Dutch invaded the region in 

the early twentieth century. Leuser was intimately linked to, engaged by, and co-productive of 

Aceh’s sultanate and relations throughout the Indian Ocean and Malay Worlds; it was not merely 

a frontier or land “out there” waiting to be claimed and settled. The Dutch invasion and 

subsequent military annexation were violent and brutal ruptures in history, but they were one 

                                                
155 McCarthy, The Fourth Circle, 201. 
156 A.C. van der Valk to P.G. van Tienhoven, 20 September 1927, Nederlandse Commissie voor 
Internationale Natuurbescherming, de Stichting tot Internationale Natuurbescherming en het Office 
International pour la Protection de la Nature, 1283, 130, Stadsarchief Amsterdam (hereafter, SA, NCIN). 



81 

moment in a long and continuous history in the production of space and place in Aceh. The 

Dutch needed more than military strength to erase local histories and meanings from Aceh’s 

interior; they also had to construct new imaginings, images, and representations of place and the 

people that justified, legitimized, and shaped their visions for the region’s future.     

 Aceh presented a unique situation for the Dutch. As others have noted, Dutch control in 

the East Indies was largely unchallenged around 1910.157 While they projected an image of 

colonial power, the situation in Aceh was anything but stable for the Dutch. Aceh was never their 

dominion. This was especially true of Leuser, where local cooperation with the Dutch was at its 

weakest in part due to the incredible violence the region had experienced at the hands of Van 

Daalen. The colonial government’s power was limited scope in Leuser, and after the 1904 

invasion, their administrative construction of the region was most often in reaction to the 

resistance of the native peoples.  

 The Dutch were on their heels, and prominent individuals in the public sphere were 

fatigued with the energy and resources spent in Aceh, thus calling for the colonial government to 

abandon the region. I already mentioned De Stuers and the anti-colonial debates in Parliament 

resulting from the news of Van Daalen’s expedition in Aceh. De Stuers, however, was in the 

minority and was generally mocked for being weak and sympathetic to the colonized. 

Newspapers and government memos continued to present the Gayo and Alas peoples as violent 

savages. In 1907, K. Wybrands, the head editor of a popular newspaper in Batavia, wrote a front-

page editorial calling for the colonial regime to pull out of Aceh. In typical orientalist form, 

Wybrands declared that the native peoples did not appreciate civilization, and the Dutch were 

spending too much money with no return. The Gajoweg and Alasweg, he argued, were necessary 

for economic development, but the “population does not see it.” Wybrands continued, “we throw 
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our money away in Aceh. The land is not worth it, because we have much better land elsewhere, 

inhabited by quieter people... We have done, from an imperialist point of view, what we could 

do. But it is likely that the situation after the departure of our troops from the interior will 

improve much, there will be more prosperity, and therefore more exports and imports.” 

Wybrands suggested the Dutch keep control of the ports and trade to maintain economic 

hegemony, but he implored the government to get out and “let the djahats in the interior kill each 

other.”158 A colonial withdraw would calm the region, according to Wybrands, but at the same 

time, the people of Aceh would continue by killing each other as if they were by their very nature 

violent savages.   

Instead, the Dutch maintained attempts to extend colonial control over Aceh and 

continued killing the native peoples through military policing and forced labor. Van Daalen’s 

atrocities in the Gayo and Alaslands were not in line with the supposed goals of the Ethical 

Policy and official policy in The Hague.159 Van Daalen left the East Indies in disgrace in 1914 

after his violent actions across the East Indies came to light back in The Hague. Even if the 

violence Van Daalen oversaw in Aceh was not approved in The Hague, the Dutch government 

absolved him of any crimes, gave him a pension, and continued to provide him with promotions 

after he left Indonesia. After Van Daalen’s exit, the Aceh Strategy in the Gayo and Alaslands 

shifted from a policy of military force, which would have continued to fan the flames of anti-

colonial sentiment back in the metropole, to a policy of forceful, coercive “indirect” rule which 

remained until the Second World War.  
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In the next chapter, I turn to a specific spatial transformation of Leuser that emerged 

following Dutch plans to make the region legible, governable, and suitable for colonialism and 

capitalism. Their plans, however, always had unintended consequences and contradictory 

outcomes. The Alasweg, for example, was constructed with a primary goal to extend plantation 

development and social services into the interior from Sumatra’s East Coast. But the Alasweg 

also became an avenue into the interior forests for scientists, explorers, and wildlife traders who 

searched for species new to Western science. Roads to and from the interior led to a growth in 

the wildlife trade, as wildlife collectors, zoo officials, museum staff, and others sought out 

Sumatran species. The arrival of wildlife from Aceh in Western zoos and institutions in the early 

twentieth century helped to structure wider social imaginations of Leuser as a space of pristine 

nature—a tropical Garden of Eden—but that view began to shift as more Sumatran species were 

exported around the world. Conservationists, scientists, and others started to perceive Leuser as 

imperiled (and imperial) nature.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

FROM TERRA INCOGNITA TO ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS: PLANTATIONS, THE 

WILDLIFE TRADE, AND INTERNATIONAL CONSERVATION, 1914-1930  

 

Orangutans, like the other great apes, have for centuries captured the imaginations of 

people around the world, appearing historically in local legends, philosophy texts, travel writing, 

literature, stage performances, exhibitions, film, zoos, and circuses. Their representation in 

human culture has been intertwined with the history of scientific knowledge production. 

Scientists since the seventeenth century have studied their individual and community 

interactions, their habits of daily life, intelligence, anatomy, tool use, mating, and rearing 

practices.160 The earliest studies of orangutans emerged during the Enlightenment, as natural 

historians attempted to delineate the boundaries between human and beast. Unable to observe 

orangutans in the wild, European scientific treatises in the eighteenth century relied on what 

Christina Skott calls “travel lies,” as natural historians uncritically used travel literature, local 

folklore, and hearsay to construct truth claims about both apes and the people of the Malay 

World.161 Europeans and Americans cast stereotypes on orangutans just as they did the people of 

the Global South, constructing them as vicious savages.162 Western imaginings of orangutans 

changed over time after natural historians encountered non-human primates in the wild and in 

zoos and laboratories. By the 1920s, they were viewed as gentle, intelligent creatures worthy of 

admiration and study in the West. Darwin and Wallace’s theories of evolution were both 

                                                
160 Pongo abeli for the Sumatran orangutan, Pongo pygmaeus for the Bornean orangutan, and a recently 
identified great ape, Pongo tapanuliensis, or the Tapanuli orangutan also in Sumatra. 
161 Christina Skott, “Linnaeus and the Troglodyte,” Indonesia & The Malay World 42, No. 123 (2014): 
158.  
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influenced by observing orangutans, albeit in very different settings.163 People’s interests in 

orangutans, both as a source of entertainment and as a philosophical object of study from which 

to consider what it means to be human, has never waned. The challenge for people in the West 

was obtaining orangutans to observe and study.  

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, live orangutans circulated on the global market 

as individuals that were occasionally brought from the interior of Borneo or Sumatra to the ports 

by traders in exchange for weapons, gunpowder, salt, and other goods. Explorers passed through 

the ports of Southeast Asia, collecting individuals to transport to the metropoles. Natural 

historians were primarily interested in acquiring live orangutans for behavioral studies and 

zoological specimens to examine in laboratories in Europe. By the end of the eighteenth century, 

however, the advent of the Linnaean taxonomic system impacted research methodologies.164 

European explorers set out to map the natural world on a global scale. Some travelers journeyed 

to the Malay Archipelago in search of species new to science, along with a deep interest in 

observing, hunting, and collecting orangutans. It appears that hunting occurred more in the 

British colony of Sarawak than in Sumatra, which might be one reason that, in the West, the 

orangutan has historically been most closely associated with the island of Borneo. 

The White Rajahs of Sarawak provided hospitality and logistical support to many 

explorers. James Brooke, the first White Rajah (1842-1868), had an interest in the natural history 

of Borneo and he welcomed Alfred Russel Wallace during his travels to the island in the 1850s 

and Odoardo Beccari in the late 1860s, as they searched for orangutans and other species. 

Wallace spent much of his time hunting and collecting apes to study, preserve, and sell to 
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museums to fund his travels.165 Similarly, William Hornaday, the future director of the Bronx 

Zoo, traveled to Malaya and Sarawak in the late-1870s and stayed at the cottage of Charles 

Brooke, the second White Rajah (1868-1917). On the trip, Hornaday collected a reported forty-

three orangutans and also adopted a young male to observe the behaviors of apes up close.166 The 

explorers studied orangutan ethology and measured their skeletons in the field, but they were 

unsuccessful at exporting live individuals back to the West because the apes rarely survived 

capture and transport. Wallace, Beccari, and Hornaday are just a few of the many explorers that 

hunted orangutans in Borneo during the nineteenth century. Charles Brooke must have noticed 

the impacts of hunting on orangutan populations in Sarawak because he reportedly signed the 

first legislation giving legal protections to the primates in 1895. Cribb suggests that by that time 

there would have been few orangutans left in his territory due to the previous century of hunting 

and catching.167   

The demand for orangutans only increased in the early twentieth century, although living 

animals were preferred to skeletons. Primate exhibits in zoos were especially popular with 

patrons. In 1901, an orangutan exhibition at the Bronx Zoo under the directorship of Hornaday 

increased annual attendance by an estimated 100,000 visitors.168 By 1915, orangutans were the 

primary Indonesian species of interest to the director of the Artis Zoo in Amsterdam (Koninklijk 

Zoölogisch Genootschap Natura Artis Magistra).169 But captive orangutans lived dismally short 
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lives. In the second half of the nineteenth century, it is estimated that the average lifespan for 

orangutans in captivity was about two months with the record being five years. In the first half of 

the twentieth century, the London Zoo held thirty orangutans, and their survival in captivity 

remained under four years.170 Chris Herzfeld examined zoological records between 1837 to 1965 

and concluded that on average primates survived only about eighteen months in captivity.171 

Researchers continuously searched for methods to keep orangutans alive in laboratories and other 

institutions, but breeding programs did not produce the results necessary to meet the demand for 

apes in the West until after the 1970s.172 Orangutans, therefore, had to be imported from 

Southeast Asia, but little is known about the history of the trade in primates.   

This chapter examines the geographies and politics of the global trade in orangutans in 

the name of science and entertainment in the first half of the twentieth century, along the 

background of the growing international nature protection movement. While the orangutan was 

most closely associated with the island of Borneo, by the early 1900s a majority of orangutans on 

the global market were captured in, and exported from, northern Sumatra. The focus of this 

chapter is, therefore, on northern Sumatra and the impacts that the orangutan trade had on the 

colonial administration of the region. The orangutan trade emerged at the same historical 

moment as did an organized international nature protection movement, as conservationists in 

Europe called it at the time. Certain segments of the public began to contest the wildlife trade, 
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laboratory research on non-human species, game hunting, and habitat destruction in the colonies. 

As the orangutan diaspora grew outside of colonial Indonesia, so too did public demands for their 

protection in their native habitats. The orangutan trade and the arrival of large numbers of apes in 

Europe influenced material practices and decisions central to the colonial project more broadly, 

including the tightening of borders and surveillance in the ports and on land, as well as the 

creation of wildlife protection laws and policies that regulated human relationships with the 

environment. 

The growing appearance of non-human colonial subjects, and orangutans in particular, in 

laboratories, zoological institutions, museums, and circuses engendered a public protest against 

their capture and in favor of species and habitat protection. In her history of field science in 

Africa, Helen Tilley has suggested that field studies and other ‘sciences of empire’ have often 

exposed the destruction caused by colonial economic exploitation, challenging the state’s 

ideological authority in the colonies.173 Orangutan research in Europe that brought trafficked 

apes from colonial Indonesia to the metropoles had a similar effect. Public debates surfaced in 

response to the growing orangutan diaspora in Europe in the 1920s, sparking a controversy in 

many ways reminiscent of calls to protect birds-of-paradise a few decades earlier in New Guinea 

and adjacent islands. In both instances, concerned citizens and conservationists reacted with 

alarm over fears of extinction. Also, in both cases, the public witnessed the exploitation of 

tropical species in person, as the trade brought parts of animals, in the case of the birds-of-

paradise, and both living and dead orangutans to Europe. Indeed, it seems as if a script emerged 

for crisis and conservation based on a public awakening to colonial exploitation through events 

in Europe. Public debates in Europe in the 1920s and 30s over the perceived demise of the 
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orangutan influenced the shape of colonial spatial production in Leuser. The orangutan came to 

define the region known at the local level as the Gayo, Alas, and Karo Batak lands. At the global 

scale, the space has been referred to as the Leuser since the late colonial period, named after 

Gunung (Mount) Leuser, the highest peak in the area.174 I argue that the wildlife trade in 

orangutans from Sumatra to Europe, North America, and elsewhere was central to the colonial 

spatial production of northern Sumatra. This chapter also traces the discursive transformation of 

Leuser from terra incognita, comprised of pristine nature, to a space of threatened nature in need 

of expert protection over the course of three decades in the early twentieth century. The wildlife 

trade in orangutans from Sumatra to zoos, circuses, laboratories, museums, and private collectors 

in Europe, North America, and elsewhere was central to the colonial production of Leuser into a 

space of nature in need of protection. The public debates not only shaped the global discourse of 

Leuser, but also informed environmental regulations, border policies, and colonial control 

strategies throughout Indonesia and across the Straits of Melaka in Singapore and the British 

settlements. 

But state efforts to protect threatened species in colonial Indonesia was a slow and 

frustrating process for conservationists. Birds-of-paradise were eventually granted protected 

status in 1909 with additional decrees in 1910 and 1912, although protected status did little to 

decrease the trade.175 Orangutans in Indonesia were not given legal protection until a decade 

later, in part because many colonial officials and capitalists viewed the apes as agricultural 
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pests.176 In fact, the Dutch delineated the first protected areas in northern Sumatra in 1919 to 

protect the ‘corpse flower’ (Rafflesia arnoldii), a plant known for having the largest individual 

flower in the world. The reserves remained ‘paper parks’ throughout the colonial period because 

the government was unable to enforce regulations.177 Conservationists did not consider 

orangutans threatened at that time, but by the late-1920s they served as the figurehead of 

conservation efforts in the region for the growing international nature protection movement. The 

orangutan trade was not the sole impetus for Dutch conservationists to propose expanded nature 

reserves in northern Sumatra, but they were able to use the exploitation of the orangutan as a 

means to justify their claims that the forests were in need of protection.  

At the same time, some conservationists, scientists, and zoo officials calling for 

governmental actions to protect orangutans were also central actors in the wildlife trade. 

Scientists and civil servants were the driving force behind orangutan exploitation. Wildlife 

conservation at the time showed multiple parallels with the phenomenon of the North American 

and European hunter-naturalist, or big game hunters turned conservationists in Africa. Both 

sought to exploit wildlife carefully as they perceived it, while at the same time reinforcing 

colonial privilege.178 Scientists and sportsman desired to exploit and protect non-human species 

for their benefit—scientific knowledge production and economic gain in the first instance and the 

future of game hunting in the second—while limiting or banning altogether the opportunity for 

local peoples and others to participate in those same activities. There are many striking 
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resonances with the history of wildlife conservation in Africa in this history of colonial 

Indonesia. Below I trace the transnational social networks of conservationists, scientists, zoo 

officials, orangutan traders, and the many people who crossed all of those categories in the first 

few decades of the twentieth century to elucidate the impact of their activities on colonial 

practice in northern Sumatra. 

 

The Wildlife Trade 

The transnational circulation of Sumatran wildlife can be traced back for centuries. In the 

earliest times, the trade mostly dealt with elephants that were valuable for labor. The chronicles 

of Arab traders who passed through Sumatra in the thirteenth century mention that the Kingdom 

of Aceh, which was based near present-day Banda Aceh on the northern tip of the island, had a 

wealth of elephants and rhinoceros and that these animals were important to the Sultan for trade 

and, with regard to elephants, labor.179 Nicolaas de Graaf, a Dutch traveler in Aceh, observed the 

first rhino recorded in captivity in 1641.180 While less is known about rhinoceros in Aceh from 

this period, the prominence of the elephant in the Kingdom of Aceh has been documented.  

Together with agricultural products and textiles, elephants were a main staple of the export 

economy of the various sultans and sultana of Aceh.181 They were sold or gifted to build or 

maintain political ties with polities throughout the Indian Ocean World. In 1783, Marsden 

reported a “considerable traffic” in live elephants from Aceh “to the coast of Coramanel or kling 
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country, and vessels were built expressly for their transport.”182 Sultan Taj al-Alam of Aceh sent 

eight elephants to an envoy from Gujarat and in 1678.183 Among regulations imposed by the 

Dutch East Indies Company at that time was the requirement to charge dues of 10% on elephants 

bought in Perak “for the purpose of exporting them to Bengale or Coramandel.”184 The 

ceremonial, spiritual, and economic importance of the elephant in the Kingdom of Aceh 

continued until the fall of the Sultanate in 1873 when the Dutch captured the palace at the 

beginning of the Dutch-Aceh War.185  

The early twentieth century was a period of critical socio-political and environmental 

change in northern Sumatra. The people of Aceh had been at war with the Dutch colonial 

military for forty years (1873 – 1913), and the Leuser region was one of the remaining areas in 

Aceh that had not come under colonial rule by 1900. In 1904, on their first expedition into 

Leuser, KNIL led a brutal campaign to pacify the resistance and gain control over Aceh, as 

described in chapter one. By 1913, the Dutch had implemented military rule across Leuser in 

response to the continued resistance of the native peoples that lasted until Indonesian 

independence in 1945.  

The Leuser region was set between a long and violent guerrilla conflict to the north, and 

one of the world’s most expansive plantation regions to the south and southeast. Steep mountains 

covered in dense tropical forests lined the Gayo and Alas-lands to the east and west. Scientists 
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and other explorers were unable to enter the interior of Leuser until the second decade of the 

twentieth century due to the war, ongoing resistance to colonial rule, and the lack of 

transportation infrastructure. The Dutch, on the backs of hundreds of forced laborers, developed 

the Gajoweg and Alasweg in the first two decades of the 1920s, but the route through the heart of 

Leuser remained accessible only on foot or by horse until the 1980s. The road from the north 

ended in the capital of Gayo Lues in Blangkejeren, and in the south, the road continued just past 

Kutacane, the capital of the Alaslands. The drive to Kutacane today remains a twelve-hour drive 

from Medan under ideal weather conditions, and from Kutacane explorers would travel north 

through the valley on horseback or by foot with local porters provided by regional officials and 

village leaders. Due to these challenging conditions, people around the world only became 

familiar with Leuser through the flora and fauna that were collected and circulated globally.  

While the interior of northern Sumatra was inaccessible to most Europeans, native 

peoples who populated the region had traveled across the highlands and to and from the coasts 

for centuries. Many Gayo origin stories are based on mobility, as Genali, a king who established 

the first kingdoms across Aceh arrived in Sumatra on a boat or canoe. As Genali stepped out of 

the dugout and onto the shore of the island, the land expanded and grew into what would become 

all of Sumatra. Genali could be understood as both a stranger-king and an Indigenous ruler.186 

According to the Hikayat Deli, a Malay epic, native peoples moved into the forests and 

mountains in the seventeenth century from the coasts to avoid confrontation with the Portuguese 

and later the Acehnese.187 It is uncertain what the population distribution looked like in Leuser 

before the colonial invasion of the region, but scholars have suggested that settlements increased 
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and spread as the Dutch-Aceh War pushed into the highlands.188 Ann Stoler states that “by the 

1870s, as Dutch troops moved closer to their homelands, more Gayo faced the choice of 

submitting to Acehnese authority, of surrendering to Dutch rule, or of fleeing into the forests 

from both.”189 The government conducted the first comprehensive census for the Dutch East 

Indies in 1930. It lists 42,847 native residents, 73 Europeans, 566 Chinese, and 19 “Other 

Foreign Asiatics” living in Gayo Lues and Alaslanden.190 

In the early 1900s, Leuser was still terra incognita to foreigners. J. Kreemer wrote that the 

Gayo and Alas regions “were completely terra incognita” before the military expedition to 

Leuser in 1904, and that “never yet had a European to enter the vast interior.”191 Gerard L. 

Tichelman, a former civil servant in the Dutch East Indies, wrote in a report following his travels 

to the Gayo and Alaslands in 1933 that the region was “still terra incognita” until 1901.192 The 

flora and fauna of Leuser would remain mysterious to scientists and environmentalists, but the 

perception of Leuser as terra incognita and a space of pristine nature began to change in the 

1920s when large numbers of orangutans were taken from Leuser and sold to zoological 

institutions, circuses, private collectors, and laboratories in Europe and North America. Van 

Heurn had described Leuser as terra incognita in 1921, but by 1925 he was working with local 

leaders, Dutch statesmen, military officials, and representatives from the various international 

nature protection organizations to construct nature reserves in the region due to concerns for the 
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future of its flora and fauna.193 Members from those same nature protection organizations would 

also contribute to the emptying of Leuser’s forests through their efforts to collect species and 

ship them to zoos and museums in Europe.  

The Sumatran species of primary interest to the global market was the orangutan. At the 

start of the twentieth century, however, orangutans had only circulated on the global market as 

individuals who were on occasion brought from the interior of Borneo or Sumatra to the ports by 

natives in exchange for weapons, gunpowder, salt, and other goods. Records on the orangutan 

trade in Sumatra before the twentieth century are scant. The journals of explorers note the 

presence of orangutans for sale in the coastal cities of northern Sumatra throughout the 

nineteenth century.194 The first Sumatran orangutan to arrive in Europe was brought back from 

the East Indies by Clarke Abel (after whom the species was named, Pongo abelii) in 1818.195 A 

Viennese explorer named Kollar, who lived on Borneo and Sumatra from 1840-1848, claimed 

that more than 100 to 150 young orangutans arrived alive in the coastal cities every year, 

although only a few reached the major animal collections of the day.196 Natural historians and 

explorers had hunted orangutans in Borneo for their skeletons, which were transported to 

laboratories back in Europe—the most famous example being Alfred Russel Wallace and his 

orangutan hunting experiences in Borneo in the mid-1800s.197 Wallace mentioned in 1855 while 

living in Borneo that Sumatran orangutans were “much more rare” than their relatives in 
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Borneo.198 The systematic trade in live orangutans did not occur until the 1920s, and because of 

that, there was a thirst for the apes among collectors, zoo officials, museum directors, and others 

at the time. 

Sumatran elephants and rhinoceros, however, had long been on the international market, 

as previously mentioned. Even after the fall of the Sultanate of Aceh in 1873, the parts of 

elephants and rhinoceros remained in high demand on the international market leading to 

Singapore and East Asia. Between 1879 and 1883, the average export of ivory from Sumatra and 

Ceylon (Sri Lanka) was estimated at 2,000kg per year, half of which came from Sumatra.199 Van 

Heurn notes that the populations of elephants in Sumatra declined rapidly at the end of the 

nineteenth century. In Deli in 1880, for example, elephants were supposedly numerous, and their 

territories extended “more generally to the coast, in 1890 (they were found) only in the interior, 

and in 1929, and earlier, they were completely eradicated.”200 While we now know that they 

were not driven to extinction, the expansion of plantations on the East Coast of Sumatra, along 

with hunting, put pressure on the remaining individuals, leading them to head for the hills and 

retreat deep into the forested mountains of Leuser where they would have been almost 

impossible for Europeans to find. Rhinoceros populations were in worse shape than orangutans, 

and pangolins also appeared at serious risk due to demands for Chinese medicine.201 

In the early twentieth century, however, the wildlife trade shifted to match the global 

demand for certain species. The global thirst for living, fully intact, tropical fauna was based on 

the continued growth and increasing competition between circuses, zoological institutions, and 

private collectors in Europe and North America. There was also a similar demand coming from 
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Japan, China, and elsewhere in Asia.202 Many of the wildlife traders and collectors did not leave 

extensive records, and so it is difficult to trace the myriad of Sumatran species that appeared in 

circuses and private collections around the globe in the early twentieth century. Yet tapirs, 

pangolins, orangutans, Sumatran rhinos, tigers, and elephants, pythons, hornbills, sun bears, and 

other species that live in northern Sumatra adorned circus posters and advertisements in Europe 

and the United States in this period. Zoos were more concerned with keeping records of their 

possessions, and so the origins of zoological specimens are easier to trace. 

In May 1913, dockworkers placed a 

wooden cage containing an adult orangutan 

into the hold of a ship at the Port of 

Belawan on Sumatra’s East Coast. The 

ship was destined for Amsterdam via the 

Suez Canal. Sultan, as the orangutan was 

named, was the prized acquisition of 

Coenraad Kerbert, the director of the Artis 

Zoo in Amsterdam. Orangutans were 

difficult to obtain in the early twentieth 

century, but Kerbert’s networks extended 

into Sumatra, which along with Borneo 

comprise their two native homes. Kerbert received Sultan from his friend and colleague, L.P. de 

Bussy, the director of the Deli Experiment Station in Medan (Deli Proefstation te Medan-

Sumatra), an agricultural research center in the heart of the Sumatra’s plantation belt 

                                                
202 Ian Jared Miller, for example, briefly mentions Japanese connections with Sumatra and their interest in 
tropical wildlife. See, Miller, The Nature of the Beasts: Empire and Exhibition at the Tokyo Imperial Zoo 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013). 

Figure 14 The Malayan tapir, referred to here as the bicolor tapir. 
Photo taken by F.C. van Heurn. Undated but from the mid-1930s. 
SA, NCIN, 520. 
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(cultuurgebied). In fact, from 1911 to 1935 the 

director of the experiment station sent hundreds 

of Sumatran species to Kerbert, from tapirs, 

pythons, and tigers, to rhinoceros hornbills, 

crocodiles, and orangutans. Almost all the 

animals were captured on plantations in the 

cultuurgebied.203  

 Sultan arrived at Artis in August 1913. In 

anticipation of his arrival, newspapers declared 

the monkey house to soon be the “crown above 

all Zoological Gardens in the world.”204 Dutch 

artists visited the zoo to capture the primate’s 

image on canvas and in stone. Marie Kelting, for 

example, painted Sultan onto an exhibition poster 

that still hangs in the exhibit gallery in the aquarium building at Artis (Figure 15). Jaap Kaas 

sculpted a bust, while Piet Bohncke created a bronze plaque of the orangutan. Sultan’s popularity 

was attributed to his physical appearance and perceived personality characteristics. He was 

physically imposing—a giant (reuzen) orangutan with broad cheek pads, a colossal (kolossaal) 

throat sac, and long reddish-orange hair and beard—but he was also described as humble, quiet, 

and wise. He was the “old man of the woods.”205 The name that his capturers gave to him 

signaled masculine prestige and power, but at the same time, it bespoke Dutch sentiments with 

                                                
203 L.P. de Bussy to Coenraad Kerbert, 11 June 1911, SA, NAM, 1739.  
204 Amersfoortsch Dagblad (Amersfoort), “De Nieuwe Reuzen-Orang-Oetang in Artis,” July 14, 1913. 
‘Zoological Gardens’ is capitalized in the original article. 
205 Amersfoortsch Dagblad, “De Nieuwe Reuzen-Orang-Oetang in Artis,” July 14, 1913; Nieuwsblad van 
het Noorden (Groningen). “Een Reuzen-Orang,” July 15, 1913. 

Figure 15 Marie Kelting's advertisement from 1913 featuring 
Sultan the orangutan at the Amsterdam Zoo. It reads, "Giant-
Orangutan in Artis Amsterdam." From the collections of the 
Netherlands Institute for Art History (RKD), Image No. 
0000184737. 
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their beloved colony.206 Sultan was a colonial subject both metaphorically and materially much 

the same as the sultans who once ruled his native habitat on Sumatra’s East Coast. He died at 

Artis from typhus on 13 December 1914, sixteen months after arriving in Amsterdam. 

 The story of Sultan offers insight into a broader phenomenon: The emergence of the 

wildlife trade from northern Sumatra to Europe and North America alongside the expansion of 

plantations in the cultuurgebied, or the plantation belt along Sumatra’s East Coast. Agricultural 

development transformed more than 10,000km² of fertile alluvial lowland plains and lower 

montane forests on the East Coast of Sumatra into monoculture plantations before the Second 

World War.207 A variety of factors created a situation in which the wildlife trade could thrive. 

The cultuurgebied was located along the Straits of Melaka, a global trade hub for more than a 

century, which expedited the trade as animals were moved quickly to the ports and on to 

Singapore where they sold on the global market. On the plantations, there were multiple 

economies already in place, transportation infrastructures were developed to move commodities 

on to the global market, scientific institutions and their social networks accompanied agricultural 

development, and a diversity of species lived at the edges of the cultivated plots. Animals that 

were previously hidden in the dense jungle were exposed as they crossed the new frontier 

between forest and plantation. Once animals entered the plantation, they were transformed into 

pests, threats, and commodities that were either hunted or trapped and sold. 

The plantations were cut out of tropical forests, which opened new habitats for both 

human and non-human species. Sumatran cobras and short-tailed pythons, Sumatran tigers, and 

many other species thrived in the ecotones where the forests met plantation ecosystems. There 

                                                
206 On colonial nostalgia in the Netherlands, see Pamela Pattynama, “(Un)happy Endings: Nostalgia in 
Postimperial and Postmemory Dutch Films,” in The Postcolonial Low Countries: Literature, Colonialism, 
and Multiculturalism, eds. Elleke Boehmer and Sarah De Mul (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2012). 
207 Ann Laura Stoler, Capitalism and Confrontation in Sumatra's Plantation Belt, 1870-1979 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 2. 
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they fed on rodents and creatures that took advantage of the available agricultural produce, and 

also on humans and their livestock in nearby settlements. Newspaper stories mention tiger and 

elephant trapping on the plantations and coolies being bitten by snakes and attacked by tigers. 

One particular column from 1938 describes the life of the planter in northern Sumatra as 

monotonous and difficult, with the only variation to daily routine being their near-daily 

encounters with wildlife, including snakes, elephants, tigers, and orangutans, which were often 

caught and kept as pets or sold to zoos.208  

Trappers and hunters set up camps near the plantations, stayed in the colonial estates, and 

caught species in the area. The plantations also served as a place of safari for elephant, tiger, and 

rhinoceros hunts, although hunting in Sumatra was less prevalent than trapping and capturing for 

sale. Hunting was not an important feature of colonial rule for the Dutch, and it appears that it 

was limited to military personnel, forestry officials, plantation staff, and American and British 

tourists in northern Sumatra at the turn of the twentieth century.209 Some Dutch plantation staff 

did hunt in their free time. A.C. van der Valk, who worked as a planter for a rubber and oil palm 

company in Deli the second half of the 1920s, hunted and trapped countless animals across 

northern Sumatra. He brought along other planters and company personnel on trips to hunt, trap, 

and catch all sorts of species, including elephants, tigers, wild boar, binturongs, siamangs, 

monkeys, crocodiles, snakes, turtles, orangutans, hornbills and other birds, and many more. He 

also documented hunting practices among the Gayo, Batak, and Malay peoples who often 

accompanied his expeditions around the plantations and into the forests. After working as a 

planter for a few years, Van der Valk found that he could live comfortably off the income earned 

                                                
208 De Sumatra Post, “Rede van oudplanter Roodhuijzen voor het Vlissingsche, Nut,” March 9, 1938.  
209 On Dutch hunting in colonial Indonesia, see Peter Boomgaard, Frontiers of Fear: Tigers and People in 
the Malay World, 1600-1950 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 136.; Peter Boomgaard, 
“Hunting and trapping in the Indonesian archipelago, 1500-1950,” in Paper landscapes: Explorations in 
the environmental history of Indonesia, eds. Peter Boomgaard, Freek Colombijn, and David Henley 
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catching species for the collections of plantation owners in the East Indies and scientific 

institutions in the Netherlands.210 By 1930, he quit agricultural work to pursue a career hunting 

and catching animals for export to Europe, which I will discuss below. 

There are also records of foreigners who traveled to Deli specifically to hunt game in the 

forests near the plantation belt, or who decided to try their hand at hunting while in the region on 

business. In Deli, travelers could find lodging, porters, and guides to lead hunting excursions, 

and automobile and railway transport to explore the area. Hermann Norden, an explorer and 

fellow of the Royal Geographical Society, traveled to northern Sumatra in 1920 to hunt 

elephants. According to Norden, the proprietors of large estates in Sumatra often employed 

professional elephant hunters to lead guided hunts into the forests.211 He lodged at a plantation 

estate during his time in Deli, and he describes in his book the local context. Plantation owners 

sent coolies on hunts to collect rhinoceros and elephant heads, tusks, and horns to adorn the walls 

of the estates, while after returning from the hunt they divided up the remainder of the animals 

for food or to sell to Chinese markets in Medan.212 Norden joined a hunt and did have success 

killing an elephant, according to his story, but we can gather that he was more interested in local 

social relations, cultural practices, and the experience of staying on a plantation estate than he 

was with the hunt. For as soon as he shoots the animal, he abandons the scene out of boredom 

and returns to his quarters on the plantation. In a separate instance, a group of nine Americans, 

including seven men and two women, embarked on a hunt along the coast between 

Lhokseumawe and Medan with eighty-five coolies to drive animals from the forest and transport 

the catch.213 The author notes that the hunt was carried out for the sake of sport, rather than to 

                                                
210 A.C. van der Valk, Vangen en Jagen in Sumatra's Wildernis (Amsterdam: J.M. Meulenhoff, 1940), 10. 
211 Hermann Norden, From Golden Gate to Golden Sun: A Record of Travel, Sport and Observation in 
Siam and Malaya (London: H.F. & G. Witherby, 1923), 165. 
212 Ibid., 169. 
213 Delftsche Courant, “Een Amerikaansch Jacht-Gezelschap in Atjeh,” January 21, 1930.  
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collect scientific data or capture live specimens. 

The ecotones and infrastructure that accompanied capitalist development not only helped 

people in northern Sumatra hunt animals, but also provided convenient opportunities for 

collecting live species for the wildlife trade. Both local peoples and Europeans caught animals in 

the region. Van der Valk states that people in the area regularly delivered live animals to his 

home to earn extra income after the word spread that he was a wildlife trader.214 Some Dutch 

scientists that worked on the plantations took advantage of their local relations to collect species 

to sell to institutions back in the metropoles. This was the case with Sultan the orangutan. If you 

recall, L.P. de Bussy, the director of the Deli Experiment Station, sent hundreds of species to the 

Artis Zoo in Amsterdam in just a few decades in the early twentieth century. Sultan, according to 

the records, was the only animal that De Bussy did not obtain from the plantations—though in 

most cases Dutch, American, German, and other plantation staff hired native trappers to collect 

species. In De Bussy’s search for orangutans, he learned that Sultan Tuanku Sulaiman of 

Serdang, a native leader who laid claim to territory on the outskirts of Deli in the cultuurgebied, 

kept a small menagerie. Unfortunately, it appears that the only remaining sources describing 

Sultan Sulaiman’s menagerie are a handful of newspaper articles. Sultan Sulaiman, according to 

the press, employed groups of local people to search for, and capture, animals in the forests and 

edges of the plantations in the cultuurgebied.215 One column illustrates a local search for wild 

buffalos in the forests around Deli in 1915. According to the author, Sultan Sulaiman organized a 

team of twenty Malays to round up a group of wild buffalos near his territory. The story made 

headlines because a buffalo killed one of the trappers on the hunt.216 From the papers, we learn 

that Sultan Sulaiman kept elephants, water buffaloes, tigers, a few bears, and even an Australian 
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cassowary. De Bussy took a particular interest in the menagerie because there were always a few 

orangutans on hand. He spent months trying to convince Sultan Sulaiman to sell him an 

orangutan, and it eventually paid off. The Sultan gifted him an orangutan in April 1913, and De 

Bussy named the ape after his previous owner and shipped him to the Artis Zoo.217 

The transactions between De Bussy and the Artis Zoo are some of the earliest signs of a 

systematic colonial wildlife trade from Sumatra to Europe in the records. In the pre-colonial 

period, the wildlife trade in Sumatra was mostly limited to local rulers and sultans who gifted or 

traded elephants, horses, and other species to kingdoms across the Indian Ocean and Malay 

Worlds. There also existed a regional trade in animal parts, such as rhino horn and ivory from 

elephants, and hunters or trappers from the interior sometimes took captured animals, dead or 

alive, to the coasts to sell or trade for weapons, foodstuffs, tobacco, or other goods.218 But by the 

turn of the twentieth century, northern Sumatra had become a major stop on the global wildlife 

trade network. Some of the most prominent animal dealers in the world passed through in search 

of unique creatures. German suppliers from the Hagenbeck and Ruhe animal empires visited 

Sumatra’s East Coast, as did Frank Buck and Charles Mayer, two famous American film and 

radio personalities who profited from their orientalist tales of hunting and trapping animals in the 

tropics.219 The story of Sultan draws attention to precolonial wildlife trading networks in place on 

Sumatra’s East Coast, with species coming from Aceh and beyond. Colonial officials were able 

to access that network, or at the least learn from the techniques of the Sultan’s crew and use that 

knowledge for their own ends of obtaining and exporting species to the metropole. The arrival of 
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orangutans from Sumatra to Europe in North America brought the ecologies of the southern 

interior of Aceh to the attention of conservationists and scientists back in the metropole. 

 

Conservation and Crisis 

H.D. Rijksen and Eric Meijaard have identified a few notable moments in the twentieth 

century when public concern reached a fevered pitch in reaction to large numbers of captured 

orangutans arriving in Europe from Sumatra or Borneo.220 The first such incident occurred in the 

1920s. The records show that in the 1920s, most of the exported orangutans were captured in 

northern Sumatra. The situation escalated to near-crisis in the minds of European elites and 

progressives, including conservationists, zoo officials, and concerned citizens regarding the 

violent capture and export of orangutans to zoological institutions, museums, and private 

collectors around the world. They wrote letters to the editor in prominent newspapers in Britain, 

the Netherlands, and the East Indies, sparking a public debate over the future of the anthropoid 

ape. Nature protection groups were also concerned with other Sumatran species, especially 

elephants and rhinoceros, but those species were not traded to Europe to the same extent as 

orangutans. While Sumatran rhinoceros parts (horn, urine, blood, and skin) and ivory from 

elephants had been sold in markets throughout Asia since early times, it was not until 1872 when 

the famous animal trader, Carl Hagenbeck, imported the first Sumatran rhinoceros to Europe.221 

Orangutans, on the other hand, had been traded to the West since the seventeenth century, and 

they were the most visible species from Indonesia in Europe and North America. 

 The transnational circulation of orangutans coincided with the growth of the international 

nature protection movement. The early twentieth century was the age of a new imperialism 
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characterized by military expansion into the peripheries of empire around the globe, but it was 

also, in part, ideologically based on the white man’s burden and forms of humanitarianism to 

make some amends for the exploitation of colonialism. The international nature protection 

movement can be placed within that context. The beginning of the twentieth century marked a 

crucial moment for the growth of the international nature protection movement. Many countries 

already had wildlife and habitat conservation organizations, including the Boone and Crocket 

Club in the US (1887) and the Society for the Promotion of Nature Monuments in the 

Netherlands (1904). But the 1900 London Convention on the status of African wildlife helped to 

launch the international nature protection movement.222 In 1903, British conservationists 

established the Society for the Preservation of the Wild Fauna of the Empire. Other committees 

formed in the Netherlands in 1925, Belgium and France in 1926, and the United States in 

1930.223 It was an environmental movement on a global scale comprised of political, social, and 

scientific networks and collaborations. The colonial context allowed environmentalists to 

intervene in Africa, India, Southeast Asia, and elsewhere. Conservation was often made possible 

by militarization, land grabs, and the dispossession of Indigenous peoples, and nature protection 

policies were reminiscent of the civilization mission of colonialism more generally. Flora, fauna, 

and land, for instance, were framed as global heritage, belonging to the global community to 

justify taking them from the local communities.224 

                                                
222 The Boone and Crocket Club is the oldest wildlife conservation organization in the United States. It 
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 Wildlife protection measures took shape earlier in colonial south, east, and central Africa, 

than in Southeast Asia. Corey Ross suggests that is owing to the abundance of megafauna, the 

large game hunting industry, and the “environmental memory” of past species extinctions in the 

south of Africa.225 Conservationists in the Netherlands maintained social networks with colonial 

officials and scientists in Africa, and especially in the Belgian Congo. P.G. van Tienhoven, along 

with a group of politically powerful Dutchmen, mostly environmentalists, scientists, and colonial 

officials, established the Netherlands Commission for the International Protection of Nature 

(Nederlandse Commissie voor Internationale Natuurbescherming, hereafter, NCIN) in 1925. Van 

Tienhoven worked tirelessly to unite European and North American environmental protection 

groups to form an international conservation union. Van Tienhoven had built close relations with 

J.M. Derscheid and the Belgium Society for the Protection of Nature between 1925 to 1930 in 

collaborating to establish Albert National Park in the Belgian Congo, primarily for gorilla 

conservation, and the experience was formative for his outlook on global conservation.226 He 

viewed Leuser as his own Congo, and Sumatran orangutans were his gorillas. He had the 

blueprint from his experience in the Belgian Congo, and his goal was to carry out a similar 

project in Leuser. The timing was critical, as the late 1920s also marked a peak in the orangutan 

trade to Europe. The NCIN used the ensuing orangutan crisis to organize and strengthen the 

international movement, with varying degrees of success, and to advocate new and expanded 

reserves and wildlife laws in Indonesia. 

After the First World War, other traders and trappers moved into northern Sumatra to 

challenge the control that De Bussy and Kerbert held on the wildlife trade in the region. One 
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particular trader specialized in collecting orangutans; J.F. van Geuns was responsible for the 

majority of orangutans that were taken out of Sumatra in the first half of the twentieth century. 

They were shipped to zoos, circuses, museums, laboratories, and private collectors in Adelaide, 

Amsterdam, Antwerp, Brookfield, Edinburgh, London, Melbourne, Rotterdam, St. Louis, San 

Diego, Washington D.C. and elsewhere. Many prominent primatologists and biologists studied 

and conducted experiments on his orangutans, setting the foundations for human understandings 

of orangutan behavior.227 Van Geuns was the collector and transporter, and evidence of his 

smuggling activities—after the trapping and export of orangutans were banned in 1924 in 

Indonesia—appears in newspapers and the colonial archives. He sold orangutans to the well-

known animal dealer, Hermann Ruhe of Alfeld, Germany, and also to C.A. Périn, an animal 

trader who owned a shop in the center of Amsterdam at Nieuwendijk 116-118. 

In July 1926, Van Geuns returned from northern Sumatra to Europe with an unspecified 

number of orangutans. He sold four of the apes to C.A. Périn, which he priced according to size: 

a giant (reuzen) male named Jacob (5000, guilders, but discounted for the Artis Zoo to 4000 

guilders), a large (groote) adult male (1400 guilders), a female (1000 guilders), and one with a 

broken foot (sex and sale price not listed). Périn sold Jacob to Kerbert, the director of the Artis 

Zoo, on 3 September 1926 (Figures 16 and 17).228 Also on the receipt are listed six adult 

Sumatran tigers (1200 guilders/individual), two young Sumatran tigers (2400 guilders/pair), two 

binturongs (250 guilders/individual), five reticulated pythons (price varied by length of the 

snake), two Javanese rhinoceros hornbills (200 guilders/bird), many other birds, and various 

turtles. The receipts do not mention who caught the animals. 
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Van Geuns also sold orangutans from 

that shipment to Hermann Ruhe, of which one 

reuzen male named Goliath ended up with 

Gustav Brandes, a zoologist at the Dresden Zoo 

in Germany. Paul Eipper, a German author 

known for his books about animals, was present 

for many of the transactions and interviewed 

both Ruhe and Van Geuns. According to 

Eipper, Van Geuns dropped off the first 

orangutan and asked Ruhe, “Would you like 

some more? If you like I can bring you a dozen. 

I might even be able to manage a whole family 

with young. I know a place that is swarming 

with them.”229 Van Geuns returned to Europe 

again from northern Sumatra in April 1927 with a shipment of 25 orangutans. News of the cargo 

spread quickly. Zoo directors, writers, photographers, and others traveled to Alfeld to observe 

and bid on the recent arrivals. Ruhe offered the orangutans for sale in adult pairs, set the price at 

25,000 German marks per pair, and sold the 25 individuals to a group of zoo representatives. 

Eipper commented that “old experienced keepers, men who for forty-five years had handled 

every conceivable kind of zoological rarity, were wild with enthusiasm when they saw this 

shipment for the first time.” 230 The orangutans were gold in the eyes of Ruhe, and he sent Van 

Geuns back to Sumatra for more.  

                                                
229 Paul Eipper and Patrick Kirwan, Animals Looking at You (New York: The Viking Press, 1929), 75. 
230 Ibid., 75.  

Figure 16 Jacob the orangutan at the Artis Zoo in Amsterdam 
in 1926. J.F. van Geuns collected Jacob in Aceh in 1926. C.A. 
Périn purchased Jacob and sold him to Coenraad Kerbert, the 
director of Artis Zoo in Amsterdam. From the 2 October 1926 
issue of De Prins der Geïllustreerde Bladen, obtained at the 
Centrale Bibliotheek in Rotterdam. 
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Wildlife traders were able to move back and forth between the colonies and metropoles 

relatively quickly due to the speeding up of transport infrastructure and communications within 

the archipelago and between the Dutch East Indies and the Netherlands. The completion of the 

Suez Canal in 1869 cut the journey from Amsterdam to Deli in half, and steamships could 

Figure 17 C.A. Périn sales receipt, 3 September 1926, SA, NAM, 3939. 
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complete a one-way trip in 40 days.231 In northern Sumatra, the Aceh Tram was completed in 

1917. It was initially built to transport soldiers and military weapons during the Dutch-Aceh 

War, but after the hostilities subsided, it was primarily used to move civilians, goods, and 

wildlife throughout the plantation belt.232 Trappers caged animals near plantations and human 

settlements and then loaded the live cargo on trains that led to the Port of Belawan. At Belawan, 

dockhands loaded the cages into the holds of ships that traveled from Sumatra to Europe. A.C. 

van der Valk, who was discussed earlier in this chapter because of his hunting exploits in 

northern Sumatra in the 1920s, outlines his itinerary transporting a load of animals from Aceh to 

Europe around the same time that Van Geuns was doing the same. Van der Valk describes the 

trip aboard a ship packed with his wildlife cargo and passengers traveling to Mecca. The journey 

started in Belawan and continued to the Port of Sabang located on an island off the north coast of 

present-day Banda Aceh. From Sabang, the ship traveled across the Indian Ocean to the Port of 

Mukalla in Yemen and then to Jeddah, where many of the passengers disembarked. The ship 

carried on through the Suez Canal and Port Said before setting off for Amsterdam.233 

Van Geuns must have taken the same route on his journeys transporting animals. On 29 

August 1927, Van Geuns arrived in Germany with 33 orangutans from Sumatra. These were sold 

en bloc to John Ringling of Ringling Brothers Circus fame who personally traveled to the port of 

Rotterdam to take the delivery.234 Only eight months later, in April 1928, Van Geuns brought 

back a haul of 44 more orangutans from northern Sumatra. His return trip that April, however, 
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did not end in Amsterdam, but instead landed in Marseilles, France. Ruhe sent most of the 

orangutans to a small zoo he owned in Cros de Cagnes, France, called the Centre 

d’Acclimatation de la Riviera. A group of the orangutans also ended up in the Cannes Zoological 

Gardens.235  Sir Hesketh Bell, a retired British colonial official who had retired to Cannes, visited 

the zoo in late April, just a few weeks after the orangutans had arrived from Sumatra. He claimed 

that at least 60 orangutans had recently arrived at the zoological garden in Cannes, and he was 

told that another group of 46 had landed in London just a few weeks earlier. Bell was stunned to 

see such a large group of orangutans in France, and he protested against the trade with a letter to 
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Figure 18 Map of the railway and tramways of the Deli Railway Company between Medan and Banda Aceh. 1890. 
Universitaire Bibliotheken Leiden, Digital Collections, D C 51,9. 
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the editor in The Times of London, published on 15 May 1928. In the letter, Bell described his 

experience viewing the orangutans from Aceh. He wrote: 

Up to quite recently a live orang in Europe was a rare spectacle, and the sudden 
appearance of more than a hundred of these distant cousins of ours must be of 
more than passing interest, not only to those who are students of the ‘ascent of 
man’, but especially to all who are keen on the preservation of tropical fauna… 
The suddenness of this large influx of specimens of the great ape, which is the 
nearest approach to man, indicates that some method of capturing them wholesale 
has recently been adopted. I learn that such is the case. It seems that a European in 
Sumatra has discovered the favourite habitat of a considerable number of orang-
utans… One is tempted to ask whether the Dutch authorities in the Far East are 
going to continue to permit the wholesale razzias that are now carried on in 
Sumatra among the nearest approach to human beings, not for the advancement of 
science - which might be some excuse - but merely, as in the case of the slave-
raiders of old, to enable a few persons to make great pecuniary profits.236 
 

Bell’s letter reveals numerous aspects of social and cultural identity in certain parts of Europe at 

the time. Louise Robbins observes that human affairs have always permeated writings about 

animals.237 Animal metaphors were at the center of the complex discourses about science, 

colonialism, animal welfare, capitalism, slavery, human rights, democracy, and other topics that 

dominated the cultural history of the period. Humans have often attached these categories to 

unique species or megafauna, such as elephants and giraffes, that touched on the sensitivities of a 

large segment of society. The human cultural construction of orangutans, and other creatures, 

most often reflects the social and political atmosphere of the time in those respective locations.238 

It was particularly the case with orangutans, as the morphological similarities between humans 

and apes appealed to the sympathies of many passers-by, such as Bell, who saw in orangutans 

reflections of themselves. 

While Sir Hesketh Bell took a recent interest in wildlife policy and protection in the East 
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Indies—he remarks in his personal journal that the object of his letter was to get the Dutch 

colonial government to stop the “wholesale outrages”— he had a background of civil service in 

Africa.239 Between 1905 to 1924, Bell served as the Governor of the Uganda Protectorate, 

Northern Nigeria Protectorate, the Leeward Islands, and Mauritius.240 During his time in Uganda, 

he had been embroiled in debates about the tsetse fly and role of wildlife culling as a sanitary 

measure.241 In 1906, Bell passed legislation that regulated game hunting with a license and 

permit system based on colonial social hierarchies and hierarchies of fauna.242 Bell was also a 

passionate big game hunter and was emblematic of the “virtuous” sportsman of the period, who 
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hunted for “spiritual satisfaction” rather than for subsistence or financial gain.243 After retiring in 

1924, Bell moved to Cannes but continued to travel, including a trip to the East Indies from 1925 

to 1926 to study Dutch systems of colonial governance. Bell was escorted across the archipelago 

by high ranking officials and was provided with a Dutch colonial version of politics in 

Indonesia.244 These experiences undoubtedly played a part in his call for action to protect 

orangutans. 

  Bell and others were concerned with the violence inflicted on orangutans as they were 

captured, caged, and transported around the world, comparing the situation to slavery. To support 

the comparison, Bell outlined his version of how the apes were caught and moved to the ports. 

Collectors visited villages in the interior, according to Bell, where they hired a “small army of 

natives” and traveled with them to the “virgin forests of which the gigantic apes have their 

homes.” The native trappers scared the orangutans until they all assembled in a specific tree. The 

trappers then cut the surrounding vegetation until only a few trees were left standing in which the 

orangutans resided, then they were felled. Strong nets were used to secure the animals who 

survived the fall. Some orangutans were wounded and died in the process. If the baby was the 

target, as was often the case, the parents were killed, and the baby taken from the parent’s grasp. 

Some collectors preferred young orangutans, as they did with other species, because they could 

be tamed quickly, were less dangerous than adults, and were easier to acclimate to captivity.245 

But zoo officials desired ‘giant’ orangutans for their displays, and so trappers would still put an 

effort forth in searching for large males.246 The captives were then forced into wooden or 

bamboo cages and carried out of the forest. From there it was almost certain that the orangutans 
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faced their demise “cooped up in cages in which they cannot stand upright” on long journeys 

around the world.247 Rijksen and Meijaard suggest that fewer than 40% of orangutans survived 

the trip and most died within their first year overseas.248 Subsequent letters speculated how many 

orangutans must have been killed in the process of trapping and transport. 

 It is unknown where Bell learned of methods for trapping orangutans, but some of the 

most detailed descriptions from the period come from the writings of A.C. van der Valk. After 

leaving his position on the oil palm and rubber estates in Deli, Van der Valk moved to a village 

near Langsa to the northwest of Deli so that he could hunt and catch animals. In a book about his 

experiences in northern Sumatra, Van der Valk describes his attempts to catch orangutans in the 

forests near his home. He and a group of local trappers spent days tracking orangutans, locating 

them high in the canopies of durian trees. Once they found an individual of interest and a suitable 

location, they cut the surrounding vegetation and felled the nearby trees to prevent escape. The 

crew then waited below with nets and weapons, as they knew the orangutan would eventually 

descend from the tree. Once the ape reached ground level, the trappers ambushed it with nets and 

rattan ropes. It was a dangerous affair for both the orangutan and the trappers, and the animal 

often won the battle. In the first few instances described by the author, the orangutans broke 

through the fibrous nets with their incredible strength and sharp teeth, and fended off the 

attackers, returning into the forest canopy.249 When the catchers finally netted an orangutan, they 

did so by keeping a cage with steel bars beside the tree to immediately detain the animal for 

transport. This version of events is slightly at odds with Bell’s description, but catching animals 

was often dependent upon context-specific factors and methods differed on a case-by-case basis.   

Tales of wildlife trapping and collecting and the violence inherent to the process were 
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common before the First World War; in fact, they were celebrated in movies, radio programs, 

and books. According to Nigel Rothfels, ‘catching stories’ before the second decade of the 

twentieth century were about killing, flaunting graphic imagery of blood, violence, death while 

expressing white, masculine power over both Indigenous peoples and non-human species.250 

Only peripherally were the stories about catching non-human species. Around the time of the 

First World War, humanitarian concerns and the promotion of animal rights and environmental 

protection were brought to the fore of society, and zoo officials, animal catchers, and others 

feared that such stories would threaten the future of the animal trade. Soon the discourse of 

traders and trappers shifted to promote their practices as civilized, humane, and for the benefit of 

scientific knowledge, even if animal catching practices remained the same over time.  

Hesketh Bell’s letter in The Times set off a flurry of responses in newspapers in Britain, 

the Netherlands, and colonial Indonesia. It is, of course, impossible to know precisely how each 

member of the public interpreted the arrival of so many orangutans in Europe. Ian Jared Miller 

comments that “[r]eception is the bogey of cultural history.”251 To complicate matters, most of 

the letters in the newspapers concerning the trade are anonymous, and so we are unable to 

discern the social positioning of the authors. Some people must have welcomed the arrival of the 

apes and the opportunity to see creatures that just a few years earlier were a rare sight in Europe. 

In the public responses to Bell, however, we mostly see a public concerned with the safety of 

orangutans and their welfare in the forests of Sumatra. The writers called for the protection of 

orangutans and other primates, frequently arguing that they should take precedence due to their 

similarities with humans. Others were alarmed about the ethical implications of their capture and 

transport; they were mortified by the violent methods used to trap orangutans and move them 
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from their forest homes to Europe and elsewhere. Some writers even called for the closing of 

zoos and an end to laboratory research on orangutans and other primates based on ethical 

grounds. Almost all the letters demanded their protection in Sumatra and an end to the wildlife 

trade.252  

Representatives from the major environmental organizations in Europe and North 

America at the time also wrote letters to Bell, explaining the work they were already doing to 

slow the orangutan trade. P. Chalmers Mitchell, secretary of the Zoological Society of London, 

replied with a letter in The Times of London, writing that he had taken steps through Dutch 

friends to advocate the prohibition of such animal collection methods. In an attempt to defend the 

London Zoo’s orangutans, Mitchell stated that they only accepted the apes “reluctantly” and that 

they had recently refused the purchase of all orangutans, even when they were “offered on very 

advantageous terms.” At the end of his letter, Mitchell called for an end to the trade in all 

monkeys and anthropoid apes, unless before shipping they were “tame enough to be handled and 

examined.”253 For Mitchell, it was not so much that the trade had to end, but that the methods of 

capture had to be more humane and that the standards of acclimatization had to be improved. 

Such a response is to be expected from a zoological representative. 

But the letters of protest also touched the nerves of a reader in Sumatra for different 
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reasons. The anonymous respondent, who very well might have been A.C. van der Valk, wrote 

his or her critique of Bell’s letter in the 28 August 1928 issue of the Deli-Courant, a newspaper 

based in Medan in northern Sumatra. The author of the letter appears to have been a wildlife 

trader, and he or she responded by defending the practices of wildlife catching and the methods 

used to capture orangutans. The person wrote, “Sir Heskett (sic) Bell, the ex-governor of 

Mauritius, has done in The Times a curiously childlike and silly story about the trapping of 

orangutans; at least as he imagined how the animals were trapped. How that story has been 

conceived is beyond me… In any case, in May (1928) when I was with the people who 

transported orangutans to London, I was able to see that such follies (as described by Bell) are 

impossible.”254 The writer continued that they took the utmost care of the animals during capture 

and transport and that capturing orangutans was necessary for science and the betterment of 

society. The trapper also disparaged Mitchell and his take on the trade in orangutans. The author 

moved on from Bell and accused Mitchell and the British of being “stuffy,” for there are still 

“hundreds and thousands of orangutans in Sumatra.”255 The writer then closed the letter with a 

question: “Is it not interesting to science, that at this moment almost every zoo in Europe can be 

seen a very large adult orangutan and its baby, a kind which some years ago was seen very 

sporadically in Europe?”256 In this letter, we see that the author described the trade as humane 

with care given to the orangutans—the primary goal of the trader, after all, was to keep the 

orangutans alive until sale. Second, the author calls attention to the necessity of the trade for the 
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science that many conservationists also promoted and practiced. 

Unfortunately, there are no responses to the wildlife trader’s letter, but P.G. van 

Tienhoven wrote to Bell on 5 July 1928. He reassured Bell that the Netherlands Commission for 

the International Protection of Nature was working with the Governor-General in Buitenzorg 

(Bogor, Indonesia) and the Minister of the Colonies in The Hague to propose legislation banning 

the trade in threatened species.257 Van Tienhoven promptly translated Bell’s and Mitchell’s 

letters and passed them on to government officials, eventually landing them on the desk of the 

Governor-General of the East Indies. His goal in these actions was to continue to put pressure on 

the colonial government and members of the Volksraad—a People’s Council in the Indies 

comprising both Dutch and Indonesian elected members and members appointed by the 

Governor-General—to pass ordinances banning the trade in what the NCIN considered to be 

threatened species. A door had opened for the NCIN to pursue their goals and Van Tienhoven 

stoked the fire. He not only sent communications to Dutch officials, but also to prominent media 

outlets at home and in Indonesia to keep the issue in the public’s eye. He maintained on-going 

communications with J. Kalff, the editor-in-chief of the Algemeen Handelsblad. His letter on 13 

July 1928 was one of appreciation to Kalff for publishing the letters of Bell and Mitchell in full, 

whereas the N.R.C. (Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant) only published sections of the letters and 

went so far as to edit parts on their own accord. In another letter, he wrote that he was appalled at 

the “incomprehensible slowness of the Government here and in the Netherlands Indies” for 

continuing to postpone a ban on the export of orangutans. He lamented that the media attention in 

other countries given to the orangutan problem continued to cast on the Netherlands a “bad light 

across the whole scientific world (geheele wetenschappelyke wereld).”258 

                                                
257 P.G. van Tienhoven to Hesketh Bell, 20 July 1928, SA, NCIN, 194. 
258 P.G. van Tienhoven to J. Kalff, 13 July 1928, SA, NCIN, 194. 



 

121 

 The practice of colonial conservation around the world was often influenced by colonial 

rivalries, public debates, and premised on ideologies of modernization and civilization.259 This is 

as true of colonial Africa, as described by Bernhard Gissibl, as it is of Indonesia, albeit with a 

different historical context. The Dutch had insecurities in their place among the colonial powers 

of the day, and especially in their relationship with the British. Many Dutch colonial policies and 

practices were not only actions taken with an eye toward the colony or the economy, but also 

with another in the direction of their colonial neighbors. Members of the Dutch Parliament 

(Tweede Kamer) often discussed policies in comparison with actions taken by the British and 

French, in particular, who also had colonies in Southeast Asia. Van Tienhoven seemed keenly 

aware of the Dutch position in the field of science and conservation in comparison to the other 

imperial powers of the day. He had been in close communication with many of world’s 

prominent scientists and conservation leaders since the first decade of the twentieth century, 

including, among many others, C.W. Hobley, the director of the Society for the Preservation of 

the Wild Fauna of the Empire in London, William Hornaday, H.J. Coolidge, the secretary of the 

American Committee for International Wildlife Protection, and Paul Sarasin, a Swiss naturalist, 

ethnologist, and early leader of the international movement. Van Tienhoven wanted the NCIN to 

be a world leader in conservation, but he had to get the colonial government on board with his 

plans to achieve that goal. Historian Bernhard Schär recently wrote that the Dutch used crises to 

“engage in a kind of ‘politics of embarrassment’, thus managing and exploiting the fears of an 

imperial ‘Dwarf’ to lose face in a game of ‘Giants’.”260 Van Tienhoven, it appears, aimed to use 

the public backlash over the orangutan trade to put pressure on the Dutch government to act on 
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both species and habitat protection, hoping the protests would ignite a movement to implement 

nature reserves in Sumatra.  

Other European powers had confronted environmental concerns in their colonies before 

the orangutan situation in the late 1920s, as had the Dutch. It was mentioned in the introduction 

that wildlife laws had passed in many colonial African countries before the turn of the twentieth 

century. But legal protections for the orangutan came later. At the London Convention of 1900, 

Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal, and the Congo Free State signed a treaty to 

cooperate in protecting wildlife in Africa, although it was never ratified and its enforcement 

rested in the hands of individual colonial governments under pressure from conservation lobbies 

and public opinion.261 In 1908, the Netherlands Society for the Protection of Animals 

(Nederlandsche Vereeniging tot Bescherming van Dieren) wrote to the Minister of the Colonies, 

suggesting that the Dutch were out of step with international opinion and practice and that 

legislation was needed to protect fauna in the colonies. The colonial government succumbed to 

the pressure in 1909 and announced the Ordinance for the Protection of Certain Wild Mammals 

and Birds. Under this ordinance, however, tigers and all primates and monkeys were excluded on 

the grounds that they were a threat to humans and their agricultural plots. Boomgaard explains 

that the 1909 Ordinance gave protection to all wild mammals and birds, but “excepted so many 

categories of animals, namely all animals that were deemed harmful, that its effect was 

practically nil.”262 In 1924, the Dutch passed an ordinance banning the hunting of most protected 

species in Indonesia without a special permit, including rhinoceros and orangutans, but the law 

did not protect those species from trapping and transport while alive.263 It would have had little 

bearing on scientific and zoological collections, except for researchers and museums who wanted 
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animal skeletons, and would have had the most significant impact on native peoples and Chinese 

traders who collected animal parts, including rhino horn and ivory particularly for Asian markets. 

The 1924 Ordinance was also limited to Java and thus offered no protections to orangutans, 

which the Dutch corrected with an additional decree in 1925.264  

Environmentalists and scientists were advocating for the protection of a threatened animal 

due to fears of its extinction, yet they knew very little about orangutan populations in Indonesia. 

At the time, researchers had yet to gather accurate information regarding the habitats, 

populations, and social behaviors of Sumatran orangutans. Researchers only started to conduct 

orangutan surveys in Sumatra and Borneo in the 1930s.265 Officials only knew that orangutans 

were arriving in zoos around the globe at an alarming rate—they were not only traded to Europe 

and North America, but also Japan, Australia, and many other countries around the world. Van 

Geuns was undoubtedly not the only trader, but he was the one who received the most attention 

in the media. Between 1919 and 1920, ten adults and fourteen or fifteen young arrived in 

traveling menageries and zoos in Japan.266 The Dutch were also selling orangutans to other 

countries, and in 1929 they ended orangutan sales to Australia because of reports that Australian 

zoos were in turn selling the apes to zoos in the US.267 There was great concern among many 

Europeans over the future of orangutan populations in Sumatra and Borneo, but at the same time, 

they were also used as a figurehead for a broader movement to gain rights to land, expand 

existing nature reserves, and construct more expansive conservation areas in the East Indies. The 

discourse of environmentalists, scientists, and others shifted dramatically in those few years. It 

                                                
264 Staatsblad 1925, No. 566; and Boomgaard, “Oriental Nature”, 269.  
265 Rijksen and Meijaard, Our Vanishing Relative, 139. 
266 Ken Kawata, “Zoological Gardens of Japan,” in Zoo and Aquarium History: Ancient Animal 
Collections to Zoological Gardens, ed. Vernon N. Kisling (Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press, 2001), 304.  
267 Catherine de Courcy, “Zoological Gardens of Australia,” in Zoo and Aquarium History: Ancient 
Animal Collections to Zoological Gardens, ed. Vernon N. Kisling (Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press, 2001), 
198.  



 

124 

was a moment when visions of Leuser as terra incognita and pristine nature faded into a 

perception of Leuser as a space of imperiled (and imperial) nature: a space of crisis in which the 

environment would forever be in a struggle against humans. That discursive and perceptive shift 

has had real consequences for local peoples in Leuser ever since, determining their legal access 

to water, food, and other resources, as well as their land use practices. 

Sara Pritchard et al. point out that crises of any sort are rarely straightforward; “they are 

produced and experienced through social relations such as class, sovereignty, and expertise, and 

they are narrated through stories that themselves have significant material implications. Stories 

about crisis call into service and assert the legitimacy of certain kinds of knowledge.”268 The 

connotation of crisis implies that something must be done, or else; or else the global community 

will forever lose the Sumatran orangutan to extinction. From the colonial perspective, the 

orangutan crisis required foreign expertise in the form of environmentalists and scientists to 

diagnose the problem, produce knowledge of the region and its environment, and then 

disseminate the findings to influence policy change. Colonial officials fabricated a norm for the 

Gayo and Alaslands in Aceh from which the crisis deviated; the standard response was a period 

before there were such large numbers of orangutans in Europe. But the prescription required 

more than a return to the past, as the primary threat to orangutans was the colonial project, 

science, and cultural institutions in the imperial centers. Europeans were the principal actors 

transporting orangutans to Europe. The prognosis then involved the proposal for new historical 

trajectories and futures that aimed to reduce the orangutan trade, while also extending and 

deepening colonial territorial control of the land and maritime borders. 
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The Orangutan Trade and Colonial Policy 

It was an advantageous historical moment for the NCIN and others protesting the 

exploitation of flora and fauna in Indonesia. Bell’s letter brought the debate to the public, which 

put pressure on colonial governments to act.  Only a year after Bell’s letter to the editor, the 

Fourth Pacific Science Congress was held in Bandung, Java in May 1929, under the auspices of 

the Netherlands Indies Science Council and the Netherlands Indies Government. The Minister of 

the Colonies, the Governor-General of the East Indies, and the top scientists in Indonesia at the 

time were in attendance, along with an estimated 250 overseas delegates. Global leaders of 

science and conservation traveled to Bandung from the United States, Canada, Australia, Japan, 

China, France, Germany, Great Britain, the Philippines, Sweden—twenty-four countries in total 

were represented. It was a big event for the colonial government and the Science Council, and 

they had spent years planning the conference and the excursions that were part of it.269  

Nature protection was one of the central themes of the Congress. In the deliberations on 

nature protection in the Pacific World, attendees discussed scientific collections and the global 

wildlife trade. Van Tienhoven was in attendance as well as other leaders from the numerous 

international nature protection organizations. Three resolutions were passed concerning the 

wildlife trade:  

The creation of a standing committee for the protection of nature in and around 
the Pacific. The promotion of the passage of governmental regulations by which 
the importation of all living specimens or skins, feathers or other parts of the 
bodies of wild animals will be prohibited unless the consignment is accompanied 
by a license issued by proper authorities. The limitation of unrestricted collecting 
of plants and animals in the Pacific Islands.270  
 

The outcomes of the Pacific Science Congress placed pressure on the Dutch to regulate the 

wildlife trade, especially because science leaders within the government hosted the event. Dutch 
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conservationists and scientists used the public event to apply similar pressures to the British and 

French so that they might begin to manage the wildlife trade in Malaya, Singapore, and 

Indochina. Scientists and statesmen from around the world were now paying attention to wildlife 

protection in island Southeast Asia, which the Congress considered part of the Pacific. 

Both the British and Dutch colonial governments debated the resolutions soon after the 

Congress, and they cooperated closely in creating legislation specifically aimed at curbing the 

orangutan trade from Sumatra across the Straits of Melaka to British Malaya. Fiona Tan points 

out that a few years earlier, in 1928 and again in 1929, prominent Dutch government officials 

reached out to the Singaporean government, requesting that the British consider legislation 

banning the importation of orangutans.271 Dutch conservation leaders knew that any serious 

attempts to curtail the trade would require political action on both sides of the Straits of Melaka, 

as well as in ports in Europe. Van Tienhoven also believed that if the British passed legislation, 

the Dutch would soon follow. In 1930, the British approved an order prohibiting the importation 

of orangutans in the Malay States, Straits Settlements, and Singapore.272 A year later, the Dutch 

passed their own export ban on protected species, making it illegal to catch alive, trade dead or 

alive, or hold protected species in captivity.273 The measures were in large part due to the stream 

of orangutans taken from Sumatra across the Straits to Melaka, Penang, and Singapore. Both the 

British and the Dutch cited the letters of Hesketh Bell and P. Chalmers Mitchell, the orangutan 

crisis of the late-1920s, and the Fourth Pacific Science Congress in debates over the legislation. 

British officials called attention to the “strong protest” and adverse publicity in European 
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newspapers, undoubtedly referring to Bell’s letter and the following debate, because of the large 

numbers of orangutans transported from Indonesia to Singapore, and then on to Europe. The 

British in the Straits Settlements urged customs officers to enforce strict observance of the ban, 

and they ordered steam-engine companies not to transport orangutans without government 

permission.274   

It appears from the records that the orangutan trade slowed in the years following the 

legal protections put in place on both sides of the Straits of Melaka, although it was an 

impossible task to eradicate the practice. The orangutan habitat crossed the highlands of northern 

Sumatra and continued into the coastal lowlands along the Indian Ocean to the west and the 

Straits of Melaka to the east. Monitoring and regulating the goods, people, and non-human 

species that passed through the ports was just as futile a task as establishing control over the 

highland interior. Eric Tagliacozzo shows that neither the British nor the Dutch were able to 

effectively stamp out piracy and trafficking in drugs, weapons, goods, people, and also non-

human species such as orangutans, even as they heightened surveillance measures along the 

coast, increased the numbers of colonial agents who patrolled the seas and ports, and 

implemented a host of new rules and regulations.275 Dutch control in the southern highland 

interior of Aceh was just as limited. The Dutch were unable to effectively consolidate the 

highlands into the colonial territory until after the Dutch-Aceh War around 1913. Even then, the 

colonial government in Aceh had to assign permanent military patrols in Gayo Lues and the 

Alaslands, the region that would become the heart of the Gunung Leuser Game Reservation 

(Wildreservaat Goenoeng Leuser) in the 1930s, attempting to subdue local resistance that 
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continued until Indonesian independence.276 Policing the interior of Aceh was not an easy task 

for the Dutch, owing to its dense tropical forests, mountainous geography, and the ability of the 

native inhabitants to avoid contact with colonial officials by maneuvering along footpaths 

throughout the highlands. Trappers and traders, it seems, were often able to evade enforcement 

both in the interior and in the ports. The fines imposed on traders were also not deterrents, as 

they were less than the price orangutans commanded on the global market. 

Van Geuns and other collectors continued to take orangutans from northern Sumatra to 

locations around the world. Some collectors had already developed close networks within the 

government and local communities to work around the laws, while others moved into the 

shadows to smuggle species out of the Indies. Wildlife traders, scientists, and others obtained 

permits from the Governor-General to collect species for scientific purposes, but the colonial 

government did not grant permits for all species or to all persons. By the mid-1930s, Sumatran 

and Javan rhinoceros were off-limits entirely, even to Dutch scientific institutions, as they were 

feared to be on the verge of extinction.277 Van Geuns continued to return to Europe with small 

groups of orangutans up until the Second World War. He had secured close relationships with 

colonial officials and was a key informant for regional authorities, as were other wildlife traders. 

A.C. van der Valk wrote to Van Tienhoven on 20 September 1927 from Aceh to describe the 

global market for rhinoceros. He cited Van Geuns as his source of information. The letter 

explained that Van Geuns had outlined for him the cost of a dead rhino body, its skin per square 

foot, its horn per kilogram, and bottles of its urine and blood.278 C.R. Carpenter, a prominent 

American primatologist, learned about orangutan populations from Van Geuns on his research 
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trip to Aceh in 1937. Dutch officials told Carpenter that Van Geuns could provide the most 

accurate information on the spatial distribution of orangutans in northern Sumatra.279 The 

officials provided Carpenter with Van Geuns’ contact information in Aceh. Van Geuns also 

placed advertisements in Sumatran newspapers throughout the colonial period for his business of 

selling and buying animals. According to records, he was the first trader to bring orangutans out 

of Indonesia after the Second World War in 1946.280 The controller of the port of Belawan wrote 

to the Rotterdam Zoo (Rotterdamsche Diergaarde) in 1953 that Van Geuns exported twenty-four 

orangutans from Medan between 1948 to 1952.281 It was not until March 1954 that Indonesian 

authorities arrested Van Geuns for an advertisement in a Medan newspaper in which he offered 

to purchase numerous species that were protected by law.282 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter on the colonial history of the orangutan trade is intended to draw attention to 

the historical processed that led to environmental conservation in northern Sumatra. The practice 

of protecting nature is a human construct, and this history highlights some of the contexts behind 

colonial decisions to pursue the creation of wildlife ordinances in colonial Indonesia. It began 

with a look at some of the causes of that trade, linking in particular animal-human engagement in 

northern Sumatra during the late colonial period to large-scale agricultural development. In the 

early twentieth century, the Dutch built scientific research institutions on plantations in Sumatra 

to study horticultural techniques and improve economic output. Many researchers in these 

institutions were connected to science networks that spanned the globe. Knowledge and 

                                                
279 C.R. Carpenter Personal Journal, Clarence Ray Carpenter Papers, PSUA 149, 1918-1976, Penn State 
University Libraries. 
280 Jones, “The Orang Utan”, 21. 
281 “Verklaring,” 10 March 1953, SA, NCIN, 194. 
282  “Uit het Bulletin van de Union Internationale pour la Protection de la Nature van Juni/Juli 1954,” 
Nederlandsche Commissie voor Internationale Natuurbescherming, Mededelingen, No. 15 (1955): 67. 



 

130 

information spread through these networks, but so too did non-human species to zoological 

institutions and laboratories. I suggest that orangutans were the most sought-after Sumatran 

species at the time in Europe and elsewhere. This chapter then interrogated public responses to 

the growing orangutan diaspora in Europe, eliciting the sociocultural views of certain species and 

the influences of the public debates and subsequent state action on spatial production in northern 

Sumatra. I have argued that this process highlights the emergence of a script, or a process 

through which environmental conservation and crisis were produced at the time, owing in part to 

colonial exploitation being brought from the colonies back to the metropoles, igniting public 

protests in Europe and North America.  

 The script played out in colonial spaces around the world around the turn of the twentieth 

century—in the 1880s with elephants in East Africa, for instance, and with birds-of-paradise in 

New Guinea.283 Following public pressures, legal protections were given to orangutans both in 

colonial Indonesia and across the Straits of Melaka in the British territories. But social and legal 

regulations and wildlife ordinances were only one piece of the nature protection puzzle for Dutch 

conservationists in Indonesia. The next step was to gain rights to the land where the Sumatran 

orangutan lived and construct nature reserves, or natuurmonumenten, to protect its habitat. 

Conservation was only possible due to Indigenous dispossession and the accumulation of 

territory by the state, and the Dutch military had started the process with an invasion into the 

Gayo and Alaslands in 1904. The orangutan trade and the subsequent crisis not only impacted 

import-export policies and border control measures in the maritime realms, but they were also 

central to the control of land and the borders created on land in northern Sumatra. Dutch 
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conservation leaders, particularly Van Tienhoven and F.C. van Heurn, were certainly interested 

in protecting other threatened species, especially the Sumatran elephant and rhinoceros, but the 

orangutan controversy opened a window for them to pursue loftier goals, such as habitat 

conservation. Van Tienhoven and Van Heurn collaborated with the Governor of Aceh, A. Ph. 

van Aken, military officials, village leaders, and others to acquire native territories and create the 

Leuser Reserves in the 1930s. Orangutans, however, remained in a precarious position and the 

trade continued. 

 The wildlife ordinances did, however, save face for the Dutch on the colonial stage. The 

government had cleansed its hands of responsibility. It had displaced the central role of 

colonialism, science, and entertainment in the orangutan trade, and undermined wildlife 

protection laws by handing out collection and trade permits and denied responsibility when 

accused of exacerbating the situation. Interestingly enough, L.P. de Bussy, who had returned to 

Holland after a career at the Deli Experiment Station, and Coenraad Kerbert, the director of the 

Royal Artis Zoo in Amsterdam, who had together brought hundreds of species from Leuser to 

Europe were both on the board of the NCIN throughout the process of creating wildlife 

protection ordinances. Regardless, it does appear that the orangutan trade slowed in the following 

years, possibly as a result of the chaos and instability of the Second World War and 

decolonization together with environmental regulations, the creation of nature reserves, and 

policing.  

Imperiled nature in Leuser could not only be repaired and protected with social 

regulations and legislation, according to environmentalists. The next step was to gain rights to 

the land where the Sumatran orangutan lived and create and implement conservation zones to 

protect its habitat. Conservation was only possible due to Indigenous dispossession and the 

accumulation of territory by the state, and the Dutch military had started the process with the 
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invasion of the Gayo and Alaslands in 1904. The orangutan trade and the subsequent crisis not 

only impacted import-export policies and border control measures in the maritime realms; they 

were also central to the control of land and the borders created on land in northern Sumatra. F.C. 

van Heurn and Van Tienhoven collaborated with military officials in Aceh, local leaders, the 

Governor-General, and other officials to create the Leuser Reserves in the 1930s in large part for 

the protection of orangutans. The construction of the reserves marked the moment when the 

colonial government dispossessed Indigenous peoples of ownership of their lands. In the next 

chapter, I take a closer look at the creation of the Leuser Nature Reserves in the 1930s, a process 

that was ultimately about controlling nature, controlling people, and deepening the reach of 

colonial rule. At a more conceptual level, it was about the separation of nature – culture, nature – 

society.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

MAKING NATURE KNOWABLE: CONSERVATION, CAPITALISM, AND 

BIOPROSPECTING, 1919-1930  

 

In the first few decades of the twentieth century, the Dutch colonial government 

expanded their reach into the so-called Outer Islands. They were concerned with establishing 

control over the peoples of the archipelago to make rural ecologies productive to empire, capital, 

and science. In certain regions, however, Dutch explorers found few economic opportunities and 

a local population that resisted colonial consolidation. This was the case with the Leuser region 

of northern Sumatra. At the time, Leuser was mostly known to the Dutch as a place of resistance 

from the Gayo, Alas, and Acehnese peoples and for the biodiversity of the forests, as I suggested 

in the previous chapter on the history of the wildlife trade primarily in Sumatran orangutans. 

While Europeans were enamored with the wildlife of Leuser, they were most familiar with those 

species through encounters on plantations and in trading centers in the coastal lowlands and zoos 

in both the colonies and Europe. The flora of the region around 1910 was still mostly unknown to 

Western science. In their study of birds in the Leuser region in 1921, F.C. van Heurn and 

R.C.E.G.J. Baron Snouckaert van Schauburg wrote that “the Gayo countries still belong to those 

regions of the earth which, although the main settlements and the roads are accurately known, 

nevertheless are still immense areas that belong more fully to terra incognita.”284After the 

colonization of Leuser in the early twentieth century, the northern Sumatran frontier became 
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more accessible and afforded opportunities for foreign explorers to assess the biodiversity of the 

region and search for plants and animals new to science and of economic interest.   

This chapter examines the early history of environmental conservation in colonial 

Indonesia and connects that history to Dutch attempts to make nature legible through botanical 

collecting and bioprospecting. Around 1908, Dutch conservationists in both the East Indies and 

back in the metropole became interested in implementing protected areas across the archipelago, 

but they first had to identify places that fit their sociocultural definitions of spaces worthy of 

protection. Drawing inspiration from environmental movements around the globe, 

conservationists began assigning aesthetic and scientific value to areas across the East Indies, 

modeling their paper plans after protected areas elsewhere, including Yellowstone and Mount 

Rainer National Parks in the United States and Val Cluozza National Park in Switzerland. Before 

they could assess the value of protected areas, however, they first had to make nature knowable 

in a way that made sense to the Dutch colonial mentality. To do so in Leuser, conservationists 

relied primarily on the military and increasingly on the reports and findings of botanists, 

botanical collectors both native and foreign, surveyors, forestry officials, biologists, and 

naturalists.  

Scientific expeditions into Leuser in the early twentieth century can be understood as a 

case study in a global project to make nature legible in all corners of the globe through 

exploration. I refer to these later expeditions in the first half of the 1900s as part of the second 

wave of exploration, following two centuries of European global expansion in search of 

commodities and specialized knowledge of flora and fauna, and their geographic distribution, 

trading conventions, and so on. The first wave of global bioprospecting peaked in the early 

modern world in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries during the scientific revolution and 

global expansion. Many scholars have drawn attention to the explosion of European botanical 
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exploration throughout the world in the early period, highlighting the construction and movement 

of scientific knowledge, the trade and transfer of biological materials, and more broadly, the role 

of bioprospecting in the expansion of empire.285 Exploration and collections were often the work 

of trading company staff, including engineers, doctors, naturalists, geographers, and others that 

occupied senior technical positions. They traveled the globe as diplomats and military men, but 

they also accumulated antiquarian collections, herbariums, and cartographic data on their 

journeys, which they brought with them back to the metropoles, elevating themselves in status 

and ranking in the learned societies of Europe. These figures played a central role in the global 

expansion of empire. 

 Bruno Latour, David Mackay, and others have convincingly argued that scientific 

explorers were “agents of empire” that helped to consolidate new territories, identified new drugs 

and luxury imports, and transported and acclimatized valuable plants that fueled colonial 

expansion.286 Similarly, Londa Schiebinger contends that botany and the taxonomic reasoning 

and ordering of nature were “tools of empire,” riffing off Daniel Headrick.287 Nowhere is this 

more apparent than in the struggles to monopolize the spice trade, rubber production, and the 
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seeds of Cinchona, the source of alkaloid quinine used to cure malaria and other virulent 

fevers.288  This was as true of the first wave of exploration as it was the second wave that I 

describe below. During the second wave, however, colonialism and its institutions, forms of 

knowledge, and ideologies were firmly entrenched throughout the Global South, and 

bioprospectors and conservationists were directly agents of the state, working to build upon the 

foundations of empire and expand its reach. Explorers still searched for economic species for 

luxury, subsistence and trade, and those that could improve the human health, and especially the 

health of colonial actors, but their explorations and findings also played a direct role in land 

accumulation and colonial consolidation. Indeed, John Gaventa has argued that in rural areas rich 

in natural resources, the “acquisition of land is the first step in the process of economic 

development and the establishment of power.”289 Before acquiring land, however, imperial 

powers had to create economic value for the land based on the potential for extracting 

commodities.   

In colonial spaces, there was a race to expand territorial control and accumulate property, 

and colonial officials and military personnel, and botanists, biologists, ornithologists, 

geographers, and others from the academies and universities in Europe and North America, many 

of whom had gained employment at scientific laboratories and experimental stations in the 

colonies, were central to the process. For example, W. Baptist, the administrative officer (civiel 

gezaghebber) at Lokop in the northeast section of Leuser, is credited in the colonial records as 

having identified and collected a new species of Rafflesia flower along the Djernih River in 
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Serbajadi in 1914.290 By 1919, as I describe below, Dutch conservationists had already for 

demarcated in that region a protected area for Rafflesia.      

This chapter investigates the politics of land accumulation for environmental 

conservation purposed in highland Sumatra and the initial attempts of botanical and biological 

explorers to make nature in Leuser knowable. In doing so, bioprospectors, collectors, scientists, 

and others had to separate nature from human society, identifying each plant and animal at the 

individual level and abstracting the species from the broader ecology. Nature in Leuser, as 

elsewhere, has for as long as people have lived there been a “web of life encompassing all human 

activity.”291 David Harvey suggests that human-constructed environments cannot be separated 

from ecological processes.292 The colonial project, however, attempted new ideological and 

spatial separations of people from Nature and severed historical nature-society relationships. 

Leuser became a space in which the colonial military, officials, scientists, conservationists, and 

others began reordering society-nature arrangements, or Nature with a capital N—Nature made 

legible, coded, rationalized, and externalized to serve capital, empire, and science.293 These 

socio-ecological projects were central to empire and colonial expansion, and this chapter is 

concerned with the resulting transformations in northern Sumatra in the late colonial period. 

More broadly, this is a case study of the contexts of, and mechanisms used in the creation of a 

space of Nature, and by which Indigenous dispossession and global science and conservation 

could take place. 
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Moreover, I explore the connections between conservation and the commercialization of 

biological resources in Leuser. At the same moment that conservationists were devising plans for 

nature reserves in Leuser, forestry officials and bioprospectors came to realize the economic 

potential of the tropical pine forests in the highlands. The resin from the Sumatran pine (Pinus 

merkusii) was used in shipbuilding and the manufacture of paint, paper, soaps, ink, and oil for 

lamps and lighting in much the same way as pine resins produced in the Southern United States 

and elsewhere at the time. I argue in this chapter that the presence of a botanical species of 

economic interest shaped conservation plans, colonial perceptions of the highland forests, and set 

the beginnings of a socio-ecological project in Leuser. Colonial descriptions of Sumatran pine 

forests in Leuser also brings to light the ignorance of Dutch officials regarding the knowledge 

and capabilities of Indigenous peoples in Leuser, their constructions and visions of nature, and 

the ideologies behind protected areas in the East Indies.  

 

A Socio-Ecological Project in the Netherlands East Indies 

In the early to mid-twentieth century, ecological science and environmentalisms moved 

beyond economics and human health and were directly tied to the accumulation of territory 

through conservation. Environmental attitudes and scientific practice were both central to 

conservation practices. A transnational environmentalist ethos emerged at the time that was 

rooted in a protectionist, colonial mentality that non-human species and ecosystems around the 

globe were under threat from exploitation and they needed to be protected and saved. It was the 

new ‘white man’s burden.’ William Cronon has so famously argued that European and American 

environmental attitudes, romanticized visions of wilderness, and laments about the passing 

frontier were in part responsible for the movement to set aside national parks and wilderness 
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areas.294 Nostalgic visions of the frontier and pristine wilderness certainly played a role in the 

conservation movement in the United States and elsewhere around the world in the twentieth 

century. In Europe, environmentalists held nostalgic visions of wilderness, but Kupper argues 

that conservation in the European context was based primarily on scientific advancement.295 The 

Dutch designed conservation plans in colonial Indonesia based on principals that drew from 

American and European ideologies and practices, but in each location nature protection was 

carried out for different reasons and in different ways.  

 In the case of northern Sumatra, European visions of wilderness and exotic species, 

along with scientific field experiences led both conservationists and scientists to contest 

ecologically destructive colonial practices, such as plantation expansion and the wildlife trade, 

while also deepening their belief that protecting ecosystems was only possible through a more 

invasive, yet different brand of colonialism. The new form of colonialism can be understood as 

the interface between ecological imperialism, described so famously by Alfred Crosby, and neo-

ecological imperialism, as theorized by Gregory Cushman. Crosby argued that in the process of 

early European expansion, explorers diffused Eurasian plants, diseases, and animals around the 

globe. Ecological imperialism was a massive displacement of local ecologies, inclusive of 

humans, non-human species, and plants, in favor of biological “neo-Europes.”296 One aspect of 

ecological imperialism was the domination of European agriculture. Agricultural advances in the 

colonies were still being carried out at the turn of the twentieth century, especially in places like 

the East Coast of Sumatra where tobacco and rubber plantations continued to replace forested 
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landscapes. Cushman explains, on the other hand, that neo-ecological imperialism “primarily 

focused on the maintenance and improvement of environments already inhabited by European-

derived peoples.”297 In the first few decades of the twentieth century, the Dutch were developing 

conservation zones in the East Indies. The protected areas were not only used to maintain and 

improve habitats, as Cushman notes, but also for geological, biological, and botanical research 

and for collecting economic plant species. Botanical exploration and botanical science were 

influenced by, and also influenced, applied botany. Applied botany was more than science for the 

sake of knowledge. Indeed, botany was “big science” and “big business” and finding and 

identifying valuable plants was essential to state-making.298 This, of course, was not a new 

enterprise. As scholars from Mintz to Kloppenburg have amply demonstrated, transferring 

commercial plant species around the global periphery, applying science, technology, and labor to 

the production of commodities from these plants in colonial settings, and then marketing the 

products to core populations, has been an imperial practice since Columbus.299 Defining features 

of neo-ecological imperialism were land accumulation for environmental protection, the 

dispossession of native peoples, and the discovery and production of economic species native to 

colonial spaces, such as Pinus merkusii as I discuss below.      

Instead of territorial accumulation for extraction or production, space was bounded and 

managed to remain ‘natural.’ Although in practice, conservation was often only implemented in 

areas where minerals or oil had not yet been discovered or in regions where development was not 

practical due to local resistance or topography—Leuser fit both bills. Victor de Stuers, a well-
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known Dutch politician, argued in 1905 that Dutch interests in the Gayo and Alaslands were 

centered around oil and natural resources.300 Indeed, a mining engineer accompanied the Van 

Daalen expedition into the Aceh interior in 1904, but he scouted for oil and minerals without 

success.301 Certain species were also deemed of such importance to the global community that 

they took priority over economic development (e.g., the Komodo dragon and the Javan 

rhinoceros), but in other cases, species were only protected in sections of their habitat that could 

not be developed. The Sumatran orangutan, for example, was protected in the highlands of 

Sumatra where development was almost impossible to implement due to the mountainous 

geography, while conservation zones did not receive approval in the lowland regions that had the 

potential for development or oil and mineral extraction. As I will discuss in more detail in the 

next chapter, conservationists in the 1920s proposed that the Leuser reserves extend to the west 

coast of Aceh to include the Tripa swamp area, but the colonial government kept the boundaries 

limited to the mountainous interior. Conservation, as it remains today, was a constant tug of war 

between native inhabitants, nongovernmental organizations, legislative bodies, capitalists, and 

transnational corporations. 

The Dutch brought European environmental conservation practices to colonial Indonesia 

in the late nineteenth century. The Society for the Protection of Birds (Vereniging tot 

Bescherming van Vogels) was established in 1899 in the Netherlands, mostly in response to the 

devastation of fashion trends at the time, especially the use of dead birds on hats, on wild bird 

populations. Birds of paradise and other vibrant bird species from the East Indies were driven to 

near extinction.302 The Protection of Wildlife Ordinance of 1909 was the first conservation policy 
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in the East Indies, and in theory, it protected certain orchids, birds of paradise, the Javan peacock, 

the argus pheasant, rhinoceros, banteng (wild cattle), and orangutans, but in practice it did 

little.303 Serious efforts towards the protection of nature took root in the archipelago in the first 

decade of the twentieth century. S.H. Koorders, a Dutch botanist and expert on the forests of 

Java, left the Netherlands Indies Society for Natural History (Nederlandsch-Indische 

Natuurhistorische Vereeniging, founded in 1901) and established the Netherlands Indies Society 

for the Protection of Nature (Nederlandsch-Indische Vereeniging tot Natuurbescherming, 

hereafter, the NVN). The NVN was mostly comprised of upper-class government officials, 

forestry officers, scientists, planters, and others based in Indonesia.304 The primary goals of the 

NVN were to make nature legible and gain ownership of land. First, they aimed to create an 

inventory of rare and “interesting” flora, fauna, forests, and geological and paleontological sites 

across the archipelago and classify them according to district, subdistrict, and desa (village). 

They would then petition the colonial government to take measures to preserve those species and 

spaces. The NVN planned to cultivate favorable public opinion of the nature of the East Indies by 

promoting the sites and scientific studies in pamphlets, books, magazines, and newspaper 

editorials. Finally, members intended to collect money for a fund that would pay for the NVN’s 

activities, scientific research, and the purchase of land for conservation.305 
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 In the founding document of the NVN, they outlined two types of natural monuments 

(natuurmonumenten): “Scientific natural monuments” for plants, animals, geological, and 

paleontological sites, and “Aesthetic natural monuments” based on Dutch imaginings of unique 

landscapes. Their vision for conservation in Indonesia was influenced by national park systems 

in the United States, Germany, Switzerland, Africa, and elsewhere. They referenced the U.S. 

system and its focus on landscapes, particularly in Yosemite and Mount Rainer, as their model 

for aesthetic nature monuments and Val Cluozza National Park (now a part of Swiss National 

Park) in Switzerland as a blueprint for science nature monuments.306 Melchior Treub, the director 

of the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens, created the first reserve in colonial Indonesia in 1889, a 

botanical reserve in Cibodas in West Java.307 At the time, Dutch scientists had identified 

numerous forests for preservation. Before founding the NVN, S.H. Koorders made extensive 

surveys of the forests of Java between 1885 and 1888 that were commissioned by Treub. 

Koorders specifically documented forests of interest for protection. In 1912 and 1913, the Dutch 

created the Gunung Malabar, Arcadomas, and Depok reserves in West Java, and Getas in Central 

Java. Conservation practices slowed during the First World War but picked up steam in 1919.308 

Regardless, most conservation plans in colonial Indonesia remained limited to paper parks until 

the 1930s due to an inability to effectively implement protection laws. 

Leaders of science in the East Indies were involved in the conservation movement in the 

first half of the twentieth century at all levels of government and in private societies, many 

participating in both sectors. The NVN worked closely with the Department of Agriculture, 

Industry, and Commerce (Department van Landbouw, Nijverheid, en Handel), which was created 
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in 1905, and the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens. Melchior Treub was the first director of the 

Department of Agriculture, a post he held until 1909, but he also had connections to the Botanic 

Gardens, where he had served as the director from 1880 to 1905. Treub left the Department of 

Agriculture after four years and was replaced in 1909 by the agricultural expert H.J. Lovink.309 

Lovink was concerned primarily with implementing agricultural policies that would improve the 

economy of the East Indies, but he was also sympathetic towards conservationists, according to 

Koorders. J.C. Koningsberger succeeded Trueb at the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens and was the 

director from 1910 to 1918. Koningsberger held a doctoral degree in mathematics and physics 

but had studied and trained under Treub at the Botanic Gardens before assuming the directorship.  

In the early 1910s, when the concept of protected areas in the East Indies was first taking 

shape, it was not so clear how conservation would be carried out. The NVN had grand ideas that 

included convincing the Governor-General to designate large-scale nature reserves, or 

natuurmonumenten, across the archipelago in which only the state exercised rights. The 

natuurmonumenten would be similar to the US national parks system and would be designated in 

places where “nature could be kept in its original state.”310 They also envisioned raising money 

to purchase large tracts of land across the archipelago for reclamation projects with the goal of 

returning lands to what they called a pristine condition. When they proposed these plans to the 

government, however, they were made aware of the complications of carrying out such projects. 

First, there was no specific government body charged with managing lands across the 

archipelago for conservation purposes. At the time, the two bodies of government that managed 

lands were the Department of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce and the Forest Service of the 

Netherlands Indies (Dienst van het Boschwezen in Nederlandsch-Indie). The Department of 
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Agriculture, as previously mentioned, had turned its focus to economic production and away 

from the natural sciences after Treub’s tenure. The Forest Service was established in the second 

half of the nineteenth century, and its primary function was to safeguard the sustainable 

exploitation of Java’s teak forests.311 The second responsibility of the Forest Service was to 

protect and manage the mountain forests of Java because colonial officials feared continued 

deforestation in the highlands would impact the hydrological systems of the island and diminish 

water supplies for rice irrigation in the lowlands. There were also concerns that deforestation was 

affecting climate, leading to a less humid climate, decreased rainfall, and again, reducing water 

for agricultural production.312 It is easy to see here the role of economic production in the 

functioning of both departments. It is also notable that in the first decade of the twentieth century 

the activities of both the Department of Agriculture and Forest Service were limited to Java. 

Forest Service staff, however, were heavily involved in the conservation movement and a number 

of officials were members of the NVN.     

Members of the NVN communicated closely with government leaders in hopes of 

aligning their visions for conservation, but the government was not as receptive as Koorders had 

wished. At the start, conservation leaders and the colonial government were at odds over the 

goals of nature protection as it developed in the East Indies. In a series of communications in 

1914, the NVN and the Department of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce debated what form 

environmental conservation would take in the colony. The main question was whether 

conservation was about certain species and where they occurred or about certain species 

regardless of where they existed. The Department’s definition of conservation was based on 
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maintaining ‘pristine’ forests by designating land, landscapes, and objects for protection. The 

Governor-General designated nature reserves (natuurmonumenten) in which only the state 

exercised rights. The government wanted to focus efforts on land, landscapes, and objects on 

those landscapes (i.e., species and cultural artifacts). From their perspective, species that 

occurred in those spaces were protected “for the unspoiled preservation of the site,” but 

conservation was not about individual species. The Department argued that many species were 

already protected with the Wildlife Ordinances of 1909, 1910, and 1911, and their safety would 

be guaranteed through habitat protection. Outside of those specific habitats, the government 

would require the right to suspend protection for species for “scientific purposes” or as deemed 

necessary by the Governor-General and the Director of Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce. 

Protecting habitats, according to the government, guaranteed that all species were safe in 

natuurmonumenten. It appears that government representatives wanted to limit protected species 

to protected areas to not get in the way of future development plans.  

The NVN, however, was not impressed with the existing government ordinances, and 

Koorders argued that the government’s perspective was limiting. He suggested the definition be 

extended to species wherever they existed. Members of the group wished not, for example, to 

conserve all the waters of the East Indies, but they wanted to protect certain species in those 

waters.313 Beyond species protection, Koorders outlined three types of protected areas. They 

wanted to continue and expand the work of the Forest Service to the so-called Outer Islands, 

putting foresters in charge of managing protected forests across the archipelago. Second, 

members would work with the owners of large, private estates to set aside lands for conservation. 

Finally, in the organization’s by-laws, it stated that their primary goal for conservation “aims for 
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the protection of nature in the Dutch East Indies and it seeks to achieve this objective by 

obtaining rights to land.”314 The NVN planned to petition the Governor-General to obtain lease 

or land rights to large tracts of land not managed by the Forest Service for the creation of nature 

reserves.315   

The Society for Nature Protection proposed these conservation procedures to the 

Department of Agriculture in 1914, but the response from the government questioned the 

logistical possibility of achieving their stated goals. Both the head of the Forest Service, a Mr. 

Hattink, and the Director of Department of Agriculture were unsure of the practicality of the 

NVN’s plans. They asked how the NVN would fund the management of nature reserves, if they 

would raise money to pay for the work of government foresters, who would enforce the new laws 

protecting forests and species, and ultimately how they would obtain land rights, especially in 

areas where native communities still maintained control of their territories through semi-

autonomous rule.316 In the end, the government decided to move on without the NVN with the 

passage of a decree in 1916 that provided the Governor-General the ultimate authority to 

designate nature reserve status to domain lands (Landsdomein) where the government felt 

protection was desirable for scientific or aesthetic reasons.317 The 1916 Decree gave authority to 

Forest Service officials over nature reserves on ‘s Lands bosschen, or forest service lands, and all 

other natuurmonumenten were to be under the supervision of the heads of local government. 

New regulations were also instituted with the Decree in which it became illegal to collect plants 

or the parts of plants, catch or kill animals, burn fires, and graze cattle unless exempted by the 

Governor-General or the Director of Agriculture for scientific purposes.318 It was not until three 
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years later, in 1919, when the Governor-General first used the new powers bestowed upon him 

with the declaration of thirty-three nature reserves across the archipelago.319 Many of the new 

reserves were outlined by the NVN in their yearly report in 1916, including the first two natural 

monuments in Aceh for the protection of the Rafflesia flower, and so it seems that their proposals 

were taken into consideration.320 The NVN’s goal to acquire land rights for nature protection 

was, however, not achieved at the time.        

The NVN thought obtaining land rights in rural areas would be possible because 

conservation zones could be established in “non-cultivated areas where populations were low,” 

and it appeared to them that no one held formal land rights.321 But the ability for the Dutch to 

obtain rights to land was hampered by local politics and histories. In Aceh, for example, the 

colonial government demarcated two nature reserves in 1919. The Aceh Rafflesia Aroel-

Koembar and Djernih-rivier Moentö natural monuments in Serbajadi, located to the east of Gayo 

Lues, were declared on February 21, 1919.322 The reserves were formed to protect the famous 

plant, Rafflesia arnoldii, which is known for producing the largest individual flower on earth. 

Conservationists, however, encountered legislative setbacks when they attempted to obtain land 

for the Rafflesia reserves. The colonial accumulation of property for conservation in the East 

Indies was premised on the Agrarian Law of 1870 (domeinverklaring), which proclaimed that 

land not used for settled agriculture belonged to the state.323 The law gave legal form to the 
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principle that state land comprised all land not in private ownership (domein van den Staat). It 

also enabled capitalists to obtain government heritable leases for periods up to 75 years and to 

rent land from native peoples. The domeinverklaring, however, was only applicable to areas 

under direct control of the colonial government, which was limited to Java in the early twentieth 

century. Many of the lands in the Outer Islands were still managed by local communities in 

which native leaders (zelfbestuurders) maintained some autonomy in territorial administration. A 

clause in the domeinverklaring stipulated that the law did not apply to self-governing territories 

(zelfbesturend landschappen).324 Even though the interior of Aceh at the time was under direct 
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Figure 20 Rafflesia arnoldii in Sumatra. Date unknown. From the 
Tropenmuseum, part of the National Museum of World Cultures, TM-
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supervision of the Military Authority of the colonial regime, native zelfbestuurders still 

administered the lands.  

In the original Decree of 1916, the Governor-General specifically stated that 

natuurmonumenten would only be designated to areas belonging to the Landsdomein, “which is 

not subject to any rights by others,” but the NVN seemed unaware of the formalities of land 

management in Aceh.325 In their 1916 report, the NVN proposed to the Governor-General that 

the Rafflesia natural monuments in Aceh would be managed and protected by the Military 

Authority under the guidance of General Swart, the Civil and Military Governor of Aceh.326 The 

area partitioned for the Aceh natural monuments, however, was located on zelfbestuurder land in 

Serbajadi, and the NVN was unable to implement the reserves and the accompanying 

environmental regulations at the ground level. In response, conservationists recommended that 

the domeinverklaring be repealed so that land rights could be transferred to the state, but that 

never happened, and the sources do not indicate why that was the case. General Swart in Aceh 

might have been skeptical of following through with such a policy given the already strained 

relationships between the government and local peoples. Conservationists would find other ways 

to work around the zelfbestuurder clause in the following years, as becomes clear in the next 

chapter. For the time being, the Aceh Rafflesia Aroel-Koembar and Djernih-rivier Moentö natural 

monuments in Serbajadi remained limited to paper parks, which are defined as protected areas 

that have little or no formal management or law enforcement on the ground. The official 

designation of a protected area, and the delineation of reserve boundaries on cartographic 

representations, helped conservationists to incorporate the space into larger reserves in the years 

to come.327   
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Conservationists based in the colonial centers of Batavia and Buitenzorg wanted to 

continue to develop nature reserves in the Outer Islands, but they were unfamiliar with the social 

geographies and environments of the interior regions of the periphery. In many places outside of 

Java, the colonial government still had no administrative control to be able to influence local 

affairs let alone implement conservation policies and strategies. Moreover, conservationists 

needed to know what it was they wanted to protect to argue their case to the government. In Java, 

they proposed nature reserves in regions they knew well; regions the colonial government had 

exploited for decades. In Sumatra and elsewhere, knowledge of the forests and flora and fauna 

was limited to coasts, areas alongside roads and rivers, and frontier regions just upstream. A 

wave of military expeditions into the interiors of Sumatra, Sulawesi, Kalimantan, and elsewhere 

in the first decade of the twentieth century opened access to forests that were previously 

inaccessible to explorers. Botanists, surveyors, and others accompanied the expeditions and 

collected species and gathered cartographic and geologic information. In the first chapter, I 

discussed Pringgo Atmodjo, a botanist that compiled an extensive collection of plants in the 

region on Van Daalen’s mission in 1904. Other scientists and explorers soon followed suit as the 

frontiers of the colonial periphery were pushed back deeper into the interiors.  

 

Bioprospecting and Economic Protection 

In the years following the Dutch-Aceh War in northern Sumatra, colonial officials and 

independent researchers traveled to Leuser from all directions to survey the region for species 

new to science, valuable plants, and other economic opportunities. Botanists were some of the 

first explorers of Leuser, in part because many received funding to search for species of 

economic importance—colonialism was in many ways only possible because of bioprospecting, 
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agriculture, and plant science— and also because of Leuser’s proximity to the plantation belt in 

Deli. Botanical exploration and bioprospecting have throughout history been one and the same, 

as explorers set out to search for new resources of social and commercial value for 

manufacturers, pharmaceuticals, agriculture, aquaculture, and so on.328 Bioprospecting has 

remained much the same since the seventeenth century, as the European search for effective 

pharmacopeia was fueled by a great desire for potential fortunes to be made. The discovery of 

species new to science and especially those of economic and medicinal importance brought fame 

to botanists and researchers and made their careers.  

 Botanists from around the world traveled to explore the forests, or in many instances 

hired native peoples to do the work for them. A German botanist named J.H. Lorzing, for 

instance, founded a branch of the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens in Berastagi, a town in the Karo 

highlands about seventy kilometers southwest of Medan, in 1915 and visited Gayo Lues and the 

Alaslands to collect species for the gardens and his herbarium.  A.F. Frey-Wyssling was a Swiss 

botanist who collected plants in Leuser in the 1930s.329 Plantations in the cultuurgebied, or the 

plantation belt along Sumatra’s east coast, also served as a starting point for many botanical 

explorers just as it had for the wildlife trade as described in chapter two. Many plantation 

companies had research divisions staffed by foreign scientists. The U.S. Rubber Company at 

Bunuk (in Deli), for instance, hired botanists who also held professorships and were associated 

with scientific institutions in the United States. American companies owned some of the largest 

plantations in the cultuurgebied, and the connections brought scientists to Sumatra from the US. 

Harley H. Bartlett was a Professor of Botany at the University of Michigan and was also 

employed as a botanist with the U.S. Rubber Company in 1918. He was hired to research rubber 
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cultivation techniques, but on the side, he performed some of the first botanical expeditions into 

the Karo and Alaslands in southern Aceh and North Sumatra. Bartlett led numerous trips into the 

highlands between 1918 to 1927, and his research was funded by the University of Michigan and 

the Smithsonian Institution.  

Each of these explorers could only collect species with the knowledge and help of native 

peoples in the region. The resistance movement in Leuser persisted well into the 1930s and so 

travel into the interior was dangerous for foreigners. Moreover, the biodiversity of Leuser 

overwhelmed European and American researchers who knew very little about tropical species. 

Bartlett, in particular, was known for his reliance on the expertise of local peoples. He hired two 

Karo plant experts, Galoengi and Rahmat Si Boeea, to collect more than three thousand 

specimens in northern Sumatra. Galoengi got his start working for J.H. Lorzing at the botanic 

gardens in Berastagi in 1919 and became proficient in plant taxonomy and science through that 

experience. Galoengi and Rahmat provided Bartlett the vernacular names and uses of the plants 

they collected.330 Together, they produced the most extensive herbarium collection of Sumatran 

species up to that point in time. Bartlett’s interest in the region extended beyond the flora, and he 

also collected ethnographic and linguistic data and became an expert on Batak script and ritual. 

For his work, taxonomists named numerous Sumatran plant species and the native genus Siratia 

in honor of Bartlett. Si Rait was his adopted Karo Batak name. Rahmat also had plants named for 

him, including Bauhinia rahmatii and Urophyllum rahmatii (which is also labeled on the 

herbarium sheet by its local name, Kajoe oelam roehoe-roehoe) which was a rare occurrence at 

the time.331 Most botanists disapproved giving credit to native experts. Bartlett did acknowledge 

                                                
330 Harley H. Bartlett, The Sacred Edifices of the Batak of Sumatra, Occasional Contributions from the 
Museum of Anthropology of the University of Michigan No. 4 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1934); Harley H. Bartlett, Sumatran Plants Collected in Asahan and Karoland, with Notes on their 
Vernacular Names (Paper of the Michigan Academy of Science, Arts, and Letters, Vol. VI, 1926). 
331 James Gould, Americans in Sumatra (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1961), 149. 



 

155 

Galoengi and Rahmat on his herbarium specimens and in his publications, often to the dismay of 

other botanists. Bartlett writes:  

It is not infrequently advised that herbarium labels and botanical literature be left 
uncomplicated with the names of native collectors, and one well known botanist 
has protested mildly with me for not issuing Rahmat’s collections as of “Bartlett’s 
collector.” Rahmat, however, is a worker of unusual skill and discrimination, 
whose intelligence and zeal, even though he has had no formal schooling, entitle 
him to an honorable place among tropical collectors of any race or nation. I feel 
very strongly that the individuality of his contribution should not be submerged. 
His knowledge of the Batak folk botany of the Asahan region is quite 
unexampled. If there should ever come a time when the Batak become sufficiently 
race-conscious to know or care about what members of their race have 
accomplished, I should regret not having left a record that Rahmat of Silo 
Maradja was one of the first Sumatrans to make a genuinely important 
contribution to the study of the local flora, not only through his collections but 
also through the linguistic and ethnobotanical notes that accompany them.332 
 

According to historian James Gould, Rahmat collected plants extensively for the University of 

Michigan and the Smithsonian between 1927 and 1936, working primarily for Rev. Carl Hamel 

of the American Methodist Mission.333 Native peoples often played central roles in scientific 

research, as they collected plants, guided expeditions, and shared their knowledge of habitats, 

plant uses, local names, and so on. Scientific knowledge was co-produced and co-constituted in 

the contact zones, yet Western botanists usually omitted local assistants from the scientific 

records.334 Referring to Galoengi and Rahmat by name and crediting their expertise, as Bartlett 

had done, was an act of scientific resistance at the time, even if his views of native peoples, in 

general, were influenced by social evolutionary models—all of which come to the fore in the 

previous quote. His ethnobotanical research was an exception, as most other scientific studies of 
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the region focused on collecting plants and assigning taxonomic descriptions to those species, 

rather than documenting local knowledge of the flora. 

Even as Bartlett valued local expertise, his travels to the interior of northern Sumatra 

were only possible because of the colonial 

militarization of Aceh. It is not entirely 

clear from the records if Bartlett was able to 

travel into Gayo Lues, where the resistance 

would have been strongest following the 

Dutch-Aceh War, or if he remained in the 

Karo Batak regions and sent Galoengi and 

Rahmat north to collect plants for him. 

Botanical collecting in Leuser reached a 

peak in the 1930s when the resistance had 

quieted a bit, and in the next chapter, I move 

the optic out to examine a large scientific 

expedition to investigate how a major 

research project was carried out in Leuser. 

At that time, we see a shift from individual 

collectors to large expeditions comprised of 

teams of researchers, local laborers, 

military brigades and others.   

 Bartlett’s collecting in Sumatra is 

also interesting for its economic relationship to the United States Department of Agriculture. 

Galoengi and Rahmat not only gathered plants for Bartlett, but they also collected seeds, taught 

Figure 21 Rahmat Si Boeea collected this specimen in Asahan 
Regency on the East Coast of Sumatra on November 17, 1935. The 
plant was named in honor of Si Boeea, a Batak collector and plant 
expert, and is identified as Urophyllum rahmatii, or Kajoe oelam 
roehoe-roehoe. Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden, L.2970968. 
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him about local cultivation methods and growing conditions, explained the ethnobotanical uses 

of the flora, and more. Bartlett, for his part, documented the extensive knowledge of his 

collectors and returned to the US with a collection of more than three-thousand specimens. He 

also collected plant specimens for the USDA’s Office of Foreign Plant Introduction within the 

Bureau of Plant Industry. Many of the plants that Galoengi and Rahmat harvested are described 

in the inventories of the agency, along with details of their native habitat, growing conditions, the 

date they were received, and uses among the Indigenous peoples of Sumatra. For instance, salak 

(Salacca zalacca), a palm in Southeast Asia that produces an edible fruit known as ‘snake fruit’ 

due to its scaly surface, is described in the inventory as: “No. 6815. Silo Maradja, Asahan, 

Sumatra. A very beautiful little palm growing in wet places. The fruits are used for acid by the 

natives, and the leaves make durable palm-leaf thatches.”335 It does not appear that any of 

Bartlett’s plants had much of an economic impact for the US, but his collecting was part of a 

broader desire for species from the tropics in hopes that they might turn up the next rubber or oil 

palm. More than a few Americans traveled to Leuser in the 1920s and 30s in search of economic 

plants, including David Fairchild, a well-known botanist and plant explorer for the U.S. Office of 

Seed and Plant Introduction, and W.N. and C.M. Bangham from the Arnold Arboretum of 

Harvard University.336  

 The Dutch colonial government also sent scientists to the Gayo and Alas lands to scout 

for potential economic resources. F.C. Van Heurn, who has been discussed throughout this 

dissertation, was a chemist and soil scientist who traveled throughout the Gayo highlands in 

northern Sumatra from 1918 to 1920 to test soils and scout areas suitable for agricultural 

                                                
335 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Plant Material Introduced by the Office of Foreign Plant Introduction, 
Bureau of Plant Industry, April 1 to June 30, 1927. Inventory No. 91, October 1929, Washington D.C, 8. 
336 David Fairchild, Exploring for Plants (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1930); Elmer Drew Merrill, An 
Enumeration of Plants Collected in Sumatra by W.N. and C.M. Bangham (Jamaica Plain, Mass: The 
Arnold Arboretum of Harvard University). 
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development. He worked for the General Association of Rubber Planters on the East Coast of 

Sumatra (A.V.R.O.S.). AVROS served as the mouth-piece for nearly all the rubber, palm oil, 

fiber, coffee, gambier, and other estates in the region, with the exception of the tobacco industry 

because they had their own association. The association was based in Medan where it had an 

experiment and research station to study and improve methods for cultivation, planting, seed 

selection, tapping, analyses of soil, preparation in the factories, extraction techniques, and so on. 

In 1918, Van Heurn surveyed land and tested soils along the newly developed roads of Aceh that 

led into the interior. Most of his exploration occurred in the northern reaches of the Gayo 

highlands around Takengon, where he found the region to have great potential for “European 

agriculture” due to the cool climate not so different from some parts of Europe.337 Estates in the 

plantation belt along the coast were suitable for crops that could survive the tropical heat and 

humidity, poor soils, and wet season monsoonal rains, but the cool highlands had the potential to 

yield foreign produce, including cabbage and potatoes, and other economic species of global 

interest, such as coffee and cacao. 

Throughout the 1920s, plantation agriculture expanded at an incredible pace in the 

northern reaches of the Gayo highlands. The colonial government developed plantations of 

rubber, tea, Pinus merkusii (Sumatran pine), coffee, and vegetables that appealed to European 

tastes. The high altitudes, an abundance of “unsettled” lands, and fertile volcanic soils made the 

Gayo highlands a productive site for plantation development. By 1905, cabbage and potatoes had 

arrived in Takengon, and around 1908 the first Arabica coffee trees were planted along the 

shores of Lake Tawar in the northern highlands. Local domain lords had begun leasing lands out 

to Dutch and other European investors for coffee, tea, and vegetable estates by 1924. Both 

undeveloped land and cheap labor brought in from Java existed in abundance. The government 

                                                
337 De Sumatra Post (Medan), “Onderzoekingen,” November 21, 1918. 
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and capitalists worked together to resettle Javanese laborers in the highlands to populate the 

plantations because there was a lack of available local labor. Bowen notes that in the northern 

reaches of the Gayo highlands in 1933, estates were operating on about 18,000 hectares (45,000 

acres) of land. Of these, 13,000 were planted in coffee.338  

Gayo communities in the north also adopted their crops to meet new market demands as 

they had always done. The Gayo had maintained agricultural trade connections with the coast for 

centuries and adjusted their smallholder plots as changes occurred in market demand. The Gayo 

had long practiced a mixed-swidden system in which they cut swiddens for subsistence but also 

planted smallholder plots of produce to sell to markets both locally and in the coastal towns. 

Colonialism brought increased access to regional and international markets and spurred villages 

to grow in size with additional income. New communities appeared alongside roads as they were 

expanded across the highlands. Gayo entrepreneurs opened shops and new markets along the 

Gayo and Alas roads, connecting the coasts to the interior to sell goods to travelers.    

 Unlike the northern Gayo highlands around Takengon, plantation agriculture was not 

possible in Leuser, nor were there many other opportunities for economic development. By 1920, 

Van Heurn made his way south to the Leuser region in Gayo Lues and the Alaslands. While 

scouting for commercial possibilities, Van Hearn became enamored with the flora and fauna of 

the area. He spent much of 1920 through 1922 surveying for ornithological specimens in 

northern Sumatra. He collected fifty-seven bird specimens, and they are still housed in the 

collections at the Natural Biodiversity Center in Leiden (Figure 22).339 Van Heurn’s travels in 

Leuser were formative to his advocacy for conservation in the region throughout the 1920s and 

1930s.  

                                                
338 John Richard Bowen, Sumatran Politics and Poetics: Gayo History, 1900-1989 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1991), 76.  
339 See, Van Heurn and Schauburg, “Avifaunistische Studien”, 1921. 
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In Leuser, Van Heurn found a different situation altogether than he did in the northern 

sections of the Gayo highlands. Leuser was under the administrative control of the Dutch 

military. The resistance of the Acehnese, Gayo, and Alas still threatened possibilities for 

plantation development and dissuaded officials and capitalists from developing the region with 

roads and infrastructure. Access to the Leuser region between Blangkejeren and Kutacane 

remained limited to foot traffic, pack animals, and horseback. Regardless, the geography of the 

area was too mountainous for extensive plantation development, and, as mentioned in chapter 

one, earlier explorations for oil and minerals were not successful. The weak economic outlook 

for the region played a central role in the colonial transformation of Leuser into a space of nature, 

just as did the local resistance, the wildlife trade to Europe and North America, and fears 

Figure 22 Birds collected by F.C. van Heurn in Leuser between 1920 and 1922. Naturalis Biodiversity Center - 
RMNH.AVES.126996 2, RMNH.AVES.121443, RMNH.AVES.126792 2, and RMNH.AVES.127248 2. 
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regarding the extinction of orangutans. In 1933, K. Th. Beets, the outgoing resident of the Gayo 

and Alaslands, described Gayo Lues, the heart of Leuser, as such: 

It is still an isolated and economically backward area, the population has little 
contact with the outside world, so that the old mindset and lust for adventures has 
not disappeared and they can be persuaded to resist. Bad elements 
(kwaadwilligen) can easily move to Gayo Lues from the West Coast of Aceh. 
From a political point of view, therefore, it seems to me desirable to maintain the 
military administration there for the time being.”340  
 

The Dutch hoped to economically develop the Leuser region in the interior Aceh in the 1930s 

and 1940s, but they found the geographic and legal barriers to doing so not to be worth the 

investment. Regardless of the goals of the Ethical Policy, as described in preceding chapters, the 

Dutch in Gayo Lues and the Leuser region were more concerned with economic exploitation than 

with local improvement.  

 Economic possibilities for the region were limited to the taxation of the local peoples, the 

wildlife trade, and the identification of Pinus merkusii. Pinus merkusii (Jungh. et de Vriese), or 

the Sumatran pine, was of economic importance to the Dutch because it produced pine resins 

used to manufacture paper, turpentine, varnishes, paints, sealants, glues and other adhesives, and 

many other products. The resin, called turpentine (terpentijn), was similar to the resins produced 

by other long-leaf pines around the world. In the US, products derived from pine sap were 

referred to as ‘naval stores,’ and the resins, tars, and other pine products were primarily used in 

building and maintaining sailing ships. Pine resins were used to seal the spaces between planks 

due to their flexibility, sealing properties, and that they were insoluble in water. The US was the 

world’s leading producer and exporter of naval stores in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

and Western European countries imported the resins in large quantities.341 In the early twentieth 

                                                
340 K. Th. Beets, Memorie van Overgave Afdeeling Gajo- en Alaslanden 14-10-1929 to 23-5-1933, 
Memorie van Overgave Seri 1e, Film No.8, Arsip Nasional Republik Indonesia, Jakarta (hereafter, ANRI, 
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341 Robert B. Outland III, Tapping the Pines: The Naval Stores Industry in the American South (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2004), 32-7. 
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century, pine resin was the top industry in the Southern US with an annual output of about 

$50,000,000 worth of products obtained from more than one-hundred million trees. Indeed, the 

Southern US produced 69% of the worlds turpentine in 1930, ahead of France with 18%.342 The 

Dutch were unable to produce pine resins of their own in the Netherlands because the country did 

not have sizable forests from which to collect the resin, but it was certainly of interest due to its 

varied uses in shipbuilding and the manufacture of paint, paper, soaps, ink, oil for lamps and 

lighting, and so on. The pines were also a source of timber for people living in the highlands, but 

the Dutch saw no economic value in it as a source of lumber because they could not transport the 

logs out of Leuser.343 Throughout Leuser, however, the Dutch military cut the pine to build 

barracks and bivouacs. 

Van Heurn and other Dutch explorers found extensive forests of Pinus merkusii scattered 

across highland Aceh. Franz Wilhelm Junghuhn, a Dutch-German botanist and geologist, was the 

first European to identify Pinus merkusii when he traveled the Bataklands to the south of Leuser 

in the 1840s. Junghuhn found euphoric nostalgia in the highland pine forests of Aceh, just as did 

other European explorers that arrived after him. He described the pine forests as an unexpected 

“great ecstasy” that reminded him of his homeland and the pine forests of Europe.344 Other Dutch 

colonial administrators who visited the pine forests had similar reactions. Van Heurn felt at home 

in the pine forests with the cool highland climate. In fact, he and other scientists who studied the 

region referred to them as ‘Europeesche coniferenwouden’, or  European conifer forests, and he 

                                                
342 The Forest Service, The Bureau of Entomology and Plant Quarantine, and The Bureau of Plant 
Industry, A Naval Stores Handbook: Dealing with the Production of Pine Gum or Oleoresin (United 
States Department of Agriculture, Washington D.C., January 1935), 1-2. 
343 F.C. van Heurn, De Pinus Merkusii der Dennenwouden van Noord-Sumatra en zijn Economische 
Beteekenis (Overgedrukt uit het Tijdschrift voor Economische Geographie No. 7. Jaargang 1923), 5. 
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provided directions to the forests in a 1923 report in the journal, Economic Geography, so that 

other researchers and colonial officials could see “this highly interesting and extremely 

picturesque vegetation” with their own eyes.345 As C.G.G.J. van Steenis walked through the pine 

forests during his botanical exploration of Leuser in 1937, he imagined himself walking along the 

“hilly pine-covered grass slopes in Switzerland.”346 While the highland pine forests provided 

Dutch explorers with a welcome 

respite from colonial duties, the 

main attraction with the Sumatran 

pine resided in its valuable resin. 

 Once Pinus merkusii was 

identified in Sumatra, scientists and 

researchers both from the colonial 

government and private industry 

quickly began to assess techniques 

for production, reproduction, and 

possibilities for reforesting other 

areas of the East Indies with the 

pine. By the late 1920s, forestry 

officials, scientists working in the private sector, and others researched the pine stands of Aceh. 

The documented the locations of stands, taxonomic descriptions of the trees, undergrowth, cones 

and seed reproduction, disease, methods for tapping trees and harvesting the resin, the chemical 

                                                
345 Heurn, De Pinus Merkusii, 5. 
346 C.G.G.J. van Steenis, “Bergen en Bergtochten in de Gajoe- en Alaslanden (Atjeh),” Nederlandsch-
Indische Vereeniging Voor Bergsport, Mededeelingen No. 17 (Juli 1940): 11. 

Figure 23 Pinus merkusii forests and burned fields, or ladangs, in the 
mountains of Leuser. The photograph is not dated but is believed to be from 
sometime before, or around, 1937. From the Tropenmuseum, part of the 
National Museum of World Cultures, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=8608810. 
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composition of the resin, and the legal status of the forests where the pine occurred.347 The 

extraction of resin in the Leuser region was mostly unrealized until the late 1930s and early 

1940s, but even then government officials lamented the difficulty of transporting the product 

because there were still no roads leading to Gayo Lues from the south and travel from 

Blangkejeren to Takengon in the north was just as demanding.348 Owing to the location of pine 

stands in Leuser, the primary studies in the 1920s centered on reproduction—the government saw 

it as their goal to collect seeds in Aceh and reforest highland regions in Java, especially in West 

Java in Lembang and Ciater near agricultural research sites for the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens. 

The Forest Service and the Botanic Gardens were charged with managing the production and 

reproduction of Pinus Merkusii. They devised a plan to reforest previously cleared areas on Java 

and near Lake Toba in Sumatra to accomplish two goals: First, to restore and maintain the 

hydrological functions of the watersheds and minimize climate change—which were two major 

concerns of the government and scientists in the East Indies, and second, to reforest with a 

species that could produce profits.349 Their line of reasoning was if they were unable to extract 

profits from Pinus merkusii in Leuser because of the remote location, then perhaps they could 

cultivate pine stands near the colonial centers. The vision of government officials would never be 

realized, however, because the trees in Java would not reach maturity before Indonesian 

                                                
347 A. Luytjes, “Een en Ander over den Begroeiingstoestand van Noord-Sumatra en over het Voorkomen 
can den Pinus Merkusii in dit Gebied,” Tectona 4, No. 17 (1924); C. Brandts Buys, “Mededeelingen over 
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in Ned.-Indië,” Tectona 4, No. 17 (1924); L. Fulmek and J.C. van der Meer Mohr, “Over Eenige Dierlijke 
Vijanden van Pinus Merkusii Jungh et de vr,” Tectona 19 (1926); C. Brandts Buys, C. Japing, and D. 
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Weltevreden, 1928). 
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Landbouwbedrijven, gehouden op 4 April 1939, over gedetailleerde ontwerpbegrooting 1940, 8, 
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independence in 1945. The Dutch industry in harvesting dammar, another name for the resin or 

gum obtained from the Sumatran pine, in Leuser did produce results, but only after the 

establishment of reserves in the latter 1930s.  

 Researchers believed in 1931 that stands of Pinus merkusii in Leuser had great economic 

potential, and that belief coupled with attempts to create an industry in resin extraction impacted 

the management of land and forests in the region and the status of the future reserves. The Dutch 

government built a turpentine and resin processing plant in Baleq near Takengon, and researchers 

at the Experiment Station for the Forest Service conducted studies on the potential production. In 

1930, native laborers tapped 60,000 kgs of resin per month in the Gayolands, and each laborer 

was able to tap or cut (wonden) about six-hundred trees per day “without rushing.”350  At the 

time, scientists estimated that the planting of Pinus merkusii would be more “advantageous” than 

rubber and djati, a type of hardwood, although the author does not explain what he means by the 

use of that term.351 Researchers were also certain that the resin produced by the Sumatran pine 

was of a higher quality and even produced a “more pleasant smell,” than the resin of the longleaf 

pine (Pinus palustris) in the southern US that dominated the market in naval stores (resin, 

turpentine, and timber).  

Some Dutch officials believed that the colonial government could develop a naval stores 

industry in Aceh to compete with the US and China on the global market, but central to doing so 

was the question of land rights in Leuser.352 The pine forests in Aceh were all located on self-

governing territories (zelfbesturend landschappen) that were administered by native leaders. The 

colonial government created a set of regulations for land use and development on self-governing 

territories in the “Korte Verklaring,” or Short Declaration, as outlined in the Staatsblad of 1919 

                                                
350 A. Te. Wechel, “Oorspronkelijke Bijdragen – De Dennenbosschen van Noord-Sumatra,” Nederlandsch 
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(Statute Book of the Netherlands Indies).353 In the Forest Service’s 1928 review of Pinus 

merkusii in Aceh, three foresters in Leuser noted that there were few options available to 

establish a resin and turpentine business on self-governing territories because of those 

regulations. The situation for the forest service was reminiscent of the circumstances for the 

Netherlands Indies Society for the Protection of Nature (NVN), if you recall from earlier in this 

chapter, as they tried to establish protected areas in Aceh but could not enforce regulations 

because the zones were delineated on self-governing territories. Buys suggested that only two 

options were available to the Forest Service in forming a pine resin industry in Aceh. They could 

lease land from the zelfbestuurders and pay them four-tenths of the profits as required by law, or 

they could convince local communities to exploit the resource themselves after they received 

permission to do so from the Governor-General. The second option was allowed under law if the 

plans were carried out “under expert guidance”—state foresters were considered the expert 

guidance. The Forest Service thus concluded that the exploitation of the pine woods on 

zelfbesturend landschappen in Aceh would be impossible for the time being because the native 

inhabitants did not have the “necessary means” to do so themselves.354 This colonial view of the 

native inhabitants did not mesh with the reality, as was often the case, and Jean Gelman Taylor 

points out that Gayo farmers in the 1930s responded to new economic opportunities in the 

highlands by growing dammar and sugar commercially.355  

While the regulations associated with self-governing landscapes allowed the peoples of 

Leuser some control over their lands and ensured their access to forests, agricultural plots, water, 

sacred sites, and so on, the measures also slowed the full reach of the colonial government into 

their lives. The situation changed dramatically, however, only a few years later as environmental 
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conservation and the creation of nature 

reserves shifted land rights in the vast 

majority of Leuser from Indigenous leaders 

and their communities to the colonial 

government. As I will discuss in the next 

section of this chapter, the designation of 

the Leuser reserves, as wildreservaat, or 

wildlife reservation, instead of 

natuurmonumenten also accommodated the 

wishes of the Forest Service by allowing 

them to exploit the pine forests of Aceh 

even within the reserve boundaries. 

Dammar production expanded following the creation of the Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve and 

became the main colonial industry in the region. By 1942, the Dutch dammar industry had 

developed more than 35,000 hectares (85,000 acres) in the central and southern highlands.356 

 

Conclusion 

In the early twentieth century, nature protection organizations and colonial officials in the 

East Indies sought to maintain, improve, and protect environments across the archipelago, while 

at the same time making Nature productive to empire, science, and capitalism. This process 

comes to light in the contradictions found between the creation and expansion of protected areas 

in Sumatra alongside bioprospecting and capitalist development in those conservation zones. The 

Leuser region of northern Sumatra was of particular interest to conservationists because of the 

                                                
356 Bowen, Sumatran Politics and Poetics, 79. 

Figure 24 Chief Forester C. Brandts Buys in a Forest Service 
bivouac with a pile of dead rhinoceros hornbills collected in the pine 
forests of Gayo Lues. The photograph is not dated but is believed to 
be from sometime between 1924 to 1928. From the Tropenmuseum, 
part of the National Museum of World Cultures, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=8608810 
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incredible biodiversity of the forests, and especially because of Western obsessions with 

orangutans. This chapter, however, investigates the connections between conservation and 

economic protection in Leuser. Before conservation organizations, and most notably the NVN, 

could identify and propose potential nature reserves, they first had to work with botanical 

explorers and bioprospectors to make nature knowable within the Dutch colonial ideology. 

Botanical explorers led by both native and foreign experts turned up thousands of species new to 

science, but their search also revealed species of economic interest  

The “discovery” of Pinus merkusii, a pine tree that produced resin used in shipbuilding 

and the manufacture of paint and many other products, in Leuser ultimately played a significant 

role in shaping conservation plans for the region, opening a window into the relationships 

between nature protection and economic development in the Netherlands East Indies. Pinus 

merkusii was the only economic opportunity in Leuser for the Dutch, as they were unable to 

discover oil or minerals and the mountainous geography did not lend itself to large scale 

plantation development. Colonial agents considered logging the forests, but they did not believe 

the cost benefit of building roads into the interior to transport commodities would be sufficient to 

justify the expense.   

In the first few decades of the twentieth century, Dutch conservation leaders worked with 

the colonial government to create small-scale natuurmonumenten, but by the mid-1920s, 

conservationists saw it as their mission to establish the first large-scale nature reservation, or 

national park, in Indonesia. The Netherlands Commission for the International Protection of 

Nature, a non-governmental conservation organization, led the movement. Pieter van Tienhoven, 

the founder of the Commission, along with F.C. van Heurn, chose Leuser as the region they 

hoped would become the symbol of nature in colonial Indonesia. Snapshots of Leuser’s 

mountains, forests, and species would, in their minds, work to represent global visions of green 
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Indonesia similar to Bali’s temples, ceremonies, and dances for cultural representations of the 

archipelago, Indigenous peoples in Papua and Borneo for the exotic and primitive, and 

Borobudur for ancient history. In the next chapter, I draw together the relationships between 

militarization, scientific practice and knowledge production, and environmental conservation in 

Dutch colonial expansion, as Leuser was constructed within a militarized zone. These histories 

point out the inherent violence of socio-ecological projects around the world in the age of a new 

imperialism.      
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CHAPTER 4 

 

CREATING ENVIRONMENTAL SUBJECTS: CONSERVATION AS COUNTER-

INSURGENCY IN LEUSER, 1925-1940 

 

In 1932, F.C. van Heurn wrote to Governor A. Ph. van Aken of Aceh to argue his case for 

creating the Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve. Van Heurn and the Netherlands Commission for 

the International Protection of Nature (Nederlandse Commissie voor Internationale 

Natuurbescherming, or NCIN) started planning the future park in the mid-1920s, and less than a 

decade later their vision began to come to fruition. The Dutch military administered the southern 

interior of Aceh, the region that forms the heart of Leuser, from 1904 until Indonesian 

independence after the Second World War. Conservation goals, therefore, had to align with the 

agenda of the colonial government and the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army (KNIL). Van 

Heurn explained to Governor van Aken that the NCIN proposed Leuser as the first significant 

wildlife reserve (wildreservaat) in Indonesia because, “this part of Sumatra of all our colonial 

areas is the richest in rare and interesting species,” and also one of the only remaining contiguous 

forested regions in the archipelago “in which there are no populations of people.”357 Both Van 

Heurn and Van Aken were well aware that native peoples did inhabit Leuser, even if settlements 

were sparse but increasing in the mountainous interior. Seven native leaders (zelfbestuuders) and 

their communities held rights to the lands proposed to become the wildlife reservation. It appears 

that Van Aken was interested in the idea of environmental conservation, but he agreed to the 

proposal in part because the NCIN’s plans expanded military surveillance in the region, 
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introduced methods for transferring land rights from native villages to the state, and placed strict 

regulations on the inhabitants use of land.  

The history of environmental conservation in Leuser cannot be separated from the history 

of colonial expansion and militarization in Aceh. During the Dutch-Aceh War (1873-1913), the 

highland interior was transformed into “political forests” as the resistance fled to the ‘jungle’ to 

regroup for guerrilla warfare against the Dutch military.358 These were forests where the colonial 

ideology imagined the geographies and all native peoples to be violent, threatening, and savage, 

justifying state violence, theft, and dispossession—it was where the ideologies of Orientalism 

were put into practice.359 Conservation in Leuser, therefore, was only in small part about 

protecting Sumatran orangutans, elephants, rhinoceros, and other non-human species, it was also 

about controlling the peoples of Aceh and their access to land and resources, making society 

more legible and manageable to the colonial state, and changing the perception of militarization 

in Aceh. Both conservation and scientific research in Leuser concealed militarized violence from 

international constituencies at a historical moment when the international ‘nature protection’ 

movement was gaining traction along with an emerging ideology of Western responsibility for 

threatened species around the world. 

Conservation carried out via militarization is not necessarily unique to Leuser, and, as 

scholars have shown, has often been a common feature of global conservation. Scholars have 

over the past decade interrogated the close relationships between militarization and 

environmental protection.360 The scholarship is most prominent among geographers and political 
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Jungle, Saving the Maya Forest: Sedimented Counterinsurgency Practices in Contemporary Guatemalan 
Conservation,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 32, No. 2 (2012): 479–502; Elizabeth Lunstrum, “Green 
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ecologists that research contemporary conservation practices that increasingly employ military 

technologies, skills, and personnel. For example, Elizabeth Lunstrum has argued that “green 

militarization” has recently emerged as a trend in securing conservation practices, especially in 

regions where the wildlife trade thrives.361 The history of Leuser in this chapter shares 

similarities with the context outlined by Lunstrum in South Africa’s Kruger National Park, in 

which militarization and conservation were enmeshed together to secure environments, while 

ultimately leading to contradictory outcomes, both intended and unintended, that were harmful to 

conservation efforts, local peoples’ livelihoods, and wildlife. Where the contexts diverge, 

however, is that in Aceh, Indonesia conservation practices and discourses were enacted within 

the broader context of war, which legitimized and justified the continuous presence of military 

actors and the use of military techniques and technologies in pursuit of conservation. Rather than 

assigning the military or para-military actors to secure environments, I argue that in Aceh the 

colonial state implemented conservation as a tactic to extend an already existing military 

presence.  

In this chapter, I follow other scholars who have argued that environmental interventions, 

such as conservation and forestry, have never been exclusively about nature or ecology, but 

instead about managing people and society.362 McElwee has termed this process “environmental 

                                                
Militarization: Anti-Poaching Efforts and the Spatial Contours of Kruger National Park,” Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 104, No. 4 (2014): 816–32; R. Duffy, “Waging a War to Save 
Biodiversity: The Rise of Militarized Conservation,” International Affairs 90, No. 4 (2014): 819-34; A. 
Dunlap and J. Fairhead, “The Militarization and Marketization of Nature: An Alternative Lens to 
Climate-Conflict,” Geopolitics 19 (2014): 937–61; J. Verweijen and E. Marijnen, “The 
Counterinsurgency /Conservation Nexus: Guerrilla Livelihoods and the Dynamics of Conflict and 
Violence in the Virunga National Park, DR Congo,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 45, No. 2 (2018): 
300-20. James Fairhead, Melissa Leach, and Ian Scoones, “Green Grabbing: A New Appropriation of 
Nature?” Journal of Peasant Studies 39, No. 2 (2012): 237–61; Benjamin Gardner, “Tourism and the 
Politics of the Global Land Grab in Tanzania: Markets, Appropriation and Recognition,” Journal of 
Peasant Studies 39, No. 2 (2012): 377–402. 
361 Lunstrum, “Green Militarization”, 2014. 
362 See, James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 
Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998); K. Sivaramakrishnan, Modern Forests: 



 

174 

rule,” arguing that environmental problems are often defined in ways that serve the State’s 

economic and political aspirations while the ecologies suffer as a result.363 In this chapter, 

however, I approach the history of militarization and conservation in Leuser from a different 

perspective, one that draws from both the theories of militarized conservation and environmental 

rule. I explore how ideas and concepts in the literatures of political ecology, geography, and the 

environmental humanities are challenged when applied to spaces, such as Aceh, where the 

politics surrounding conservation and science are immersed within histories of militarization and 

violent conflict. Overlooked in the literature are parks that were constructed within the broader 

context of war and the ways in which conservation changed perceptions of conflict while 

deepening an already existing military presence. 

I contend that environmental rule in Leuser historically developed out of militarized rule, 

and thus worked as one and the same throughout the colonial period. They were marked with the 

different forms of violence that often characterize socio-ecological projects that aim to separate 

society from nature, including direct physical force and ideological violence associated with 

transforming space and place.364 From this perspective, environmental protection in Leuser can 

be understood as a type of counter-insurgency. In this regard, I point out in this chapter the 

various ways that violence was woven into the colonial fabric, and especially in institutions, 

structures, and practices that are not always perceived to be violent, such as environmental 

conservation. Moreover, while the aims of militarization and nature protection aligned in many 

                                                
Statemaking and Environmental Change in Colonial Eastern India (Stanford, California: Stanford 
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363 McElwee, Forests Are Gold, 4-5. 
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ways, I show that the consequences of attempting to control people and space were often 

contradictory to the intended outcomes, and in this case was due to the agency of the native 

inhabitants as they fought to shape the world within which they found themselves. 

  

Colonial Context in Leuser 

Thus far in this dissertation, I have examined the Dutch militarization of Leuser in the 

early twentieth century and the incredible violence of colonial expansion and territorial 

consolidation (chapter one), the emergence of a perception of Leuser as a space of pristine nature 

and the subsequent transformation of the region into a space of imperiled nature (chapter two). I 

turn now to the concept of protection, especially as it relates to colonial ideologies of ownership 

over land and non-human species, which draws together militarization and conservation. In 

Leuser, conservation required militarization and the military also needed conservation and its 

practices, regulations, and discursive transformations to continue expanding the Dutch empire in 

the periphery. The militarization of Sumatra’s ecologies was not an inevitable outcome, but from 

the Dutch perspective, they had few options left to gain control of the region. Continuing military 

assaults on the native peoples would further escalate anti-colonial protests in the metropole and 

anti-colonial violence in Aceh. The historical context of Aceh—the four decades long Dutch-

Aceh war, the on-going resistance, the inability of the Dutch colonial government to gain land 

rights in the Gayo and Alaslands, changing ecological attitudes in the West that viewed Leuser’s 

unique wildlife as under threat, and so on—created a unique situation for the colonial regime in 

Indonesia. Conservation and militarization, however, were forged together in such ways that they 

made sense for the colonial officials, scientists, and conservationists involved in the process.  
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Counter-insurgency justified, in the minds of colonial officials, appropriation and created 

what Peluso and Vandergeest have called “violent versions of political forests.”365 They are sites 

of conflict and violence, usually referred to as ‘jungles’ by the government—they are forests 

suitable for counterinsurgency based on geographical features, whether mountainous, swampy, or 

densely forested. Political forests by their very nature are violent in that governments often 

forcibly removed people from them, restricted access, and separated communities from 

production sites and spaces that held cultural and personal meaning.366 In Aceh, both types of 

political forests as outlined above emerge. As I argued in the first chapter, the militarization of 

Aceh established a colonial ideology of the forests of highland Aceh, especially in Leuser, as 

violent, threatening, and savage. The KNIL’s view of the forests was directly linked to their view 

of the native peoples themselves. The colonial ideology of the forests and people justified and 

legitimized, in their view, the massacre of native peoples and the control of territory and 

populations. Conservation strategies in Leuser were developed in the 1920s and 30s using the 

existing militarized framework and infrastructure, including soldiers, weapons, cartographies and 

geographic knowledge, and ideologies. Scientists, conservationists, and others used those tools, 

information, and ideologies to legislate, map, zone, and classify Leuser’s forests. It was a process 

the rendered Indigenous peoples invisible and produced Leuser into space of imperiled (and 

imperial) nature.  

The Dutch strategy during the war was to force the population of the highlands into the 

plains (blangs) and valleys to control the resistance.367 This strategy, as explained by Dutch 

conservationists, was also an effective tactic for environmental protection. The communities in 

                                                
365 Peluso and Vandergeest, “Political Ecologies of War”, 588. 
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California Press, 1992), 13-19. 
367 F.C. van Heurn to A. Ph. van Aken (Governor of Aceh), 11 June 1932, 1283, 161, SA, NCIN. 
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the valleys of Leuser had settlements that were legible to the Dutch colonial government and 

organized in such a way that the population was visible and could be mapped and administered 

for taxation. The forests were ideologically, and physically to a lesser extent, cleared of people 

and the remaining settlements were marked as illegal. The Leuser region is comprised of dense 

tropical forests and steep terrain with river valleys cutting through the Barisan mountain chain 

that runs the entire length of Sumatra from Aceh to Bandar Lampung in the south. The highlands, 

therefore, provided geographies of escape for the resistance to evade the colonial military, while 

some inhabitants moved into the forests to avoid conflict from both sides of the battle. During the 

period in question, the land available to legally occupy was shrinking at an incredible pace due to 

the beginnings of colonial territorial accumulation in the so-called Outer Islands of Indonesia. 

Conservation zones were created in the interiors and plantations expanded in the lowlands. As 

capitalist development spread in the lowlands, native inhabitants either worked on the plantations 

or fled elsewhere in search of a livelihood. Both militarization and conservation caused people to 

flee into the forests in search of safety and land to farm for subsistence, or to regroup and train 

for the resistance. The aims of militarization and conservation aligned in many ways, but the 

consequences of attempting to control people and space were often contradictory to the intended 

outcomes.  

By 1940, almost every country and colony in the world had national parks and other 

forms of protected areas. It was a green grab on a global scale led by social and political elites 

from around the world. The United States and Australia, for instance, had already established 

national parks, numerous forests had been placed under protection in Mexico, the famous guano 

islands off the coast of Peru were protected with legislation, and more than twelve thousand acres 

had been set aside for conservation in the Kamikochi valley in Central Japan. These are only a 
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few examples among many.368 National parks, nature reserves, and scientific activities were 

beginning to define the modern nation-state. Andrew Mathews contends that “[c]ontrolling 

nature for economic, strategic, and environmental reasons has been part of the constitution of 

modern states, and performing the control and legibility of nature has been one way in which 

rulers have tried to establish the stability and reasonableness of rule.”369 Beyond the performative 

aspects of the colonial state, nature protection was a tool to consolidate territory and dispossess 

native peoples of land, especially in instances where the military was unable to accomplish the 

task with the use of force.370 

To protect and secure nature, conservationists saw it as their mission to gain rights to 

land. Beyond obtaining land rights, however, they were unsure what exactly it was they wanted 

to do to protect nature in Leuser. The question remained what it was that they envisioned a space 

of nature to look like. It was certainly something to be constructed, in this instance through a 

history of violence, legitimized by environmental crisis and discourses of ecologies under threat, 

bounded and shaped by regulations and cartographic representations, and made legible via 

scientific practice and exploration. Different actors, however, had different understandings of 

what comprised a tropical wilderness. Dutch conservationists were not necessarily interested in 

removing people from the highlands. Their visions of wilderness did not exclude Indigenous 

                                                
368 For a comprehensive list of national parks and nature reserves around the world in the 1930s, see G.A. 
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peoples in the same way that had occurred in the United States, Africa, and elsewhere. William 

Cronon, Roderick Nash, and many others have argued that a particular North American notion of 

wildness was born after the independence of the US.371 In the U.S., among conservationists 

emerged the concept that nature and people should be ideologically and physically separated, 

either because people, or at least Native Americans and other types of ‘wrong people’, were 

considered too dangerous to be part of the landscape or because the idealized landscape was 

conceived to be a place without people, or pristine wilderness. Cronon, in particular, points out 

that in the first half of the twentieth century, settlers in the post-frontier U.S. tended to look at 

nature as the opposite of civilization; it was where humans were not. If humanity was capitalism, 

urban enclaves, class struggles, and so on, then nature became the place to escape all of that and 

go “back to our roots” (e.g., the Frontier myth) or to “find God” in the sublime landscapes.372 

These two constructed visions of nature in the U.S. are in large part what fueled the conservation 

movement—settlers wanted to protect nature from humans to preserve their own fantasies.  

Dutch conservationists shared some aspects of that ideology with their counterparts in the 

U.S. In chapter three, I pointed out how colonial officials and explorers in the East Indies viewed 

some landscapes as sublime, but not necessarily with regards to a religious element as in the U.S. 

In the Gayo highlands, the first Dutch explorers found the pine forests to be a place of respite 

from tropical nature; the cool evergreen mountains recalled memories and visions of the 

mountain environments back in Europe. More importantly, many Dutch conservationists were 

concerned with preserving what they viewed to be exotic, unique, and of value to science, 

including both humans and non-human species. Beyond the landscapes, they were most 

                                                
371 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” 
Environmental History 1, No.1 (1996): 7-28; Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2001); Roderick Neumann, Imposing Wilderness: Struggles over 
Livelihood and Nature Preservation in Africa (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998). 
372 Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness,” 10 and 13. 



 

180 

interested in protecting orangutans, elephants, Komodo dragons, and so on, but they also had 

constructed nature reserves in Papua and Borneo specifically to ‘preserve’ native peoples.373 The 

Dutch, however, did not view all native peoples in the East Indies as exotic enough to warrant 

‘preservation.’ Such was the case in Aceh, where the Dutch imagined the Gayo, Alas, and 

Acehnese to be savages, criminals, bad elements, and backward Muslims who were not 

compatible with civilization and modernization, and Western-imposed forms of environmental 

conservation and science were modernization projects. 

The NCIN conceived the Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve in the mid-1920s. In the 

second chapter of this dissertation, I situated the NCIN within a global environmental 

conservation movement in the early twentieth century that included organizations from the 

United States, the United Kingdom, France, Belgium, and elsewhere. Each organization focused 

foremost on environmental concerns within their respective colonies and homelands, but each 

also had an eye on conservation efforts elsewhere. P.G. van Tienhoven founded the NCIN in 

1925 in the Netherlands along with a group of socially and politically influential men based both 

in the metropole and abroad.374 The NCIN centered its efforts on conservation in colonial 

Indonesia. They did so in part because they believed that the government had done too little too 

late to protect species there, but also because the status of the great megafauna of the 

archipelago, including orangutans, Komodo dragons, Sumatran and Javan rhinoceros, and 

Sumatran elephants and tigers, were of particular concern to the global conservation community.  

Tienhoven and other Dutch conservationists viewed the East Indies as a “living 

laboratory” to test tropical conservation practices. Conservation from this perspective can be 

considered as part of the lineage of imperial sciences described in great detail by many historians 
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of science and empire. It was a mentality that extended to many different sectors of the colonial 

system throughout the Global South, especially with regards to plantation agriculture, 

bioprospecting, medicine, weapons, and the natural sciences.375 In the next chapter, I explore the 

history of bioprospecting and botanical exploration in northern Sumatra along these lines. With 

regards to conservation in Leuser, this perspective aligns with Peder Anker’s argument that 

ecology was an imperial science employed by Danish, British, and South African ecologists in 

gaining control of both foreign lands and human populations.376 Ecology and conservation 

practices were thus both indispensable to environmental rule throughout the colonial world. In 

the East Indies, as elsewhere, conservationists like Van Tienhoven were able to participate in 

environmental rule because of the colonial context in which the Dutch government viewed 

themselves as the owners of the archipelago.  

The entrance of the NCIN, a private organization based in the Netherlands, into the East 

Indies conservation scene caused tensions between the organization and the Java-based Society 

for the Protection of Nature, which I described in detail in the previous chapter. The tensions 

surfaced during the process of establishing the boundaries of the Leuser Reserve while escalating 

as scientific exploration started in the 1930s as becomes evident in the next section of this 

chapter. The primary goals of the Society were to make nature legible through scientific research 
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and exploration and gain ownership of land for small nature reserves, or “natural monuments” 

(natuurmonumenten). In the second decade of the 1900s, the Society had successfully petitioned 

the Governor-General of the East Indies to demarcate a series of small protected areas across the 

East Indies, culminating in the declaration of thirty-three nature reserves across the archipelago 

in 1919. The natuurmonumenten, however, remained limited to paper parks for many reasons, 

but mostly because of an inability to enforce regulations due to limited resources. Scientists and 

government officials from the Society for the Protection of Nature felt a sense of ownership over 

conservation in the East Indies based on their work throughout the first two decades of the 

twentieth century. The NCIN, however, believed the efforts of the Society, with their small 

natuurmonumenten scattered across the archipelago, to be too limited in scale and ineffective at 

protecting species and forests. The NCIN wanted to establish vast nature reserves on the scale of 

national parks in Europe, North America, and Africa, with Leuser as the crown jewel.  

 

Creating the Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve 

The NCIN first made their intentions known to the colonial government in Buitenzorg 

with a letter sent to the to the Governor-General of the Netherlands Indies on December 3, 1928. 

In the letter, representatives expressed concern for the threatened species of the East Indies, 

mentioning in particular orangutans, rhinoceros, tapirs, elephants, Komodo dragons, and other 

“species of interest to science.” The authors of the memo included L.C. Westenenk, H. Polak, 

and P.G. van Tienhoven, who argued that the only way to save threatened species was with the 

creation of nature reserves on the scale of “those in the United States…the Belgian Congo… and 

South Africa,” pointing out the examples of Yellowstone, Albert National Park, and Kruger 
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National Park.377 The representatives proposed four specific wildlife reserves to the Governor-

General: The Gayo and Alaslanden Reserves (what would become the Gunung Leuser Wildlife 

Reserve), the area around the peak of Indrapura, now known as Mount Kerinci in West Sumatra, 

the “Niroegebied” or Niru area of South Sumatra, and Komodo Island.378 The concept behind the 

reserves was to protect species and slow the wildlife trade, more so than it was about preserving 

‘pristine wilderness’ or majestic landscapes, as was the case with national parks in the United 

                                                
377 As mentioned in the previous chapter, Van Tienhoven played a central role in establishing Albert 
National Park in the Congo in the mid-1920s. 
378 NCIN to the Governor-General, 3 December 1928, 1283, 520, SA, NCIN. 

Figure 25 This draft map compiled by the NCIN in 1935 outlines the boundaries of proposed nature reserves in relation to the 
perceived range of orangutan populations in northern Sumatra.  From the Stadsarchief Amsterdam collection, 
KLAB08888000186. 
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States and, initially, in Tanzania.379 However, leaders of the NCIN often described environments 

across the East Indies in their proposals as comprised of ‘pristine wilderness’ and ‘virgin forests’ 

because that discourse appealed to the hearts and imaginations of funders, private citizens, and 

government officials alike.  

F.C. van Heurn and P.G. van Tienhoven were the principal advocates for the construction 

of the Leuser Reserves across the heart of the orangutan habitat in northern Sumatra. Van 

Tienhoven was a lawyer and naturalist who played a prominent role in the early conservation 

movement in the Netherlands as a member and officer of the Society for the Conservation of 

Nature Reserves (Vereniging tot Behoud van Natuurmonumenten in Nederland) from 1905 until 

his death in 1953.380 He is also credited as the founder of the international nature conservation 

movement in the Netherlands, culminating in the establishment of the NCIN in 1925. Along with 

the NCIN, Van Tienhoven also created the International Office for Documentation and 

Correlation for the Protection of Nature (Office International de Documentation et de 

Corrélation pour la Protection de la Nature) in Brussels in 1928. He built the International 

Office as a sort of umbrella organization for all international nature protection organizations 

around the world, where scientists, conservationists, government representatives, zoo officials, 

museum staff, and others could meet, network, advocate, and plan global conservation activities. 

The International Office received startup revenue from donors in the Netherlands, Belgium, and 

the United States, especially from Van Tienhoven’s colleagues at the Boone and Crocket Club, an 

American international conservation organization founded by Theodore Roosevelt.381 Van 

Tienhoven tried to recruit the Society for the Preservation of the Wild Fauna of the Empire in 

                                                
379 For a history of parks in Tanzania, see Neumann, Imposing Wilderness, 1998. 
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Britain, but representatives from the organization stated that while they were interested in the 

cause, they were too busy with the conservation agenda in their own colonies to participate in a 

global movement.382 The International Office still exists today as the International Union for 

Conservation of Nature after undergoing many changes over the decades.  

The NCIN, however, was Van Tienhoven’s main project. In 1925, the founding 

committee of the NCIN consisted of nine men trained in the natural sciences (See Table 1). 

 

Table 1 The founding committee of the Netherlands Commission for the International Protection of Nature. 

P.G. van Tienhoven Founder of the NCIN 
Dr. L.F. de Beaufort A biologist and director of the Zoological 

Museum of Amsterdam 
G.A. Brouwer A biologist and ornithologist 
Dr. L.P. de Bussy If you recall from chapter two, De Bussy worked 

at the Deli Experiment Station in Medan from 
1905 to 1917 and collected wildlife for the Artis 
Zoo in Amsterdam. In 1917, he returned to the 
Netherlands to become director of the Colonial 
Institute in Amsterdam 

J. Drijver An ornithologist 
Dr. J.C. Koningberger A biologist who was director of the Buitenzorg 

Botanic Gardens from 1910 to 1918 
H.C. Rehbock A geographer, conservationist, and former board 

member of the Sumatra Rubber Agriculture 
Company (Sumatra Rubber Cultuur 
Maatschappij) 

J.P. Thijsse A conservationist and naturalist who was Van 
Tienhoven’s mentor 

W.J. Laan Unknown 
 

 

By 1938, the NCIN had six officers, twenty-six members, three corresponding members from 

Geneva, Palembang, and Buitenzorg, and an archivist.383 Van Tienhoven believed that with the 
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social networks of NCIN members, who had connections to important scientific institutions, 

conservation organizations, and political bodies in the Netherlands and East Indies at the local, 

national, and international levels, they could effectively establish large-scale nature reserves 

across the East Indies. He worked closely with locally influential people in the East Indies, while 

at the same time he cooperated with and applied public pressure on influential political figures. 

With regards to Leuser, no Dutch colonial official knew the region better than F.C. van Heurn.  

Van Heurn worked tirelessly in the 1920s and 30s to see conservation in Leuser come to 

light. He was a soil scientist who spent a year in the mid-1920s, before the orangutan crisis, 

exploring the Leuser region for mineral and oil resources. Oil development in Aceh was of key 

economic importance to the colonial government. The Sumatran oil industry was already well 

established by the end of the nineteenth century and, according to H. Bakkar, the continued 

growth of the industry rested on access to new oil-rich territory in Aceh.384 The military in Aceh 

was the instrument by which oil exploration took place, and economic considerations were a 

significant factor in the Dutch invasion of Aceh. Van Heurn, however, did not discover minerals 

of interest, but his research caused concern among local leaders. The story gets foggy here, and 

the relationship between Van Heurn and the native leaders is not clear.  

H.D. Rijksen, a primatologist and orangutan expert, communicated with Van Heurn in the 

early 1970s and presents his version of events as he remembered them.385 According to Rijksen 

and Griffiths, local leaders wished to discuss with Van Heurn the results of his research and relay 

their fears of a permanent colonial invasion with the aim of exploiting mineral resources in the 
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385 H.D. Rijksen and M. Griffiths, Leuser Development Programme Masterplan (Wageningen: Institute 
for Forestry and Nature Research, 1995). 



 

187 

southern highlands of Aceh. Their primary concern was with the future of the Barisan mountain 

range and the sacred summit of Mount (Gunung) Leuser.  

Leuser was a sacred mountain for many people living in the interior of Aceh; they had 

both adoration and great fear of the mountaintops in the region because they believed the peaks 

were the home of both human and non-human spirits.386 Mt. Leuser was not only the abode of the 

ancestral spirits but also provided the link between heaven and earth. Tony Whitten et al. report 

that ‘Leuser’ in the Gayo language means ‘the mountain where animals go to die.’387 Rijksen and 

Griffiths, on the other hand, mention that Leuser (or Leusoh) in Gayo means ‘veiled in clouds.’388 

I was told the same during my time in the Leuser region, as local peoples explained to me that 

Leuser translates to “diselimuti awan” in Indonesian, or “covered in clouds.” It is evident that the 

mountains of the region, Mount Leuser in particular as the highest mountain in Aceh, and the 

surrounding forests were of central importance to the sacred beliefs and practices of the native 

inhabitants. It appears that in the colonial context, native leaders were concerned with protecting 

their sacred spaces in light of the unpredictable future of colonialism.  

As the story goes, Van Heurn reported to the government that no deposits of significance 

were found in Leuser and he instead offered his support to the zelfbestuurders in convincing the 

colonial government to recognize the sacred status of Leuser’s mountains and forests to protect 

them from exploitation and development. In 1927, village leaders throughout the region held 
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meetings (musyawarah) in Tapaktuan on the west coast of Aceh and Bambel in the Alaslands 

and agreed to permit him to proceed with seeking protected status for the region.389 Van Heurn 

assured the leaders that establishing nature reserves was the best method for protecting their 

sacred forests and mountains. Van Heurn planted the seeds of conservation then as a means to 

thwart plantation development and extractive industries in Leuser, as it was essential to get the 

local leaders on board with his plan to see it come to fruition. At the time, the village heads still 

maintained some control over territory in Leuser.  

The zelfbestuurders that met with Van Heurn were expected to be agents of local, rather 

than colonial interests, even though their succession and policies were subject to the approval of 

the colonial government. The key for Van Heurn was convincing the zelfbestuurders that 

conservation was in their best interest. It appears that the leaders did not realize at the time that 

conservation practices would legally transform their ownership and use of the land, or maybe 

they did and preferred that future to whatever other options might have been discussed. Van 

Daalen’s invasion and the massacre of thousands of native inhabitants in Leuser from only 

twenty-three years earlier must have still been fresh in their minds, especially as the colonial 

military continued to patrol and administer the region. Native leaders may have also feared that it 

was only a matter of time before plantation expansion, as witnessed in the northern Gayo 

highlands and the lowlands of northern Sumatra, encroached upon their villages and ways of life. 

Many Gayo had traveled from Leuser over the years to work on the plantations in Deli, and local 

leaders were well-aware that capitalist development upended all aspects of society, transformed 

ecosystems, and created barriers between people and place. It could also very well have been the 

                                                
389 Ibid., 37-8. Unfortunately, I have been unable to find any information in the Indonesian or Dutch 
records on the musyawarah in the highlands or any of Van Heurn’s meetings with local leaders. He did 
not note any of the meetings or discussions in his personal records, and the only information on the 
relationships between Van Heurn and the native leaders in the highlands in the mid-1920s comes from 
interviews that Rijksen held with Van Heurn in the 1980s.  
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case that the zelfbestuurders and their communities had very different conceptions of ‘protection’ 

as it related to Leuser than did European conservationists who sought to remove local peoples 

from the forests. Whereas the Gayo peoples in the southern interior believed the forests to be 

inhabited by both human and non-human ancestral spirits with the mountains providing the 

connection to other worlds, conservationists and colonial officials desired a separation of human 

from Nature. The local peoples and the colonists both looked at the forests and mountains but 

saw two completely different worlds, and so it might be concluded that they imagined 

conservation and protection in disparate ways—protecting a social world versus a Nature 

removed of the social.     

Similarly, the communities in the highlands had different ideologies and practices when it 

came to land ownership and use. The Dutch sought to bound space and regulate different zones 

with various land use functions—some areas would be managed for economic development by 

Dutch forestry officials, while other zones would exclude human activity entirely in the name of 

nature protection. Most of all, the Dutch viewed land in Leuser as state-owned property. The 

concept of individual-owned and bounded land was foreign to the Gayo and other highlanders. In 

Leuser, forested lands and other non-cultivated spaces belonged to Allah alone.390 This concept 

was referred to as hak Allah, or the rights of Allah, and other groups across Indonesia shared 

similar beliefs. Persons could claim rights to hak Allah lands by clearing and cultivating forest 

areas. The cultivators maintained land rights as long as they farmed the area. 

The local peoples, it seems, did not have a say in the shape of conservation in Leuser and 

the regulations that would be created to protect their sacred spaces. Van Heurn, on the other hand, 

was undoubtedly aware of the political ramifications of establishing protected areas in Leuser. In 

                                                
390 Palmer van den Brook, W.F. Aasvallende Memorie Betreffende de Onderafdeeling Gajo-Loeos, Atjeh, 
etc. 16 Mei 1936, Memorie van Overgave Seri 1e, Film No.8, Arsip Nasional Republik Indonesia, 
Jakarta. 
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the proposal for the Leuser Reserves in 1928, he explained to the NCIN that all the 

zelfbestuurders in Leuser had signed the “Korte Verklaring,” which he claimed had reduced their 

power to that of an “assistant wedana” in Java, meaning that territorial control was ceded to the 

colonial government.391 Most of the roadblocks were then cleared for him and the NCIN. The 

native leaders, according to Van Heurn, agreed to the plan, and the on-going resistance in Leuser 

justified his goal of securing the region from the local people. He wrote to the NCIN that the 

government had more reach than ever before in the highlands because of military developments 

in the 1920s.392 The NCIN then aimed to get the military government in Aceh on board with the 

plan to secure Leuser from the native peoples to “counteract their Bohemian tendencies,” 

including eradicating and preventing all future ladangs, or dry rice fields, in the forests.393 Van 

Heurn targeted the ladangs for two reasons; first, it would slow deforestation, and second, he 

believed that prohibiting forest settlements and agriculture would lessen support for those 

resisting colonialism (kwaadwilligen, or bad elements, as Van Heurn called them), as they had 

built camps throughout Leuser.394 Conservation personnel, including Van Heurn and Van 

Tienhoven, had appropriated the discourse of military officers and colonial administrators in 

Aceh to describe the native inhabitants. Dutch officials in Aceh had referred to the Gayo, Alas, 

and Acehnese as djahats (rebels), fanatieke (fanatics), kwaadwilligen, and Mohamedanen 

(Muslims) since Van Daalen led the 1904 invasion of the Aceh interior. That language regarding 

the native peoples continued in communications between the NCIN and officials in colonial 

Indonesia in the 1920s and 1930s. To secure the region for conservation, the NCIN believed that 

                                                
391 F.C. van Heurn, “Aan den Voorzitter van de Nederlandsche Commissie voor Internationale 
Natuurbescherming, Reservaat in Atjeh,” Nederlandsche Commissie voor Internationale 
Natuurbescherming, Mededeelingen No. 5 (1928): 50. 
392 Ibid., 50.  
393 F.C. van Heurn to P.G. van Tienhoven, 28 April 1929, 1283, 520, SA, NCIN. 
394 Heurn, “Aan den Voorzitter”, 55. 
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the native peoples had to be kept to the valleys where they could live in settlements legible to the 

Dutch. 

In Leuser, conservationists and the military wished to confine the locations of villages to 

very specific sections of the reserves; geographical spaces that could be patrolled, administered, 

and made legible. Fortress conservation, a process by which local peoples are forcefully removed 

and excluded from the forests, was not possible because the Dutch were not interested in 

inflaming and intensifying anti-colonial resistance in Aceh, and the military did not have the 

human resources available to engage in the process of forcibly removing people from the 

forests.395 It proved an impossible task for the colonial government to gain control over the Gayo 

and Alas peoples, whose resistance was aided by an in-depth knowledge of the geographies of 

the steep mountains and dense tropical forests in the highland interior. Their resistance was also a 

product of the networks the local peoples had developed across the entirety of Aceh in the 

previous centuries in which they exchanged goods and knowledge along the paths crossing the 

interior of Aceh, as I described in chapter one. Whereas the Dutch were not able to use pure 

physical force to cause the native inhabitants to submit to colonial control, they instead gained 

legal rights to their means of production, including land accumulation and the creation of new 

forms of illegality in accessing resources.      

Establishing reserves in Leuser rested on the relationships between Van Tienhoven, Van 

Heurn, and the Dutch military in Aceh. The NCIN knew that the creation of nature reserves 

would ultimately be the task of the military commander, and they hoped to convince the 

Governor of Aceh by arguing that the patrols could be expanded into new roles as game wardens. 

                                                
395 Here, I draw on Dan Brockington’s description of fortress conservation from, Fortress Conservation: 
The Preservation of the Mkomazi Game Reserve, Tanzania (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
2002), 8.  
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As mentioned in the introduction of 

this chapter, Van Heurn opened 

communications with the Governor of 

Aceh, A. Ph. van Aken to begin 

discussions on the creation of the 

wildlife reserve. Their vision of the 

colonial administration of the Aceh 

interior shared many similarities, 

including their belief that the Gayo and 

Alaslands were “practically 

uninhabited”, that lands and forests in 

colonial Indonesia were Dutch 

property and should be formally 

designated as such, and that their goals 

for Aceh could only be achieved through the continued militarization of the region. Van Heurn 

continued in a letter to the Governor that the goal of conservation would be aligned with the 

mission of the military “to concentrate the populations as much as possible in  the plains and 

valleys and keep them away from the forests in the mountains.”396 Military units would become 

game wardens and their control over the region would be deepened, extended, and legitimized. 

The situation would be favorable to both conservationists and the government because 

conservation, under these conditions, would protect fauna and “prevent an invasion of natives 

                                                
396 F.C. van Heurn to A. Ph. van Aken (Governor of Aceh), 11 June 1932, 1283, 161, SA, NCIN. 

Figure 26 Registration of the herds of elephants in Sumatra's East Coast 
and Tapanuli by F.C. van Heurn in 1936. Stadsarchief Amsterdam, 
KLAB08888000190. 
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into the area.”397 The Governor of Aceh and his military commandants agreed to the plan, later 

assigning additional military patrols to the intended game reserve.398  

The NCIN’s proposal for what they initially called the “Gajo en Alaslanden Reservaat,” 

or the Gayo and Alaslands Reserve, was ambitious and included a massive area stretching from 

the west side of the Alas River valley in the interior, across the Barisan mountain range down to 

the coasts from Singkil in the southwest to Meulaboh on the northwest coast of Aceh. The area 

included both highlands forests and valleys in the interior and the southwestern coastal lowlands 

and swamps. Van Heurn and the NCIN argued that the coastal lowlands were of critical 

importance due to the herds of wild elephants along with what Van Heurn believed to be the 

largest populations of orangutans in northern Sumatra.399 He pointed out in the proposal that the 

orangutan first described as the ‘Sumatran orangutan’—as a distinct species from the Bornean 

orangutan— by C. Abel in 1826 was discovered and shot in the swamps near Trumon on the 

southwest coast of Aceh.400 The area proposed by the NCIN also included the entire subdistrict of 

Alaslanden, except for a few inhabited regions in the lower Alas Valley. In total, the reservation 

was estimated to cover 928,000 hectares, or 3583 square miles (or about one-hundred square 

miles larger than the current size of Yellowstone National Park).401  

On February 6, 1934, A. Ph. van Aken convened a meeting in the coastal town of 

Tapaktuan in which both native leaders and government officials attended to give their formal 

consent to the creation of nature reserves in Leuser. At the meeting, all parties present signed 

what has become known as the Tapaktuan Doctrine. The Governor of Aceh officially signed the 

                                                
397 Ibid., 11 June 1932, 1283, 161, SA, NCIN. 
398 A. Ph. van Aken to the NCIN, 12 February 1935, 1283, 161, SA, NCIN. 
399 Heurn, “Aan den Voorzitter”, 52-3.  
400 Rijksen and Griffiths, Leuser Development Programme, 38. Also see, Nederlandsche Commissie voor 
Internationale Natuurbescherming, Mededeelingen No. 13 (1955): 28.  
401 Heurn, “Aan den Voorzitter”, 48-9. 
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Tapaktuan Doctrine on July 3, 1934, committing the Aceh government to conservation in 

Leuser.402 The Governor-General of the East Indies, B.C. de Jonge, also supported the proposal.  

 

Table 2 The following people signed the Tapaktuan Doctrine, which formally converted native territories into state-owned lands. 

The Zelfbestuurder from Gayo Lues, Sapii Aman Rampah 

The Zelfbestuurder from Pulau Mas, Sidoen 

The Bestuurscommissie from Bambel, Chairman Van den Berge, Members Intjan, Dekah, and 
Moehid 

The Zelfbestuurders from Meuke, Tjoet and Digoenoeng 

The Zelfbestuurder from Labuan Haji, Maidin 

The Zelfbestuurder from Manggeng, Kanda 

The Zelfbestuurder from Lho Pawoh Noord, Nagor 

The Zelfbestuurder from Blang Pidie, Sabi 

The Controller of Gayo Lues, Palmer van den Broek 

The Controller of Alaslanden, Van den Berge 

The Controller of Tapaktuan, Hoedt 

The Assistant-Resident of the Gayo and Alaslands, Maier 

The Assistant-Resident of the Westcoast of Aceh, A. Pauw 

The Governor of Aceh and its Dependencies 

The Lieutenant Governor of the Netherlands Indies, Tissing 

  

The Doctrine converted native territories into state-owned lands and required the 

inhabitants to agree to protect the natural resources of Leuser. The regulations outlined in the 

document also made it illegal to catch, kill, or injure wild animals, collect the eggs of such 

animals, or trade or transport live or dead wild animals and the parts of those animals. Any wild 

                                                
402 Goedgekeurd bij besluit van den Gouverneur van Atjeh en Onderhoorigheden, 3 July 1934. Decree 
No. 317/35, 1283, 161, SA, NCIN. 
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animals confiscated by authorities would be released back into the reserve, while animal skins 

and other body parts would be handed over to the Zoological Museum at the Buitenzorg Botanic 

Gardens. The new protection laws also prohibited the ownership and use of firearms, air rifles, 

and hunting dogs. The prohibition explicitly did not apply to military patrols as well as those 

authorized by the colonial government. Violation of those provisions was to be punished with a 

maximum of three months imprisonment or a fine of five-hundred guilders.403  

 As outlined in the Tapaktuan Doctrine, the government did grant protection to a block of 

land from the northern slopes of Mount Leuser, south along the western slopes of the Barisan 

Mountains to the lower boundaries of the Alaslands, east across the Alas Valley to the south of 

Kutacane, then back to the north including the watershed of the newly renamed ‘Wilhelmina’ 

Mountains. The colonial government did not accept all the original boundaries of the park as 

proposed by the NCIN. Instead, the government excluded almost all of the lowland rainforest and 

swamplands on the west coast of Aceh because of possibilities for future economic development. 

The area around the town of Kutacane and a strip of settlements along the Alas river north 

through the valley were also excluded from the protected areas. It appears that K.W. 

Dammerman, the director of the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens, whom the colonial government 

often turned to for opinion in matters of nature protection, had some influence in keeping the 

coastal lowlands and swamp regions from being included in the reserve. He read the proposal in 

1929 and did not support it because he and his colleagues in the Society for the Protection of 

Nature were of the opinion that the reserves should not encroach upon the inhabited regions in 

the valleys and along the coasts. The proposal also did not allow for road construction in the 

                                                
403 Zelfbestuurbesluit van de Landschappen Gajo Loëos. 6 February 1934, 1283, 520, SA, NCIN.  
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highlands, which scientists did not agree with because a road into the interior would have 

provided access to those who manage and conduct research there.404  

The initial game and forest reserve 

covered 416,500 hectares (1,608 square miles), 

or about 45% of the proposed area.405 Following 

the signing of the Tapaktuan Doctrine in 1934, 

the colonial government in Aceh continued to 

bound space in Leuser and expand the reserve 

boundaries, thus extending the new forms of 

illegality across the interior of Aceh. To define 

space, the Governor of Aceh and its 

Dependencies (Gouverneur van Atjeh en 

Onderhoorigheden) established a border 

regulation commission in 1937 to “regulate and 

expand borders” in the highlands of Aceh. The commission was mostly comprised of forestry 

personnel, and their goal was to map and zone the highlands of Aceh for different land use 

functions, including forest management for Pinus merkusii (a pine tree that produced resin used 

in manufacturing, as described in chapter three) and conservation.406  

The work of the border regulation commission highlights what the Dutch colonial 

government considered productive spaces for economic development versus spaces of nature to 

                                                
404 Nederlandsche Commissie voor Internationale Natuurbescherming, Mededeelingen No. 13 (1955): 27. 
405 Nederlandsche Commissie voor Internationale Natuurbescherming, Mededeelingen No. 13 (1955): 15. 
406 Wilhelminagebergte (Sibolangit), 26 June 1939, 1939, 0014 BLD, Aceh Archives, Unit Kearsipan, 
Planologi Kehutanan Bogor, Indonesia.  

Figure 27 This map from the Tapaktuan Doctrine outlines 
the original boundaries of Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve. 
From, 1283, 520, Stadsarchief Amsterdam. 
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be maintained as “primitive forest.” The commission identified the potential spaces, delineated 

their boundaries on maps, proposed and justified their land use functions to the Governor of 

Atjeh, and then met held meeting with the local heads, or zelfbestuurders, the lieutenant 

governors (gezaghebber) and assistant residents of each region, and the head forester of Aceh 

(opperhoutvester). At each meeting, the government produced two legal documents, a Note of 

Explanation (Nota van Toelichting) and a written summary of the process (proces-verbaal) 

signed by all in attendance agreeing to the new land zones and the legal regulations managing the 

newly demarcated spaces.  

  The two documents outlined the specific locations of the new borders, their ecosystem 

and land use functions, according to Dutch foresters, and the new legal regimes governing those 

landscapes. The land use functions were based on either economic production or conservation 

depending on the geography of each space. For example, foresters described the “Wilhelmina” 

mountain range on the east side of the Alas River in the heart of Leuser as such, “The vegetation 

consists of primeval forest. Heavy landslides occur on the heavy slope. Pinus Merkusii usually 

appears as the first vegetation on the landslides. For timber production, there is only a very 

limited possibility in connection with the condition of the terrain.”407 Therefore, the 

Wilhelminagebergte block, consisting of 5,440 hectares or 21 square miles, was integrated into 

the wildlife reserve for nature protection.  

The lasting impact of the regulation, however, was that it transferred land rights from the 

native inhabitants to the colonial government. Each ‘Note of Explanation’ included the following 

statement just above the final signatures of each representative at the meeting and it was written 

in both Dutch and Indonesian: 

                                                
407 Ibid., 26 Juni 1939, 0014 BLD, Aceh Archives, Unit Kearsipan, Planologi Kehutanan Bogor, 
Indonesia. 
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that within the outer boundary of the aforementioned forest area according to the 
express declaration of the representatives of the population concerned, there are no 
grounds on which one of their members still has the right to exercise possession or 
use rights (Figure 28).408 
 

  The Tapaktuan Doctrine and the initial establishment of Gunung Leuser Wildlife 

Research started the process of bounding and regulating space and accumulating territory for the 

                                                
408 Wilhelminagebergte (Sibolangit), 6 January 1939, 0014 BLD, Aceh Archives, Unit Kearsipan, 
Planologi Kehutanan Bogor, Indonesia. 

Figure 28 'Note of Explanation' decreeing the Wilhelminagebergte block legally part of the Gunung Leuser 
Wildlife Reserve in 1939. Wilhelminagebergte (Sibolangit), 26 June 1939, 1939, 0014 BLD, Aceh Archives, 
Unit Kearsipan, Planologi Kehutanan Bogor, Indonesia. 
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colonial state. Each new conservation zone was administered using the same regulations outlined 

in the Tapaktuan Doctrine; the native inhabitants were prohibited from owning firearms or 

hunting dogs, and trapping, hunting, or collecting wildlife unless with a permit from the 

government. Local communities were allowed to remain within the reserve boundaries, but their 

ability to access natural resources was severely restricted. The expansion of reserves in the 

following years continued the process throughout Leuser. The reserves expanded in the latter 

1930s to include the Kluet Wildlife Reserve (decreed on 30 September 1936 totaling 20,000 

hectares/77 square miles), and the Sikundur, West Langkat, and South Langkat Forest and 

Wildlife Reserves (decreed on 30 October 1938).  

The addition of these protected areas extended the reserves over the ‘Wilhelmina’ 

mountain range on the east side of the Alas Valley and set the boundaries for what is now 

Gunung Leuser National Park. The exclusion of the coastal swamps to this day has had enormous 

consequences for the people and non-human species of the region because the Tripa Swamp, to 

the south of Meulaboh, is one of the most contentious pieces of land in Indonesia and a 

battleground between environmentalists, local peoples, and transnational oil palm companies.409 

Just as Leuser was a utopia for Van Heurn, it remains so for many local, national, and 

international environmentalists and scientists today. First and foremost, this is because “it is the 

only place on Earth where elephants, orangutans, tigers, and rhinoceros coexist,” a phrase used 

by Van Heurn and Van Tienhoven to promote conservation in the region.410 The expression 

remains the mantra of environmentalists to this day, and it appears in nearly every headline about 

Leuser. 

 

                                                
409 See “Aceh and Tripa Swamp Protection,” The Orangutan Project, retrieved on 8 March 2018 from 
https://www.theorangutanproject.org/projects/projects/aceh-and-tripa-swamp-protection/.   
410 F.C. van Heurn to A. Ph. van Aken (Governor of Aceh), 11 June 1932, 1283, 161, SA, NCIN. 
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 Conclusion 

Promoting Leuser both in the colonial period and today as the only place where certain 

critically endangered species co-exist is a discursive move central to environmental rule. The 

colonial state was first and foremost concerned with social planning in Leuser, where many 

native inhabitants had strongly resisted colonial incorporation since the Dutch had first arrived in 

1904. The discourse of environmental crisis and conservation erased Indigenous peoples from the 

land, just as the social process of park creation separated society from Nature and justified 

violence targeted at the native inhabitants. Indeed, the discourse of environmental crisis and 

Figure 29 The areas in yellow and red identify the Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve after expansion in 1938. The NCIN 
proposed the areas in blue for further expansion and they were later approved by the colonial government. Map created by 
F.C. van Heurn. Undated map, 1283, 521, SA, NCIN. 
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conservation was based on the language of militarization in which the Gayo, Alas, and Acehnese 

were savages, rebels, and fanatics. Creating environmental subjects, such as poachers, squatters, 

and others concealed continued military violence from international constituencies, justified state 

violence in the name of nature protection and legitimized the military force by transforming 

soldiers into game wardens. The creation of political forests went hand-in-hand with 

environmental rule, both of which were central to the colonial process of separating nature from 

society and controlling peripheral spaces.       

Conservationists, it appears, were genuinely interested in ‘saving’ non-human species, but 

nature protection was ultimately about controlling people and their access to forests; it was about 

intervening in land ownership and access to natural resources, including water, food, and 

medicinal plants, and population settlement in order to “improve” and “protect” the environment. 

It was the new White Man’s Burden. Just as conservationists appropriated the discourse of 

militarization in Aceh, so too did the military speak the language of conservation. The Governor 

of Aceh and the top military figure, A. Ph. Van Aken, agreed to nature protection plans because 

conservation goals aligned with his interests in deepening surveillance in the region, transferring 

land rights from Indigenous peoples to the colonial state, keeping settlements and populations in 

the visible valleys and out of the forests, and placing strict regulations on the inhabitants’ lives 

and their use of land. While military leaders in Aceh and the NCIN had shared agendas, their 

actions and regulations had unintended consequences due to the agency of local peoples in 

creating their own ways of life amid the drastic changes taking place in the region. Military 

violence and the continued regulation of access to land caused peoples in Leuser to head to the 

forests. It was an active act of resistance, as many Gayo, Alas, and other inhabitants and 

immigrants fled to the forests for protection, subsistence, or to continue the battle against the 

Dutch. James Scott concluded with regards to the failures of high modernism that the 
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“progenitors of such plans regarded themselves as far smarter and farseeing than they really were 

and, at the same time, regarded their subjects as far more stupid and incompetent than they really 

were.”411 This is just as true of militarization and conservation in Leuser, both of which were 

high modernist projects at their core. 

Conservation in the East Indies, as elsewhere in the world, was about claiming ownership 

of a space by demarcating a region as a state territory, transforming knowledge of place, place 

names and the names of non-human species, and creating new laws that regulated human 

relationships with the forests and non-human species. These transformations were the violence of 

socio-ecological projects. Conservation in Leuser required a constant military presence to claim 

and maintain territorial control. The resistance of the Gayo, Alas, Acehnese, and other peoples 

forced the military to administer the region until Indonesian independence, which occurred only 

a decade after the initial declaration of Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve. Conservation and the 

global ownership asserted over natural areas, however, outlasted Indonesian independence and 

today are still a form of colonialism from the perspective of the landless peoples who reside in 

Leuser. 

                                                
411 Scott, Seeing Like a State, 343. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

MILITARIZED SCIENCE: FIELD RESEARCH AND CONTESTATIONS OVER 

KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION IN LEUSER 

 

Dutch conservationists believed that the Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve would serve as 

a place of tourism and scientific exploration. Leuser was a source of pride for both the colonial 

government and conservationists, and the ways they promoted the region reflected their feelings 

about colonial Indonesia in general; it was their conviction that they owned the archipelago, it 

was theirs to do with it what they wished, and constructing the reserves was another means of 

claiming ownership and control. Both nature protection and scientific research in the first half of 

the twentieth century were leading players in the theatre of rule; they were both central to gaining 

legitimacy as a colonial power by projecting an image of “just and effective rule.”412 To show off 

their new creation, Dutch officials envisioned tourists from around the world coming to admire 

the landscapes and species unique to the East Indies. It was their goal, according to project 

proposals for the Leuser Reserves, to attract foreigners to see the landscapes and the ‘exotic’ 

flora and fauna of Sumatra. A travel journalist in Singapore wrote about national parks in the East 

Indies in 1936, declaring: “The most interesting sanctuary is no doubt the great national park in 

Atjeh (Aceh), the Gajoe- and Alaslanden reservation… The whole national park has not been 

explored. There are some pathways along the rivers, though the white man has never been in this 

part of ‘dark Sumatra.’ We are sure that the (Leuser) National Park will become one of the future 

great attractions of international tourism.”413  

                                                
412 Eric Tagliacozzo, “The Indies and the World: State Building, Promise, and Decay at a Transnational 
Moment, 1910,” Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde, Vol. 166, No. 2/3 (2010): 271. 
413 F. Koster, “National Parks in Sumatra,” The Straits Times (Singapore), July 15, 1936. 
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The on-the-ground reality, however, did not often mesh with the image of colonial control 

and just rule, as I have tried to show throughout this dissertation. Perhaps nowhere in colonial 

Indonesia was this more apparent than in Aceh where the Dutch had struggled to gain control 

throughout the entirety of the colonial period. Dutch scientists and conservationists familiar with 

the region knew that developing tourism was only a dream at that time. Tourism did not take hold 

in Leuser during the colonial period for numerous reasons. First, the government did not build 

roads and infrastructure in the interior beyond Kutacane due to geographical obstacles and the 

on-going resistance movement. Second, the beginnings the Indonesian National Revolution and 

the Second World War started only a few years after Gunung Leuser Reserve was constructed. As 

early as 1929, K. Th. Beets, the resident of the Gayo and Alaslands, reported that there were 

“intellectual Gayo” nationalists and communists living in the highlands and that it was a concern 

but not yet a problem.414 The arrogance of Dutch colonialism as exemplified by Van Daalen’s 

invasion and the subsequent massacres carried out in the Gayo and Alaslands in the first decade 

of the twentieth century had started to fade by the 1930s and was being replaced with a paranoia 

regarding the waning power of the Dutch in the East Indies. 

Socio-ecological projects in northern Sumatra in the first half of the twentieth century 

were not only about expanding and maintaining empire but were also about research and 

securing the Dutch’s place as a leader of the natural sciences in the West. Dutch researchers 

aimed to modernize scientific practices. They had for decades been a world leader in agricultural 

and tropical ecology research at the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens and at research stations in the 

highlands of West Java and along Sumatra’s East Coast. By the 1930s, scientific research was no 

longer relegated to laboratories in the metropoles and colonial urban centers. Indeed, field 

                                                
414 K. Th. Beets, Memorie van Overgave Afdeeling Gajo- en Alaslanden 14-10-1929 to 23-5-1933, 
Memorie van Overgave Seri 1e, Film No.8, Arsip Nasional Republik Indonesia, Jakarta (hereafter, ANRI, 
MVO). 
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science was the science of the future. The globalization of science in the early twentieth century 

saw botanists and explorers starting to move beyond the identification and collection of flora and 

fauna to begin connecting species evolution and distribution on a global scale, drawing together 

ecological regions and whole ecosystems across transnational boundaries. Similarly, biologists 

and primatologists left the laboratory to study animal behavior and social interactions in their 

native habitats and also to map the population distribution of particular animals across space.  

This chapter examines two cases of field research in the latter 1930s in Leuser. The first 

case study took place in 1937. C.G.G.J. van Steenis, a prominent Dutch botanist and assistant at 

the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens, led the expedition. The Van Steenis expedition was the most 

extensive scientific exploration of Leuser during the colonial period. The scientific expedition 

was essentially a military patrol, as regional heads of the KNIL provided Van Steenis travel 

logistics, route maps, estimated expenses, and information about the local peoples, villages, 

weather, and environment; soldiers and military personnel accompanied the expedition for 

security; and the itinerary was based on the locations of existing military camps throughout the 

highlands and mostly followed the route of Van Daalen’s 1904 invasion. I call attention to two 

particular aspects of the expedition. First, Dutch scientists at the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens 

were concerned with scientific rivalries and ensuring that they would be the first to explore 

Leuser, ultimately getting credit for ‘discovering’ and identifying species new to science in a 

region that had yet to be explored by Western scientists. Second, I elucidate the psychological 

and physical violence of the expedition on the local guides and porters or “coolies” as the 

colonial officials called them.  

The second case study in this chapter also took place in 1937, only six months after the 

Van Steenis expedition, and was carried out by the prominent American primatologist, Clarence 

R. Carpenter. Carpenter traveled to northern Sumatra at the end of the Asiatic Primate Expedition 
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of 1937 to conduct a field study of wildlife conditions in Aceh with a focus on the interactions 

between humans and orangutans. Carpenter relied on the knowledge of military personnel to 

assess wildlife conditions because soldiers and other such colonial officials knew Leuser better 

than anyone outside of the native inhabitants, and neither Carpenter or Van Steenis gave much 

attention to the knowledge of the local peoples. Through these case studies, a number of 

phenomena become clear: First, the anxiety of Dutch researchers in protecting their access to and 

control over ‘living laboratories’ across the East Indies and the socio-ecological knowledge 

produced about those spaces; second, the politics of knowledge production and how expertise 

was contested; third, the extent of militarization in Aceh in which military personnel were 

deemed socio-ecological experts and informants; and, fourth, broader colonial anxieties about 

losing control over their dominion. I argue that that research, exploration, and nature protection 

in Leuser were also strategies to protect and elevate the standing of Dutch science on a global 

scale.  

Science in the East Indies was intertwined with colonial protectionism, and Dutch 

researchers saw themselves in competition against scientists from other countries. They were 

aware of self-preservation and promotion, as the identification of species new to science and the 

exploration of new regions would secure their legacies among prominent scientists of their day. 

Moreover, taxonomic identification and the discovery of species new to science also gave value 

to the park. Species acted as a sort of currency by which the higher the biodiversity, the more 

value the region held on a global scale, and in Aceh, the military was needed to secure both the 

assessors of value, or the scientists, and the valued space.  
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Field Science 

In the first few decades of the twentieth century, conservationists and many prominent 

natural scientists in the West believed that laboratory science would take a back seat in the 

coming years to field studies. In 1928, Harold Coolidge, curator of Harvard’s Museum of 

Comparative Zoology, wrote those sentiments to T. Gilbert Pearson, one of the founders of the 

National Association of Audubon Societies and one of the first faculty members at the University 

of North Carolina at Greensboro (then called the State Normal and Industrial College). Coolidge 

then forwarded a copy of the letter to P.G. van Tienhoven, founder of the Netherlands 

Commission for the International Protection of Nature (NCIN). In the letter, Coolidge drew 

connections between the future of field studies and the necessity for environmental conservation 

and park creation, writing:  

The Science of the past and mostly of today has been composed of the collecting 
of every sort of fauna and flora in existence and the classification of these 
specimens; in recent years in the order of their evolution… The Science of the 
future is going to be the study of the habits, psychology and life history of 
animals, and plants, in their natural environment. The surface hasn’t been 
scratched in this direction. Now if some committee doesn’t establish national 
parks and sanctuaries in the various parts of the world the scientist of the future 
will have to write extinct against many of the specimens and they will remain a 
closed book for all time, modern fossils.415  
 

Van Tienhoven also shared this view of conservation in which parks in the Global South were 

managed in ways similar to protected areas in Europe, as a space where nature preservation and 

ecological research merged.416  

                                                
415 Harold J. Coolidge Jr.  to T. Gilbert Pearson, 26 April 1928, Nederlandse Commissie voor 
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Van Tienhoven, Coolidge Jr., and their colleagues often framed their arguments against 

the backdrop of the global wildlife trade, in which species were captured in the colonies for zoos 

and researchers in the metropoles. Van Tienhoven, for instance, wrote to Reid Blair, the Director 

of the New York Zoological Park (Bronx Zoo), in 1934 to condemn the zoo’s purchase of a 

Komodo Dragon. Van Tienhoven stated:  

I heard with pleasure that your Society bought one of the lizards for $700.-. But, 
frankly speaking, don’t you think that the result of one lizard is not analogical to 
the loss of so many of these rare animals? I hope in [the] future [the] 
commercialisation of game [is] prohibited, as game is not an object for personal 
profit, but it belongs to human society. Our generation is trusted with these 
treasures, which we are bound to preserve in behalf of them, who will live after 
us.417  
 

Van Tienhoven and many of the other conservationists believed that wildlife belonged to the 

global community, but their ideology was based on the preservation of those species in their 

native habitats so that future generations of Europeans and Americans could admire the exotic 

wildlife. Leaders of the nature protection movement in Europe and the US were deeply 

suspicious of museums, zoos, and other institutions that collected species, regardless of the 

purpose, and often discussed options to phase out zoological institutions around the globe, 

thoughts that they never actively pursued.418 

 While tourism did not take hold in northern Sumatra during the colonial period, field 

science thrived in the Gayo and Alaslands in the final years of the 1930s. Leuser became a 

“living laboratory” for international scientists to search for species new to science and to conduct 

field studies on Sumatran animals and, especially, primates.419 National parks and nature reserves 

were, after all, laboratories for researchers who viewed field studies as the science of the future, 

as Harold Coolidge referred to it. Naturalists and other explorers had since at least the second 

                                                
417 P.G. van Tienhoven to Dr. Reid Blair, 21 July 1934, 1283, 40, SA, NCIN. 
418 Harold J. Coolidge Jr., 18 March 1932, 1283, 50, SA, NCIN. 
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half of the eighteenth century canvassed the globe, interpreting the physical world with 

Enlightenment techniques of description and Linnaean taxonomy. They followed the frontiers of 

empire and often played critical roles in expanding colonial control. The collections of flora and 

fauna that natural historians brought back to the metropoles, argues Andrew Goss, also taught 

Europeans how to envision tropical nature.420 The orangutan trade, as described in the second 

chapter, demonstrates that not all Europeans wished to continue to encounter and envision 

tropical species at home in the metropoles. Concerned citizens, conservationists, and others 

feared that the wildlife trade in the name of science and entertainment would lead to the 

extinction of species. In response, some scientists thought it best to take their research to the 

field, although their fieldwork often included killing and collecting wildlife specimens.  

 In the Netherlands East Indies, as elsewhere, researchers from anthropologists and 

geophysicists to cartographers, botanists, and primatologists, were central to the colonial 

project.421 They created knowledge about the peoples and places of the archipelago, made spaces 

legible, and suggested ways to control them.422 In Sumatra, science and exploration followed the 
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routes of colonial expansion and often played a central role in military missions. In the first 

chapter, I pointed out the importance of Snouck Hurgonje, an anthropologist, and his research on 

the peoples of Aceh to colonial success in the war. Military missions into the interior of Aceh 

during the war also provided security for cartographers, botanists, and geologists to conduct the 

first surveys of the Leuser region. Pringgo Atmodjo and P.J. Jansen, for example, accompanied 

Van Daalen’s invasion into the region in 1904 to collect herbarium specimens and survey for oil 

and minerals, respectively. Due to the militarization of Aceh from the time of the Dutch-Aceh 

War until decolonization in the 1940s, exploration and scientific activity had to be approved by 

the military who administered the region. The research that was produced all played a role in 

creating a discourse about the geographies and peoples of Leuser that shaped policy decisions 

and administrative boundaries in the first half of the twentieth century. 

 Scientific exploration in Leuser was slow going, and not many Europeans ventured into 

the highlands beyond where the road ended just north of Kutacane. Preparations for major 

expeditions into Leuser during the colonial period were years in the making. Large-scale 

expeditions to frontier regions on the other side of the globe were expensive and required years 

of fundraising and planning for the travel logistics on each leg of the journey. Researchers had to 

get approval to conduct research from the colonial government, arrange permits, and, if 

necessary, visas from the various bodies of the colonial government. Travel to Leuser was 

especially challenging because it was largely unexplored by Europeans and the local expertise 

that was needed to explore the region was at times hostile to colonial officials and foreigners. Up 

until the 1930s, all scientific exploration of Leuser had been achieved by individual researchers 
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and collectors. That changed in the second-half of the 1930s as large teams started to survey 

Leuser after the wildlife reserve was officially legislated.  

 

Cornelis Gijsbert Gerrit Jan (C.G.G.J.) van Steenis, a Dutch botanist and biogeographer, 

organized the 1937 expedition to collect flora and fauna specimens in the Gunung Leuser 

Wildlife Reserve. He was especially interested in mountain flora above 2000 meters in elevation. 

Van Steenis’ larger research project traced the origins, routes of penetration, and the dispersion 

of mountain flora throughout Asia, and he hoped to compare species in the East Indies with those 

at higher altitudes on the Southeast Asian mainland, the Philippines, and the Himalayas. He was 

based at the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens in the 1930s. During his time in Buitenzorg, he traveled 

to the northern sections of the Gayo highlands near Takengon in 1934 to conduct exploratory 

research and collect plants in the mountains surrounding Lake (Danau) Laut Tawar. The initial 

investigations showed evidence that the flora of highland Aceh might offer clues to the origins of 

Figure 30 Map of northern Sumatra. Map data: Google Earth, 2018. 
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the Malesian mountain flora more broadly.423 The 1934 trip to Takengon was also an effort to 

prepare for an expedition to Leuser three years later.  

His main objectives in southern Aceh were to collect botanical specimens and climb the 

high peaks, including Mt. Leuser (11,318 ft), Mt. Kemiri (10,826 ft), and Mt. Gohlembuh (9,842 

ft).424 From his writings and communications, it appears that Van Steenis’ interest in climbing 

the peaks was not only due to an interest in floral composition but also a desire to be the “first 

person” to climb Mt. Leuser. European explorers and colonial officials had since the early 

nineteenth century set out to climb mountains and volcanoes across the archipelago. They 

imagined, and saw, the peaks of Indonesia in ways that differed from local perceptions. Peter 

Boomgaard draws attention to these differences, pointing out that European explorers and 

mountaineers, including Franz Wilhelm Junghuhn and C.W. Wormser, trekked up mountains in 

Java and Sumatra for sport or with an interest in the natural histories of the region.425 For many 

peoples in Java, Sumatra, Bali, and elsewhere, however, mountaintops were the abode of the 

spirits; they were spaces where ancestral and animal spirits, Muslim saints, Hindu deities, and 

other sacred spirits resided.426 The Gayo in southern Aceh had similar beliefs about the 

mountains in Leuser, as described in chapter four. The Gayo peoples’ fear and adoration of the 

mountaintops proved troublesome for organizing Van Steenis’ expedition, while the Dutch 
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officials’ imaginings, or ignorance, of the local people’s beliefs and practices created false 

perceptions of the mountainous spaces as terra incognita.427 

The Van Steenis expedition is exemplary of the second wave of scientific exploration, as 

described in chapter three. Leaders of the trip relied upon colonial conquest in opening and 

securing the Leuser frontier, and they planned the expedition in close collaboration with military 

leaders stationed in the interior of Aceh. On the trip, however, it was the Gayo laborers who 

provided local knowledge and expertise of the flora and fauna, the geographies and mountain 

paths, and of survival in the forests, more broadly, that saw the success of the research trip. The 

case study draws attention to the role of native peoples in field research and the central 

importance of their knowledge of the geographies and species of Leuser. I also point out the 

challenges Dutch researchers faced in conducting field research, especially given the legacies of 

colonial violence in the region, and Dutch anxieties about their standing among other Western 

nations with regards to science and scientific advancement.428  

Andrew Goss has written in great detail the history of Dutch science at the Buitenzorg 

Botanic Gardens, with special attention given to the growth of plant sciences at the end of the 
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twentieth century. Melchior Treub turned the botanic gardens from “little more than a riding park 

for the governor general” in 1880 to a center of professional science and one of the world’s 

leading tropical research centers by the first decade of the twentieth century.429 By 1900, under 

the leadership of Treub, the garden had acquired many of the most modern technologies and 

tools for biological research. It also published six different science journals, which were all 

distributed internationally. The grounds were manufactured into an immaculate representation of 

the colony’s tropical nature, and the herbarium was restored and expanded with the help of the 

University of Leiden. Treub also created a commission to fund research travels to Buitenzorg 

and across the archipelago to survey lands and collect specimens. It was expensive to travel to 

the East Indies and gather the resources necessary for an expedition into the so-called outer 

islands.   

 

The Van Steenis Expedition 

Starting in 1935, Van Steenis searched for funding to cover the expenses of the 

expedition he planned to take two years later, which was estimated to cost about 2000 guilders. 

Van Steenis sought research funds to support himself, a zoologist, and a cartographer. The largest 

grant came in the amount of 500 guilders from the Indische Comité van Wetenschappelijk 

Onderzoek (Netherlands-Indies Committee for Scientific Research), the organization founded by 

Treub to sponsor research in the Dutch colony.430 K.W. Dammerman, the Director of the 

Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens who managed the trip expenses, also reached out to P.G. van 

Tienhoven because the NCIN had a fund to support research. The leaders of the expedition in 

Buitenzorg knew that Leuser was of central importance to conservationists the Netherlands 
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because they were in communication with Van Tienhoven and Van Heurn throughout the 1920s 

and 1930s to discuss the creation of the wildlife reserve. Van Tienhoven agreed to provide 

Dammerman and Van Steenis with 250 guilders under the condition that a zoologist would 

survey for animals on the expedition and write a report based on the findings. The research 

would be of benefit to both the missions of the Botanic Gardens and the NCIN. Disagreements 

erupted between the two parties, however, when it came deciding which zoologist would 

accompany the trip, drawing attention to the different perspectives of conservationists in the 

Netherlands with the scientists working in Buitenzorg. 

Van Tienhoven had devoted the previous two decades to establishing relationships with 

conservationists in western Europe and North America. He had global ambitions of building a 

unified international ‘nature protection’ movement comprised of scientists, conservationists, and 

politically powerful people in all the Western countries, most of whom were invested in a 

globalized science. Indeed, it was Van Tienhoven’s job as the founder of the NCIN to expand his 

networks throughout both Europe and North America, thus garnering international prestige. Van 

Tienhoven, and other members of the NCIN, espoused an ideology based on international 

cooperation and an imperial, paternalistic environmentalism in which they believed they had a 

duty and right to protect flora and fauna and intervene in land management decisions in all 

corners of the globe. His perspectives on international cooperation contrasted sharply with those 

of the leaders of the Van Steenis expedition, although they all believed the East Indies to be their 

domain to protect from the native peoples. 

Van Tienhoven wished to provide research funding to Van Steenis, but he wanted an 

agreement that his colleague, Harold Coolidge Jr. of Harvard University, would be the zoologist 

to conduct the fauna survey in Leuser. Van Tienhoven and Coolidge had been in regular 

communication since at least the orangutan controversy of 1928, writing to each other often to 
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discuss all kinds of matters related to global conservation—everything from the status of 

orangutans in Sumatra, gorillas in the Congo, and the sale of animal skins in China, to the futures 

of laboratory and field science, and mentions of which zoos around the world were the great 

exploiters of animals.431 Coolidge had been planning for the Asiatic Primate Expedition to 

Southeast Asia, which I will discuss below, that would also take place in 1937. Van Tienhoven 

wanted Coolidge to accompany Van Steenis’ expedition as part of his primate research.  

In communications regarding research support, Van Tienhoven proposed to Dammerman 

that Coolidge would join the botanical expedition to Leuser to conduct a survey of wildlife 

populations with an emphasis on primates in the park. The Van Steenis expedition would be the 

first zoological exploration of Leuser, and it was in the NCIN’s interest to have a representative 

from one of their partner organizations take part in the research—in this case, Coolidge was the 

secretary for the American Committee for International Wild Life Protection.432 Members of the 

prominent US wildlife conservation group, the Boone and Crocket Club, established the 

American Committee “in answer to an S.O.S. call” from Van Tienhoven’s International Office of 

Nature Protection in Brussels.433 The American Committee donated funds to support both the 

NCIN and the International Office, and so it was particularly important to Van Tienhoven to 

offer support to his colleague in his research endeavors. 

In the end, the Asiatic Primate Expedition led by Coolidge did not coincide with the Van 

Steenis expedition, as the Americans arrived in the East Indies in July 1937, six months after the 

proposed start of the Dutch trip. Coolidge was, therefore, unable to accompany Van Steenis on 

the expedition. Andries Hoogerwerf, a naturalist and ornithologist at the Buitenzorg Botanic 
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Gardens and the nature protection officer for the East Indies, took his place.434 Although it was 

more than the conflicting itineraries that kept Coolidge from joining the research team. Van 

Tienhoven’s counterparts in Buitenzorg had a different network of researchers with their own 

career aspirations, ideologies, and goals for scientific exploration in the East Indies.  

Van Tienhoven wrote to Dammerman in October of 1936 offering funding for the 

expedition and requesting that Coolidge join the team to conduct a fauna survey within the park 

boundaries. Dammerman responded that the dates did not align, but also that the first 

explorations of an “unknown region should not be left to a buitenlander (foreigner).”435 

Dammerman lamented in discussions with Van Steenis and others that Dutch researchers should 

be the first to survey a new region for species new to science, in part because they felt it was their 

right to be the first to discover species in their colony, but also because they wanted the prestige 

and promotions that came from scientific discoveries and advancement to remain within their 

network of colleagues in Buitenzorg. Van Steenis agreed with Dammerman, stating that it was 

“highly strange to favor a foreigner” and that ultimately it must be ensured that first and foremost 

the zoologist is Dutch.436 Van Tienhoven awarded the expedition a total of 250 guilders for their 

research and agreed to support Hoogerwerf but only after he included in his response a harsh 

critique of their perspective and explained in strong terms that his primary goal was international 

cooperation in “large numbers” in all scientific and nature protection endeavors.437  

The expedition was held from January to March 1937, which was at the beginning of the 

dry season. The period was strategically chosen because, according to Lieutenant Scheepens, the 

rainy season would have passed, but water would still be available throughout the park for 
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consumption, the rivers and creeks would be lower for crossing, and many flowers would be in 

bloom helping researchers to identify species and create herbarium specimens. In planning the 

expedition, Van Steenis was in close contact with KNIL leaders in Blangkejeren, including 

Scheepens, that had patrolled the region throughout the first half of the 1930s. The military 

personnel of the Maréchaussée Blangkejeren, the colonial expeditionary army and civil police 

force in Aceh, were the most knowledgeable colonial officials of the Leuser region; they had 

mapped the interior highlands noting the locations of water sources, villages, agricultural fields, 

geographical features, signs of the presence of wildlife, and they had constructed wooden 

bivouacs and other forms of shelter throughout the forests for their patrols. Scheepens regularly 

communicated with Van Steenis between 1935 to 1937 to provide detailed daily itineraries of 

their patrols and lists of the items needed for an expedition. In early January, just before Van 

Steenis’ arrival, Scheepens and his patrols scouted out routes and Second Lieutenant J.H. Cox 

placed depositories of rice and dried fish at two different locations along the routes.438    

Most importantly for Van Steenis, the military leaders organized the laborers for the 

journey, which consisted of sixty Gayo “coolies” and about one hundred forced laborers. 

Recruiting the Gayo laborers was not an easy task, and it is unclear if the people who took part in 

the expedition were eventually forced to do so or whether they chose to join. In communications 

between the Troepencommando te Blangkejeren (Troop Command in Blangkejeren) and 

Dammerman, the local military officers explained to the botanist on numerous occasions that the 

cost of local labor for such an expedition was expensive because “Gunung (Mount) Leuser is 

known to the Gajo (Gayo) as ‘terra incognita’ and every Gajo here has a holy fear [of the 

mountain].”439 After months of recruiting for the expedition, the military was able to hire sixty 
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Gayo laborers, which was still fewer than the amount hoped for by Van Steenis. The military 

also provided just under one hundred forced laborers, mostly from Java, Ambon, and Manado. 

The forced laborers were a part of the permanent maréchaussée brigades in Leuser, and they 

were sentenced to fight on behalf of the Dutch for crimes they had committed. They served a few 

purposes on the expedition. First, they worked alongside the Gayo in carrying equipment and 

goods for the Dutch. The expedition was quite similar to a standard military patrol for the forced 

laborers, as they followed the same paths from bivouac to bivouac. Second, Scheepens states that 

the brigades were necessary “to keep an eye on the Gajo coolies.” According to Scheepens, “the 

Gajo are a freedom-loving kind of people with little sense of discipline.”440  

Both the military leaders and the heads of the expedition were nervous that the Gayo 

laborers would not cooperate and, at worst, could pose a danger to the scientists, while at the 

same time they respected the forced laborers (kettingberen, chain bears or “punished ones”) from 

Java, Ambon, and elsewhere. If you recall from chapter three, K. Th. Beets, the resident 

administrator of the Gayo and Alaslands based in Blangkejeren, also spoke of the Gayo with a 

great sense of distrust in 1933 when he recommended to the Governor-General that the KNIL 

maintain military rule over the Leuser region. The Dutch were never at ease in Leuser, but there 

were many situations in which they had to rely on the labor and knowledge of the local peoples. 

On the other hand, Hoogerwerf argued that the forced laborers, or chain bearers, played a “large 

and important” role in the pacification of Aceh and other regions across the archipelago and 

should be celebrated for their role in Dutch colonialism. He suggested that a more respectful 

name than “chain bears” should be given to the laborers because the murders and violent crimes 

they had been accused of were almost all “crimes of passion” (vrouwen-perkara's) committed in 
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the name of love, which in his view were almost justifiable.441 The forced laborers, according to 

Hoogerwerf, were just misunderstood men who lost control of their emotions. The Gayo, on the 

other hand, were portrayed as fierce, violent resisters of colonialism and, by extension, 

modernization.    

The expedition required a large labor force to carry food and cooking supplies, tools and 

equipment, containers for plant and animal specimens, medical supplies, cooking utensils, 

firewood, clothing, and even wood to build campfires as most of the logs in the forests were too 

wet to burn. The medical supplies consisted of a variety of bandages and gauze, thermometers, 

ammonia, Potassium permanganate for use as a disinfectant, Peru balsam oil to treat rashes and 

respiratory illnesses, a medicine bottle labeled “liquid Cholera essence 60 grams”, iodine, 

aspirin, Vaseline, Dermatol, noriet powder (talcum powder), kayu putih oil used similarly to 

camphor oil, and castor oil. In the request for the medical supplies, Dammerman noted that the 

local peoples often suffered from beriberi, a condition caused by a lack of thiamine (vitamin B1), 

and asked the medical staff to supply medicine to treat it.442  Beriberi is common among people 

whose diet consists mostly of white rice, and it seems that the diet of rice and salt fish provided 

to the laborers on the expedition would give rise to such a condition—the laborers were only 

provided rice, salted fish, sugar, and coffee.443 They carried supplies and cooked for the 

Europeans various local vegetables and fruits, fried rice (nasi goreng) with onions, ketchup, and 

a fried egg, canned foods, sambals (an Indonesian chili sauce), dengdeng (sliced dried meat 

                                                
441 A. Hoogerwerf, “Bergen, Bosschen en Blangs in de Gajo-Alaslanden,” Overdruk uit 3 Jaren Indisch 
Natuurleven, Elfde Jaarverslag (1936-1938), Verslag der Nederlandsch-Indische Vereeniging tot 
Natuurbescherming (1939): 254. 
442 K.W. Dammerman, Director of the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens, to the Director of the General 
Warehouse of Medicines in Bandoeng, 29 December 1936, Van Steenis Boxes, NBC.  
443 Beriberi was especially common in Sumatra, and Dutch troops also suffered from the illness during the 
Dutch-Aceh War. See, W. Leonard Braddon, The Cause and Prevention of Beri-Beri (London: Rebman 
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similar to jerky), oatmeal with gula Jawa (palm sugar), bread and butter, chocolate bars, coffee, 

tea, and red wine.444   

The leaders of the expedition met in Medan on January 20, 1937, and included Van 

Steenis, Hoogerwerf, and Clements, a cartographer from the Topografische Dienst (Topographic 

Service). Clements had surveyed sections of the Gayo Lues region in Leuser in 1931 and 

returned as part of the expedition to continue triangulations from the peaks. In 1931, Clements 

and his crew constructed survey pillars on Mt. Kemiri and on a mountain in Leuser they referred 

to as Burni Geumpang. The group traveled the 218 kilometers (135 miles) over the course of two 

days from Medan to Kutacane, the capital of the Alaslands in the very south of Aceh, by 

automobile. The road continued north of Kutacane in the direction of Gayo Lues for 

approximately thirty kilometers before ending at a trailhead alongside the Alas River. From the 

trailhead to Blangkejeren, where the expedition would begin, it was another three days hike with 

the use of pack horses.445 On January 27, the group arrived in Blangkejeren, the seat of the Gayo 

and Alaslands (Gajo en Alaslanden) where they met Lt. Scheepens and his military brigades, 

local laborers, and the forced laborers.446 The expedition lasted until April 15, after which the 

spent a few more weeks traveling from Blangkejeren to Kutacane and eventually arriving back in 

Deli on May 16. Van Steenis surveyed the flora, Hoogerwerf the fauna, and Clements traversed 

the mountains to finish his triangulations to create maps of the region.  

Van Steenis and Hoogerwerf both wrote reports of the Leuser expedition upon returning 

to Buitenzorg that were published for broader audiences. The reports contain daily travel logs of 

the species they encountered and collected, while their personal experiences and notes on the 

                                                
444 Steenis, Exploraties in de Gajo-landen, 744-5; De Troepcommandant te Blangkejeren to K.W. 
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social life of the trip are largely excluded. The collecting report following colonial expeditions 

was a common form of scientific writing that erased actual scientific practices as experienced in 

the field. If you recall, I mentioned chapter three that the American botanist, H.H. Bartlett, was 

an exception to the rule, as he gave explicit credit to his native collectors for their service to 

science and their knowledge of Sumatran plants. While that type of information is mostly absent 

in the Leuser reports, we can glean a few details from Hoogerwerf’s writings that offer insight 

into the relationships between the Dutch officials and the native laborers, and also between the 

Gayo and place.  

While Van Steenis and Hoogerwerf do not provide details of their social interactions with 

the soldiers on the expedition, we can gather some information on the life of the maréchaussée in 

Leuser from a Dutch journalist who toured the region in 1937 and 1938. H.C. Zentgraaff served 

as the editor of the Batavia-based Dutch newspaper, De Java Bode (The Java Messenger). 

According to historian Frances Gouda, Zentgraaff was an ultra-conservative political journalist 

who “fulminated on the editorial pages of De Java Bode mostly against Indonesian communists, 

whom he saw sprouting up in every nook and cranny of Java and Sumatra’s landscape.”447 

Zengraaff began his service in the East Indies as a soldier, where he fought in the Aceh War in 

1895 and 1896, participated in the Bone expeditions of 1897 and 1905, and eventually was 

promoted to sergeant-writer (sergeant-schrijver). In 1938, after years of working as a journalist 

and editor for numerous newspapers in Java, he published the book, Atjeh, as a tribute to the 

KNIL and General JB van Heutsz who was responsible for creating and implementing that brutal 

‘Aceh Strategy’ as a means to end the war in Aceh.448  
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The book, Atjeh, was based on Zentgraff’s travels across Aceh, and it is important here 

because he toured Leuser with Lieutenant Scheepens, Second Lieutenant J.H. Cox, and the 

maréchaussée, just as did Van Steenis and Hoogerwerf. The maréchaussée, according to 

Zentgraaff, consisted of soldiers from Java, Manado, and Ambon, and they interacted together 

but were mostly separated into columns based on ethnicity.449 The separation was meant to 

prevent ethnic strife and may have had some religious undertones, as the soldiers from Manado 

and Ambon were most likely Christian and a majority, if not all of the Javanese were Muslim. At 

the same time, there may have also been political tensions between the groups. The Manadonese 

and Ambonese soldiers took pride in serving the Dutch military, while the Javanese soldiers were 

usually sentenced to military service due to crimes they had committed or were accused of 

committing. Zentgraaff describes in detail the daily practices of a maréchaussée patrol, situations 

like how they obtained their food, the paths they walked, and so on. Most of the protein that the 

soldiers ate came from the nearby forests, as they hunted wild pigs, deer, and even monkeys. 

They used guns and machetes for clearing vegetation along the paths, hunting and killing wild 

animals (i.e., snakes dangling from overhanging branches), and for self-defense or to attack those 

they accused of fighting for the resistance.   

In the thirty pages of the chapter on Leuser, Zentgraaff spends time describing the 

ecologies and geographies of Leuser. The surrounding environment is what stood out the most to 

Zentgraaff, who viewed the mountains and forests in much the same way as every other foreign 

explorer who visited the southern interior of Aceh. Similar to the explorers who I wrote about in 

chapter three, Zentgraaff was especially in awe of the beauty of the pine forests and the blangs 

(grasslands). He writes:  

Nature has celebrated here in a pleasing lust of tree and shrub and vine, in a 
bewildering variety of forms. Through the jungle, unspoiled as God created it, the 
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path runs like a mere mess in an infinity of green. When the sun shines, it is a 
feast of light and shadow between high walls of green, and man feels free from all 
other things. In the peculiar charm of the complete absorption of the forest, 
sentiments dissolve, dozens of centuries buried in the soul, and the dream-lost one 
undergoes that strange, sometimes tempting sensation of a world, free from all 
culture and convention, as the urgent call of Mother Nature to her strayed 
children.450 

 
Through this rather verbose description of the blangs and pine forests, Zentgraaff used the 

familiar tropes of Leuser as a pristine jungle. It was a place of colonial refuge where the 

foreigner could free himself momentarily from the reality of life in the colonies. All of the Dutch 

explorers who visited Leuser during the colonial period reached the same euphoric pitch once 

they entered the blangs and pine forests. It is as if they were transported away from the 

psychological weight of the ties that bound them to the colonial enterprise, while dreamily 

fleeing to the mountains of Europe where they may have vacationed as a child or visited with 

their families or friends. It was a brief respite from their colonial responsibilities, but also from 

the heat, humidity, and intensity of life as a foreigner in the tropics.       

Only the European explorers, however, had the luxury of experiencing the euphoria of 

escaping colonial life and subjecthood. The expedition was physically and, one can imagine, 

psychologically exhausting work for the laborers. Returning to the Van Steenis expedition, 

Hoogerwerf complained in his journal that many of the laborers were injured along the way,  

especially with foot injuries, because of the challenging hiking conditions and the amount of 

weight on their backs.451 It is also not a stretch to suggest that they would have suffered many 

other injuries while they carried heavy loads of supplies, cartographic equipment, a traveling 

herbarium, and more while scaling mountains and trekking through the highland forests for four 
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months. It appears from the documents that the laborers were also living off an inadequate diet 

consisting mostly of dried fish and rice. At the same time, the expedition mostly traced military 

routes, and notably what Van Steenis and Hoogerwerf called the ‘Van Daalen route,’ referring to 

the path that Van Daalen’s brigades followed on the 1904 mission through the Gayo and Alas 

regions. The name of the route recalls the bloodshed of Van Daalen’s brigades as they raided the 

region only thirty-three years earlier. The expedition crossed blangs, or grasslands, before 

entering the forests. Hoogerwerf noted that upon arriving at the forest edges, they passed through 

the pintu-rimba, or the forest doors. For the Gayo, the pintu-rimba marked the entrance into the 

forest world, a space separate from the lived realm. In the forests lived ancestral and animal 

spirits as well as the dangers posed by tigers and other non-human species. The pintu-rimba 

represented a liminal space between two worlds. If you recall from earlier in this section, the 

Dutch struggled to recruit Gayo laborers because they were wary of entering the sacred spaces, 

Figure 31 "Beautiful landscape in the Blang" and laborers carrying beer for Zentgraaff and others to drink in the ‘Blang’. 
Photos from, H.C. Zentgraaff, Atjeh (Batavia: Koninklijke Drukkerij "De Unie", 1938), 177 and 180. 
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especially the mountaintops which were the abode of the spirits. The expedition, however, 

crossed the liminal zone and summited three different peaks in Leuser. The Dutch viewed the 

pintu-rimba as something different; they were the gates to ‘primeval’ forest, an ecotone 

characterized by a transition between two biological communities.452  

The Gayo and the “chain bears” were not only there for their labor but also their 

knowledge of the mountains, the paths, and the flora and fauna of Leuser. For Van Steenis, the 

large number of laborers were a necessity to carry the traveling herbarium and to help identify 

and locate plants. According to Van Steenis’ report, one of the primary collectors on the 

expedition was a local man named Amiroeddin, who was an assistant (mantri) at the Forest 

Centre at Langsa. Amiroeddin collected botanical materials in several places on the expedition, 

accumulating around one-hundred thirty wood samples and other specimens with accompanying 

herbarium material. The wood samples were of particular interest to L. de Rijke, a forestry 

official in Aceh who provided financial support the expedition based on the collection of the 

samples.453 Local laborers and collectors were necessary for botanical collecting, preservation, 

and carrying the materials. Hoogerwerf, on the other hand, lamented the large number of porters 

and guides on the expedition because their presence made it nearly impossible to spot wildlife. It 

was much easier for Van Steenis to locate immovable plants rather than species that fled upon 

scent or sound of humans. Hoogerwerf pointed out, however, the catch-22; the expedition would 

not have been possible without the accompaniment of the guides and porters. The flora, fauna, 

and the geography of the region were mostly unknown to the Dutch, and so guides were 

necessary for survival and to help locate plants and animals in Leuser.  
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Following the expedition, Van Steenis and Hoogerwerf declared the journey a success. 

News reports tracking the team did not focus on the research achievements, such as the plants 

collected or animals identified, but instead on which mountains the researchers had climbed. 

Newspaper articles stated that Van Steenis was “not only the first European, but probably also 

the first person” to reach the peak of Mt. Leuser. The same newspaper later corrected itself, 

noting the Lieutenant Scheepens, the head of the KNIL at Blangkejeren in Gayo Lues, had 

climbed the peak in October of 1936 in preparation of Van Steenis’ botanical expedition, again 

ignoring that native peoples had most certainly ascended the peak before and during the colonial 

period.454 While the Dutch officials and journalists referred to the region as comprised of pristine 

nature, ‘virgin’ forests, and claimed the researchers were the first to scale Mount Leuser, there 

was evidence of local activity all over the mountains and throughout the forests, from walking 

paths and agricultural plots to burned forest areas. Van Steenis also stated in his report that it was 

evident that the Gayo guides were well acquainted with the mountains in the region, in part 

because they knew the fastest routes up Mount Leuser and the other peaks.455 It leaves us to 

wonder if in fact the local peoples were scared to climb the mountains, as claimed by the local 

Dutch officials, if they were using that perception to bargain for more money for their 

participation, or if maybe they did not want to cooperate with the Dutch. It certainly could be true 

that some Gayo were scared of the ancestral spirits that called the peaks home, while others were 

not. Some Gayo could have also used the perception as a tactic to keep the Dutch from entering 

their sacred geographies. There may have also been times of the year that local peoples believed 

were safe to climb the peaks, while other times may have been off limits. Regardless, the forests 

were not pristine, virgin, or free of human and spiritual activity from the Gayo perspective. 
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The reports of Van Steenis and Hoogerwerf read like an ethnography of a field science 

expedition rather than what we might imagine being a scientific field report. Van Steenis, in 

particular, describes daily activities, highlighting his treks through the forests and up mountains. 

On many occasions, he merely describes the environments he encounters as ‘beautiful.’ Just like 

the Dutch researchers in chapter three, Van Steenis was particularly struck with the beauty of the 

blangs and the pine forests found at the higher altitudes. The dense forests at times were 

overwhelming and challenging to hike through, but the highland fields and pine forests were 

“beautiful and tall; it is easy to walk even though there is a dense undergrowth of rattan.”456 

What is striking about his report, however, are the contradictions and tension between his 

descriptions of the presence of local activity, including agricultural fields, swiddens, and walking 

paths, and his characterizations of the forests as ‘virgin’ and ‘pristine.’ He erased local peoples 

and their histories and practices from the land, or at the very least, he viewed them as part of 

nature. Their mixed agricultural plots in the forests blended in with the ecologies in a way that 

plantation agriculture in the lowlands, or garden plots back in his home area in the Netherlands, 

do not. He describes the forest-agricultural schemes in the same way that he does the forests, 

without pause to reflect on the social natures of Leuser.  

At the same time, however, Van Steenis finds serious problems with local human-animal 

interactions. A local Gayo leader named Panglima Moeda guided Van Steenis on a section of the 

expedition. Van Steenis sought out Panglima Moeda for his expertise of the forests and because 

there were “secrets of the wilderness that the Maréchaussée cannot find.”457 Panglima, he hoped, 

would reveal those secrets, which included the locations of hard to find wildlife, such as 

rhinoceros and elephants, and information on local beliefs and practices. Panglima took Van 
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Steenis to a number of sulfur hot springs that flow into the Alas River. The springs were of great 

interest to Van Steenis because, according to his report, wildlife tended to visit the hot springs 

and there were signs of rhinoceros, elephants, tigers, monkeys, and other species on the trails 

leading to the springs. Through his experience with Panglima, we also learn the challenges of 

conservation from the Dutch perspective. Panglima explained to the researcher that he and other 

local peoples set traps near the hot springs because of the prevalence of wildlife, especially 

rhinoceros and elephants because of the value of their hooves, horns, and other body parts. 

Panglima himself, possibly exaggerating, claimed to have captured fifteen rhinoceros in his life 

using the traps. Van Steenis reminded Panglima that he was in the wildlife reservation and that 

hunting was prohibited. Panglima responded that he thought the hot springs were located on the 

outside of the boundaries of the nature reserve. Forgetting his search for species, Van Steenis 

concluded that the region needed better protection from the government more and more 

rhinoceros and elephants were being killed because of a “stupid Chinese belief.”458 

 

The Asiatic Primate Expedition of 1937 

Northern Sumatra was the final stop of the Asiatic Primate Expedition of 1937. The crew, 

consisting of primatologists, anthropologists, and zoological collections managers, departed 

North America in two groups; one leaving from New York on December 29th, 1936 and the other 

from Vancouver on January 9th, 1937. Their ships set sail for Singapore, where they met before 

heading to Siam and British North Borneo to study anthropoid apes and collect plant and animal 

specimens.459 After an exhausting three months of fieldwork, Clarence R. Carpenter was the only 
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member of the expedition to continue to northern Sumatra that July. I mentioned earlier in this 

chapter that Van Tienhoven wanted Harold J. Coolidge, assistant curator of mammals at the 

Harvard Museum of Comparative Zoology, to accompany the Van Steenis expedition, but Dutch 

colonial officials in the East Indies had other plans. Coolidge’s team instead traveled to Aceh on 

their own.  

The Bureau of International Research at Harvard University awarded Coolidge a grant to 

fund a study entitled, “The Enforcement of Nature Protection in the Netherlands Indies with 

Special Reference to a Pan Asiatic Convention.” While in Borneo, Coolidge contracted what he 

believed to be malaria and was hospitalized in Medan upon their arrival in Sumatra. He was 

unable to accompany Carpenter during the research in northern Sumatra. From July 18 to August 

14, 1937, Carpenter attempted to study human interactions with orangutans and the results of 

recent wildlife protection laws in the Leuser region. He was unable to enter the mountainous 

interior of Leuser where nature reserves had been established three years earlier, due to time and 

a lack of cooperation from colonial officials, but instead, he traveled the outer edges of Leuser 

along the coast of Aceh interviewing military personnel, government officials, and staff from 

regional zoos. 

Donna Haraway has described Carpenter as one of the fathers of primatology; a field 

“crowded with origins and with contenders for the paternal function.”460 In the previous 

centuries, the study of primates was primarily confined to laboratories, museums, and zoological 

institutions. Researchers studied the behaviors of monkeys and apes in closed settings, and dead 

specimens were held in museums and universities for biological research. In the 1930s, 
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primatological research still took place in laboratories and zoos, but there was a direct shift in 

scientific research practices and philosophy toward field studies, and Carpenter was a pioneer in 

some regards. Carpenter held a Ph.D. in psychology and had spent the first half of the 1930s 

conducting what is acknowledged to be the first long-term primatological field study of the 

“naturalistic behavior of nonhuman primates.”461 For a number of months during that span, he 

observed howler monkeys and spider monkeys in western Panama. Carpenter conducted similar 

research in Siam and Borneo on the Asiatic Expedition in 1937, where he studied white-handed 

gibbons.462 He did not, however, have the time or resources available to conduct a field study of 

orangutans in Sumatra, and instead relied on interviews and surveys to assess the conditions of 

wildlife in Aceh.   

During his time in northern Sumatra, Carpenter claims to have traveled approximately 

5,500 kilometers by car, fifty by foot, and sixty by boat along rivers in Aceh. He visited Lake 

Toba in the Bataklands to the south of Leuser and spent some time in the Rafflesia Reservation in 

Serbajadi, located to the east of Gayo Lues. Carpenter traveled from Medan on the east coast of 

Sumatra to Koeta Radja (present-day Banda Aceh) on the northern tip of the island, and down to 

Tapaktuan on the west coast of Aceh. The itinerary he lists is astonishing even today given that 

he had less than a month to accomplish the travels.  

The bulk of Carpenter’s research consisted of thirty-eight interviews and surveys with 

military personnel regarding their experiences with wildlife while patrolling in the interior. 

Thirty-two of those surveys are held in Hoogerwerf’s archival folders at the Stadsarchief in 

Amsterdam, showing that he did have access to the data. The surveys were completed by military 
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men of all ranks, from the M. Kooistra, the Captain of the Maréchaussée in Aceh from June 1927 

to June 1934, to J.H. Cox, a 1st Lieutenant of the Maréchaussée based in Leuser from 1924 to 

Figure 32 C.R. Carpenter's survey with J.H. Cox, 1st Lieutenant of the Maréchaussée based in 
Blangkejeren. From, C.R. Carpenter Surveys, 18 July to 14 August 1937, Reports and 
publications, A. Hoogerwerf, Collected by P.J.H. van Bree, Curator of Zoological Museum 
Amsterdam, 1283, 529, Stadsarchief Amsterdam. 
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1926 and again from 1935 to 1938.463 The surveys asked if the military officials had encountered 

orangutans, rhinoceros, tapirs, elephants, or other animals of note during their patrols, and if so, 

how many and where. He asked if the men felt threatened when encountering the animals and if 

they needed weapons to protect themselves, and if they ever saw any of the species causing 

damages to both native and European agricultural plots. Carpenter administered the surveys in 

Dutch, but they did not produce much data. Most military personnel provided short yes or no 

answers, while a few did elaborate on their encounters with the famous species in the forests and 

bivouacs. Carpenter also received information concerning wildlife traders in the region. One 

informant specifically mentioned J.F. van Geuns, whom I discussed in detail in chapter two, and 

a hunter named Radja Datoek. A few informants detailed their experiences shooting tigers for 

protection and elephants that had made their way into local gardens. Others told Carpenter that 

the native inhabitants had a “spiritual respect” for elephants and were off-limits for hunting in 

Leuser.464   

Carpenter submitted the results of his Sumatra study in a report to the Governor General 

of the Dutch East Indies and the most prominent international conservation organizations in 

Europe and the United States. According to Carpenter, large mammal populations in northern 

Sumatra, including orangutans, rhinos, and elephants, had been devastated by plantation 

development and the wildlife trade in the 1920s and 30s. He recommended a moratorium on 

plantation expansion near orangutan habitat and suggested that the export of orangutans be 

limited to scientific studies. As we saw in chapter two, however, the orangutan trade emerged 

and was maintained in the name of science. Moreover, population studies of orangutans in 

Sumatra had yet to be conducted, and no one had an accurate count on the number of individuals 

                                                
463 C.R. Carpenter Surveys, 18 July to 14 August 1937, Reports and publications, A. Hoogerwerf, 
Collected by P.J.H. van Bree, Curator of Zoological Museum Amsterdam, 1283, 529, SA, NCIN.  
464 Ibid., 1283, 529, SA, NCIN. 



 

235 

in Leuser or elsewhere. One primary difference between the Dutch and American reports, 

however, is that in the Van Steenis’ team claimed Sumatra as their property, a place that falls 

under the ownership of the Dutch colonial regime. Carpenter, on the other hand, believed the 

region and its species to fall under the general ownership of the West. He stated that:  

An animal type as important as the orang-utan should be considered to belong to 
science and not to a particular country or people, and it should be available to 
naturalists the world over… If the orang-utans are as few in Atjeh as is believed, 
the present export trade is probably an undesirable drain on the population. The 
commercial value of orang-utans on the European market constitutes indirectly 
one of the greatest threats to the animal population in Atjeh.465 
 

Carpenter’s perspective was in line with the reasoning and ideology of Van Tienhoven and other 

representatives of the international nature protection movement. The believed nature in the 

colonies and elsewhere to belong to the global “we,” which in essence referred to elites in Europe 

and North America who, they believed, could better protect the spaces from exploitation.  

 In his final report, Carpenter concluded that colonialism was to blame for the eradication 

of wildlife in Leuser. The wildlife trade from Sumatra to Europe and elsewhere around the globe, 

along with plantation expansion in the lowlands received the bulk of his critique. He states: 

In the main, the problem of protecting wild life, as far as human damages are 
concerned, lies in controlling the behavior of the Europeans who inhabit the 
region and those who come into the region for exploiting or collecting the 
indigenous wild life. As large tracts of land are given in concessions for the 
various companies operating in Sumatra, the habitats of orang-utans, other 
primates, elephants, tapirs and other animals are destroyed. This usually results in 
the destruction of the animals themselves, or in their displacement into regions 
which are often less suitable for their survival than were their original habitats.466 
 

To be more specific, Carpenter suggested that the Medan Zoo was a front for the wildlife trade 

out of Leuser. According to Carpenter, the zoo held ten orangutans at all times, but they were 

never the same orangutans, and they constantly circulated out of the zoo and across the Straits to 
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Singapore, before eventually moving on to Europe and North America. Carpenter also placed 

blame on the military in Leuser, as he claimed that soldiers hunted animals, and especially 

orangutans, while on their patrols. His final recommendations aligned with the goals of the NCIN 

from earlier in this chapter. First, he advised the Dutch colonial government to extend the all 

nature reserves in the region to allow for the greatest possible coverage. Second, he 

recommended that the military become game wardens and receive an education in natural history 

and be provided updated publications on plant and animal life in the region.467 

 Hoogerwerf fiercely contested Carpenter’s conclusions in his final report on the Van 

Steenis expedition. Hoogerwerf began his critique by stating that Carpenter was no more than an 

ordinary tourist or nature lover, but that his findings require a serious criticism because they hold 

a certain cachet due his professional position and his relationship with the international nature 

protection movement. Hoogerwerf was especially troubled with the reliability of Carpenter’s 

field data because he did not possess the ability to communicate in Dutch or Indonesian. He also 

found Carpenter’s research methods problematic because he was unable to enter the Leuser 

region in the highlands during his month in Aceh, but he instead conducted interviews, surveys, 

and observations in the coastal lowlands. Carpenter was, in part, unable to travel into the interior 

of Leuser because of time restrictions, but also because Dutch officials in the East Indies would 

not help to facilitate a journey into the highlands. As mentioned previously, Dutch leaders of 

science in the East Indies were wary of Carpenter and preferred that a Dutch researcher conduct 

the initial explorations of Leuser.    

Hoogerwerf attacked the reliability of the information that Carpenter received in his 

interviews and surveys with “lower” military personnel, who were “capable of the most fantastic 
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stories of animals.”468 He also took offense to the suggestion that the wildlife trade still thrived in 

Aceh, suggesting that during his time in Aceh as part of the Van Steenis expedition, he did not 

hear or see any wildlife merchants. Van Steenis’ complaint that rhinoceros and other species still 

faced extinction due to the trade to China contradicted Hoogerwerf’s conclusions. Most of all, 

Hoogerwerf was surprised that Carpenter would write such a scathing report, without adequate 

documentation to support his claims, after his research was only possible through the cooperation 

he had received from the zoos in Medan and Pematang Siantar, colonial officials, and the 

Netherlands Indies Society for the Protection of Nature. Given the lack of evidence from either 

side, it is difficult to conclude to the veracity of either account. The military and other Dutch 

officials, however, participated in the wildlife trade to a great extent just a decade before 

Carpenter’s arrival. It would be quite the feat for such a change in practice to end so abruptly. 

Even today, habitat loss due to plantation expansion and the wildlife trade pose the most 

substantial threats to non-human species in Leuser.  

  

Conclusion 

Scientific research and knowledge production were potent aspects of environmental rule. 

Imagined expertise and ecological data justified environmental rule and decisions that would 

restrict Indigenous peoples’ access to food, water, medicine, subsistence, and places of sacred 

value. Ultimately, the officials and colonial actors who held the most power in a given region 

had the final say in governance decisions. In the case of Aceh, decisions about how to administer 

and control human-environment relations were influenced by those believed to know the most 

about the social ecologies of Leuser, which from the colonial perspective was primarily 

understood to be military personnel stationed in the region and scientific researchers who 

                                                
468 Hoogerwerf, “Bergen, Bosschen en Blangs”, 274.  
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explored the highlands on short-term fieldwork excursions, such as Van Steenis and Carpenter. 

But their expertise was received differently by different constituencies. The NCIN and other 

members and associates of the international nature protection movement promoted the findings 

of Carpenter, which condemned colonialism and argued for expanding the reserves. Hoogerwerf, 

on the other hand, spoke on behalf of many Dutch scientists serving the colonial government in 

the East Indies. He was concerned with protecting the image of the Dutch on the colonial stage 

and advancing his career in the East Indies and the learned societies back home. I have also 

drawn attention to the extent to which the knowledge of the native Gayo and Alas peoples was 

either ignored, imagined, or accepted but written out of history. In both cases, however, field 

research would not have been possible without local expertise of the flora, fauna, and 

geographies. 

The tensions between Hoogerwerf and Carpenter are reflective of broader concerns that 

arose at a moment in time when the knowledge produced by international actors, such as 

researchers and conservationists, were shaping global perceptions of those regions. Explorers, 

natural historians, travelers, and many others had for centuries shaped the planetary 

consciousness of foreign lands with their stories and tales of other peoples and places. At the turn 

of the twentieth century, however, more and more citizens in the metropoles were growing 

critical of the knowledge returning from the colonies, especially as it related to the exploitation 

of humans and environments. At the same time, the Dutch were slowly losing influence over the 

East Indies because of a rising Indonesian revolutionary movement, the globalization of science 

and conservation, and the dissemination of research and writing about colonial spaces on a 

global scale. In Aceh, as I have argued, the Dutch projection of colonial control and “just and 

effective rule” was challenged throughout the first half of the twentieth century, and this is clear 

in both conservation and scientific research. Conservation and scientific research relied on the 
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militarization of Leuser. Van Steenis’ expedition would not have been possible without the 

logistical information provided by military leaders in Blangkejeren and the protection of the 

patrols. Similarly, the agenda of the expedition followed military patrol routes from bivouac to 

bivouac, and the ascent of Mt. Leuser was possible in large part because Lieutenant Scheepens 

had climbed the peak the year before the expedition. Carpenter’s study of wildlife conditions in 

Leuser also relied primarily on the knowledge and experiences of his military informants, rather 

than on the direct observation of orangutans in Leuser, but his conclusions differed greatly from 

the opinions and observations of Hoogerwerf. While Hoogerwerf did offer many valid criticisms 

of Carpenter’s methods and the limitations to his study, his fierce criticism is illustrative of 

broader Dutch colonial anxieties and paranoia regarding their declining power and control in the 

East Indies just five years before the Japanese invasion of Indonesia in 1942.     
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CONCLUSION 

 

 At the turn of the twentieth century, the reach of the Dutch colonial government had not 

yet extended into the interior spaces of many of the islands across the archipelago. This was the 

case with the highland interior of southern Aceh, a space that I refer to as Leuser. The native 

peoples of Leuser were undoubtedly more familiar with the Dutch at that time than the Dutch 

were with them due to the movement of highlanders, non-human species, goods, and knowledge 

from the interior to the coasts and back for trade, work, and anti-colonial activities, such as 

aiding the resistance in northern Aceh or raiding plantations in the cultuurgebied in Deli. It was 

much easier for the native inhabitants to move throughout the highlands due to well-trodden 

walking paths, elephant paths, and other routes across the mountains between the highlands and 

the lowlands that had been in existence for as long as people have lived in Sumatra.    

By 1905, this picture had changed dramatically: The Dutch, like other imperial powers at 

the same historical moment, sought to “round off empire” through a series of military invasions 

into the colonial hinterlands. Perhaps most notably was the KNIL expedition into the highlands 

of Aceh, following more than three decades of war between the Dutch and the people of northern 

Sumatra. Van Daalen’s brutal military invasion through highland Aceh brought sweeping 

changes to the region. Foremost was the violence that came with it. Many highland peoples 

resisted Van Daalen’s brigades using guerilla tactics and direct forms of combat, such as building 

forts and fighting with a variety of weapons to protect from the Dutch advance. Other peoples 

moved deeper into the forests to continue subsistence practices while avoiding colonial conflict. 

The invasion only lasted six months, but the aftershocks of the ruthlessness of the KNIL, with its 

scorched earth policy, reverberated for decades and set the tone of engagement between the 

Dutch and the Gayo, Alas, and other highland peoples. Following Van Daalen’s invasion, the 
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Dutch set out to construct administrative territories in Leuser to consolidate the region into the 

East Indies. The military government in Aceh appropriated place in Leuser and sought to 

transform space by constructing it into an image legible and manageable to the colonial project.     

The changing structures of governance, colonial relationships, and territorial engagement 

in the so-called Outer Islands of colonial Indonesia have allowed us to examine historically 

several crucial questions about the nature of Nature, science, conservation, and human-

environment relations. Some of the most important of these questions have focused on the 

differing perceptions of land, forests, flora, and fauna in Leuser, how different actors in different 

contexts defined Nature, and how culture came to bear on the construction of space and place. It 

has been shown in the dissertation that environmental conservation through the creation of a 

natural area, such as a nature reserve or national park, is anything but natural. Protected areas are, 

like most other places, socially constructed through relationships, social networks, and different 

ways of knowing and living. From the colonial perspective, the forests and non-human species 

were both pristine and imperiled depending on the context and audience. That a space such as 

Leuser could be viewed and described with such binaries highlights how discourse can create 

imaginings that shape policy interventions.  

I have argued that the wildlife trade, particularly in orangutans, played a central role in 

developing a “planetary consciousness” of Leuser as a space of nature.469 Studies have shown 

that humans are especially empathetic toward charismatic species and other animals that share 

anthropomorphic traits with people. As more and more orangutans were taken to zoos and 

museums in Europe from Leuser, so too developed a concern for the future of the great ape in 

their homeland. Before there were population studies of the orangutan in Leuser, there were 

                                                
469 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992), 
15. 
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already fears of its potential extinction in Sumatra. Witnessing orangutans in person in zoos in 

the West was a more powerful, emotional process than even past natural history writing for 

shaping public perceptions in the metropole of a colonial space and place. Fears over the 

extinction of the orangutan were central to shaping global discourse over Leuser and directing 

colonial expansion in the region.  

The colonial government in Aceh, however, faced troubles in expanding empire in Leuser 

and consolidating the region into the East Indies. The native inhabitants were not willing to 

accept the social and structural changes that colonialism brought with it, nor did they ever view 

the Dutch as their superior overlord. They were not passive colonial subjects. Due to the agency 

of the native peoples and the problems they posed to the Dutch, the colonial government 

implemented military rule in Leuser that lasted until the Japanese invasion in 1942. The Dutch 

also employed scientific exploration, bioprospecting, biological collections, and other tools of 

empire, along with forms of governmentality, including boundary and border policies, and 

juridical regulations in attempting to make Leuser legible and manageable. Each new technique 

was implemented not as a way of solidifying control, but instead because the agency of local 

peoples and the colonial officials demonstrated clearly the lack of control the government 

maintained in the region. It was a violent, continuous process that magnifies the anxieties and 

frustrations of the colonial government in Aceh.   

On the other hand, it has been argued here that even scientific practices and knowledge 

production were contested among scientific communities, in this instance between Dutch 

colonial researchers and American scientists. The Dutch were not only in competition with the 

colonized subjects in managing space but also against other Western peoples and powers in 

maintaining an image as a modern, rational colonial power that had control over its colony, 

regardless of how events played out on the ground. Dutch colonial anxieties carried through 
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almost all spheres of administration, as scholars have shown, and especially concerning scientific 

knowledge production and environmental conservation.  

It has also been shown in this dissertation that the military leadership in Aceh 

appropriated environmental conservation in Leuser as a strategy for counter-insurgency. For one, 

the goals of conservation as proposed by the Netherlands Commission for the International 

Protection of Nature (NCIN) aligned with military strategies to control the native inhabitants of 

Leuser. Through this process, militarization was transformed into ‘environmental rule,’ as 

defined by Pamela McElwee. Leaders of the NCIN collaborated with military leaders in Aceh to 

devise conservation as a social planning strategy. New forms of illegality that came with 

conservation regulations sought to keep native peoples out of the forests and in settlements in the 

valleys, where they could be taxed, administered, managed, and watched over by military patrol 

units-cum-game wardens. Conservationists and military officials attempted to control the 

movement and activities of people in Leuser and their relationships with land, forests, and non-

human species.  

The failures of conservation as enacted in Leuser, however, can in large part be attributed 

to the colonial government and conservationists’ complete disregard for the livelihoods of 

highlanders and how they viewed social landscapes. The forests and mountains of Leuser were 

sacred spaces for the Gayo and Alas peoples—they were the abodes of ancestral and animal 

spirits. The landscapes were places of worship, haunted spaces full of social life based on local 

histories, spiritual and religious worldviews, familial relationship, and lived experiences. 

Moreover, the lands and forests were where regional actors produced their means of subsistence 

by growing crops, harvesting water and forest products for consumption and trade, collecting 

medicinal plants, and so on. Centuries of local engagement with the forests and lands could not 

be severed with newly implemented colonial conservation measures to separate people from 
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nature. Conservation measures and practices that bounded space, privatized land, and restricted 

access for the local peoples, therefore, had a host of unforeseen consequences that, in fact, 

pushed highlanders deeper into the forests in search of land to continue subsistence practices. 

The separation of society from their sacred and subsistence lands also stoked the flames of hatred 

and distrust between the colonizer and the colonized. Militarized conservation only reinforced 

the need for nature protection and the control of the native inhabitants, creating a dialectic that 

has never been resolved.  

Perhaps the primary thread running throughout this dissertation is the importance of land 

control for both the native inhabitants and the colonial project. Most all actors in this history of 

Leuser were concerned with land tenure and the ownership of land. Precolonial land tenure 

systems were entirely different from colonial forms, as this dissertation has shown. For the 

highland peoples, land was crucial for their survival and reproduction, for their ability to produce 

their material means of subsistence. As Marx and Engels have argued, people through their 

material means of production formed their societies, spiritual worldviews, and created meanings 

for place.470 Local people’s relationships with land and access to the geographies of Leuser was 

materially central to subsistence, but also central to their worldview and ways of life. The Dutch 

colonial government sought to sever those relationships and disrupt local subsistence practices. 

Dutch visions for land tenure were based on the capitalist system in which lands were bounded, 

regulated, and managed in ways to be productive for extraction and capital. The Dutch were 

unable to take total control over the land in Leuser, however, and the possibilities for economic 

extraction and plantation expansion were limited due to the geographies and geologies of the 

region. Instead, they implemented conservation zones as a social planning strategy in Leuser. 

                                                
470 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The German Ideology, Part One, ed., C.J. Arthur (New York: 
International Publishers, [1845] 1970), 50-1.   
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Most of the conservation goals for Leuser during the colonial period remained limited to paper 

plans and boardroom discussions. The tenure regimes, regulations, laws, and borders, and the 

afflictions that came with them had a staying power that has carried into the present.    

Due to a lack of sources available for the colonial period in Leuser, and an official denial 

for me to conduct research there, this history lacks in specific examples of how conservation 

practices played out at the local level. We do not know the reasons that local leaders decided to 

agree to conservation plans with Van Heurn and military leaders in Aceh in the mid-1920s, as is 

highlighted in chapter four. It is a crucial missing piece of the puzzle that remains unsolved. Was 

it based on submissive acceptance on the part of the local leaders? I would bet not. Did the local 

leaders believe that any rational person would choose the potential benefits of environmental 

conservation? Again, based on the sources available, this would not appear to be the case. I 

would wager that colonial officials shaped the potential outcomes and possibilities based on 

distorted information, coercion, and possibly even the appropriation of local culture in an attempt 

to appease the cultural visions of space by the native peoples. Did they offer to name the space 

‘Gunung Leuser Wildlife Reserve’ after the most sacred peak in the region (Leuser) in an attempt 

to garner local buy-in? These are questions that cannot be answered with the sources currently 

available. Perhaps additional sources exist in the military records of the East Indies that sit in 

Indonesia, which unfortunately are currently closed, or maybe the local peoples of Leuser have 

answers or more accurate speculation based on stories that have been told. Future research in the 

region must take into account the oral histories of Leuser before stories of the late colonial period 

have been forgotten. Gayo peoples and scholars are currently leading oral history projects in 

Aceh, and their findings will be of incredible value.  

The struggle for control over land in the colonial period continued well into the 

postcolonial period, and today resistance movements carry on in Leuser, as local groups fight for 
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control over what they perceive to be their traditional territories. The genealogy of Leuser in this 

dissertation shows the power of conservation and environmental ideologies in the global 

movement to control spaces of nature around the globe. Colonialism in Indonesia ended after the 

Second World War, but internal colonialism related to native peoples’ struggles for land and 

access to resources and subsistence needs continues every day in Leuser, throughout Indonesia, 

and around the world at the intersections of state-owned lands and private property. The World 

Wildlife Fund and other nature protection groups continue the work of P.G. van Tienhoven and 

the NCIN in fighting for control over spaces of nature that have been valued as sites of global 

importance for the universal ‘we’— a ‘we’ that most often excludes the people whose existence 

depends on access to those same spaces of nature.  

Fears over the extinction of charismatic species, such as orangutans, rhinoceros, 

elephants, and tigers continue to trump the needs of the rural peoples. The ideology of 

conservation as inherently about separating Nature from Society is as powerful a tool as any for 

legitimizing and facilitating dominant forms of land management. It is an ideology based on 

colonial forms of power that has been maintained in various forms since the late nineteenth 

century. There are no easy answers for how conservationists, governments, transnational 

organizations, local peoples, and others can work together to both improve rural peoples’ 

livelihoods while also ensuring the survival of threatened non-human species. The capitalist 

system has failed society and non-human species through centuries of separating Society and 

Nature and pitting one against the other.  
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