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   Robin Hanbury-Tenison, OBE, DL, is a founder and current president of Survival International, the world’s leading organisation supporting tribal peoples, and was one of the first people to bring the plight of the rainforests to the world's attention. He has been a Gold Medallist of the Royal Geographical Society, winner of the Pio Manzu Award, an International Fellow of the Explorers Club, a Winston Churchill Memorial Fellow, a Trustee of the Ecological Foundation and a Fellow of the Linnean Society. Among his many publications are: A Question of Survival for the Indians of Brazil, A Pattern of Peoples, Aborigines of the Amazon Rain Forest: The Yanomami, Fragile Eden, The Oxford Book of Exploration, and his two autobiographies, Worlds Apart and Worlds Within, as well as a successful quintet of books about long-distance rides he and his wife Louella have made across France, China, New Zealand, Spain and Albania, the latest being Land of Eagles (also published by Tauris Parke).

   ‘The doyen of British explorers.’
SPECTATOR

  

  
    
‘Robin Hanbury-Tenison is the champion of indigenous populations everywhere. This is an inspiring book, an evocative, enchanting account of his life among the nomadic Penan tribe of Borneo and how he changed our attitudes towards such tribal peoples for ever.’   

   Redmond O’Hanlon, author of Into the Heart of Borneo and Congo Journey

   ‘Throughout the traditional homeland of the Penan, one of the most extraordinary nomadic cultures in the world, the sago and rattan, the palms, lianas, and fruit trees lie crushed on the forest floor. The hornbill has fled with the pheasants, and as the trees continue to fall, a unique way of life, morally inspired, inherently right, and effortlessly pursued for centuries, has been assaulted in a single generation. In this elegant memoir Robin Hanbury-Tenison reveals the world of the Penan for he was there as a naturalist and explorer long before industrial logging ravaged the forests of Sarawak. It is at once an elegy and a testimony to the folly of greed, and a reminder of just what is at stake in the struggle to protect the remaining tropical rainforests of the world.’  

   Wade Davis, Explorer-in-Residence, National Geographic

   ‘A fascinating book.  You will see what a beautiful, magical and scientifically outstanding place Mulu is. And you will see how much was achieved by the scientists of the Royal Geographical Society’s expedition. It led directly to the designation of this unique habitat and ecosystem as a protected reserve and World Heritage Site.’

   John Hemming, author of Tree of Rivers: The Story of the Amazon
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   For Nyapun and all Penan people.

  

   

   This book has helped us to understand our heritage. Listening to Robin and our grandfather talk, we heard things we never knew about how our people lived before we settled at Batu Bungan.


   Sukia Avit and Kalang Noh, Nyapun’s grandsons

   Borneo is the place for me.


   Sir David Attenborough, 2015
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‌Foreword

   by John Hemming

   For me, the Mulu (Sarawak) Expedition started with a suggestion by Tom Harrisson: ‘As its next big research expedition, why doesn’t the Royal Geographical Society follow a year’s cycle of the Penan tribal people through their forests in northern Borneo?’ This was in 1975, just after I had become the Society’s director. Tom Harrisson was the legendary explorer who had led the Oxford University Expedition to Borneo in 1932, and who bravely operated with his Kelabit and Penan friends behind Japanese lines during the war. I was looking for a new field project for the RGS, so I eagerly asked Harrisson to investigate further during a journey to South East Asia. He did this in a series of letters – until he was tragically killed in a bus accident in Thailand. Meanwhile, my close friend Robin Hanbury-Tenison was also in that region, and Anthony Galvin, the Catholic bishop of Miri, introduced him to the wonders of eastern Sarawak. So I enlisted another family friend to join the steering committee for this project: Gathorne Medway (later Earl of Cranbrook), who had a doctorate in zoology, had worked with Tom Harrisson in the Sarawak Museum, had already written the definitive Mammals of Borneo and knew those forests intimately.

   The expedition was launched, with Robin as its leader and Gathorne director of the Faunistic Survey. We soon decided to focus on the forests around Mount Mulu, a truly remarkable region of karst limestone topography, full of dramatic stone pinnacles and gigantic cave systems, with unspoiled dipterocarp tropical rainforests, rich fauna and those admirable indigenous peoples whom Tom Harrisson wanted us to study.

   The next priority, as with every venture, was funding. There were fewer sources of research grants at that time, and we could not understand why donors were not rushing to support such an exciting expedition. But we succeeded, during months of fund-raising. We were helped by Algy Cluff, a rich enthusiast for RGS exploration and Borneo in particular, and by Eddie Shackleton (Lord Shackleton KG, leader of the House of Lords, son of the great Antarctic explorer and former president of the RGS – and also with Tom Harrisson on the 1932 Mulu expedition). Many trusts and companies contributed, some with cash, others with equipment or supplies in kind.

   Robin and Gathorne set about recruiting what proved to be a formidable team of scientists, led in the field by Clive Jermy of the Natural History Museum. Robin proved to be an outstanding leader – efficient, dedicated, enthusiastic and able to charm and motivate everyone involved in this large undertaking. He had a range of experience that would prove invaluable. He was a working farmer; he knew tropical rainforests; he could handle boats in river rapids, having done a solo river journey from the Caribbean to the River Plate; he understood and sympathised with indigenous peoples; and he was an active environmentalist. Robin and I had, with a handful of others, founded the indigenous-rights charity Survival International, which continues to thrive with Robin as its president.

   The Mulu (Sarawak) Expedition was a happy and glorious affair, as can be seen from this book. I have a few memories that illustrate Robin’s skills. When Base Camp buildings were being erected, we were determined to use no local wood, but to bring all materials up the river. Some of this was done with a jetboat that could climb rapids, with Robin or Nigel Winser, Robin’s indefatigable deputy, at the tiller. But heavy timbers came slung under big Royal Malaysian Air Force (RMAF) helicopters. Everyone charmed the pilots of these aircraft, who were beguiled by head of admin Shane Wesley-Smith and nurse Rosie Sadler, and Robin got on famously with their commanding officer. Air Commodore Sam Welch said that he wanted a little mouse deer for his regimental zoo; Robin saw one as a pet at a Penan longhouse and bartered it from them. Radioed about this, the officer said: ‘Great. Bring it down on your next visit.’ But Robin replied: ‘Mouse deer here at Mulu,’ which elicited the reply: ‘Message understood. Another helicopter-load of cargo on its way.’ Base Camp was always teeming with strange creatures brought back from the field by the scientists, as well as pets and animals rescued from the approaching loggers.

   Later in the project, a team from the Sarawak Museum in Kuching paused at our camp before proceeding into the hills to excavate a cave burial. But the tomb from which they removed some artefacts was that of the grandfather of the local Berawan headman! The chief was understandably furious. He vented his anger on our camp and could have expelled us. Robin used all his understanding of indigenous peoples, tact and diplomatic skills to abate the chief’s indignation. The expedition’s punishment was reduced to payment of a large fine and a pig.

   Gathorne Medway once appeared holding a bat and said to Robin: ‘I think that this is a new species.’ Rightly thrilled at the thought of finding a new mammal, Robin asked Gathorne where we could get this verified – the Smithsonian Institution, the Natural History Museum, the Zoological Society?… Gathorne answered: ‘No, Robin. You misunderstand me. If I think it is a new species of bat, it is a new species of bat.’ He could say that, as author of Mammals of Borneo and a world authority on bats.
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      1 John Hemming at Mulu (left). I am piloting the boat; on the right is Dr Gerry Mitton.

     


   

   Many other stories emerged from this exuberant expedition, as the reader will discover in this fascinating book. You will also see what a beautiful, magical and scientifically outstanding place Mulu is. And you will see how much was achieved by the scientists of the RGS expedition. It led directly to the designation of this unique habitat and ecosystem as a protected reserve and World Heritage Site. Tropical forests around Mulu have been destroyed by rapacious loggers. But at least part of the Penan’s beloved forests has been saved. Tom Harrisson would be delighted.

  

 
  
    
‌Introduction

   I once found a Garden of Eden. The world is full of little Edens, if you just take the trouble to look for them, but many have been destroyed through man’s greed and ignorance. Sometimes it feels as though the whole planet has been so polluted and ravaged that there are no Edens left, but they are there to be found by those who step off the beaten track, and some are protected in national parks and by their inaccessibility. So it was with mine. The scientific expedition I was in charge of was to the newly gazetted and almost completely unexplored Gunung Mulu National Park in Sarawak, Borneo, the largest in that state. It is one of the most diverse and interesting places on earth, with almost every conceivable type of rainforest growing on its sandstone and limestone mountains. One of the biggest pieces of limestone in South East Asia, Gunung (Mount) Api, three times the size of the Rock of Gibraltar, towered over our Base Camp. Deer Cave, probably the largest river passage cave in the world, was at the southern end and had already been visited, but we were to find that the rest of the mountain contained one of the most extensive cave systems yet to be discovered.
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      2 First view of the Garden of Eden.

     


   

   On 8 August 1977, six weeks after I first arrived, my 17-year-old daughter Lucy and I found a way through the vast darkness of Deer Cave and over giant mounds of guano crawling with insects to a point where we could see light again ahead. Negotiating steep cliffs in the half-light and fording a deep stream which ran into the cave at that point, we emerged into a wonderland of sparkling brightness filtering through the foliage to glittering clear water below. It was like passing through the looking glass. Although the local Berawan people, who had visited Deer Cave when hunting, said they had seen light beyond the darkness, none admitted to having climbed through and ours may well have been the first human feet to tread there. We named it the Garden of Eden and some of the more intrepid visitors to Gunung Mulu National Park today go there, helped by fixed ropes; but it is still something of an adventure.

   As Lucy and I emerged blinking into the daylight, washed off the guano in the clear river and lay in the sun to dry, we saw Prevost’s squirrels playing in the tree above our heads. They seemed unaware of us and we realised that we were in a naive place, somewhere that had never before been disturbed by man, so that animals were not afraid.

   Indeed, we later discovered that there was no other way into the deep valley formed by the river which disappeared into the mountain, save the way we had come. The sides are too steep to climb and so no one had ever been there to hunt. As if to prove the point, a troop of 25 grey leaf monkeys passed slowly overhead. A large male led the way, followed by females carrying tiny babies clinging to their chests. Juveniles leaped noisily from tree to tree and were clearly being encouraged by the adults. They all ignored us, although the male bringing up the rear paused to gaze curiously at us for a while… Even the fish in the pool where we bathed gathered in shoals around us; the scene was from a Rousseau painting, with lianas looping between the trees and gigantic, lush ferns and other epiphytes growing everywhere there was a foothold. On a patch of soft ground we saw a lot of catlike footprints, some more than 10 centimetres across. These may have been made by one of the extremely rare clouded leopards. They were known to exist in Mulu, although our expedition never had a definite sighting allowing us to record them. Two months later, when visiting a Murut longhouse on the Medalam River on the far side of the park, I was to find the stretched skin of a clouded leopard, which had been killed five months before. Having spent several hours marvelling at this untouched utopia, Lucy and I felt that the time had come to leave, and we tiptoed away, although we and most of the rest of the team were to return many times.

   Three months later, we slept in the Garden of Eden for the first time. One of the most extraordinary phenomena at Mulu, and today one of the main draws for tourists, is the mass exodus of bats from the main entrance of Deer Cave at nightfall. There are 12 species of bat in Deer Cave, the highest number occupying a single cave ever recorded, and, between 5 and 6.30 p.m., as the sun sets, 3 million of them leave the cave mouth in a virtually continuous stream. They then form into extraordinary spirals and whorls, while bat hawks lurk and swoop to pick off the unwary. That night we were the first to record the smaller, but no less dramatic, exodus from the Garden of Eden entrance.
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      3 Inside the Garden of Eden.

     


   

   Two other members of the expedition, Henry and Nigel Osmaston, father and son geomorphologists, had followed the valley to the top and found there a magnificent cave which they had named Green Cave, as the entrance was so overgrown with vegetation that the inside was suffused with a green light. They had dropped down the steep slope into the darkness, but had not gone far into the cave itself. With Nigel Winser, ostensibly my deputy but really the man who ran everything and made our expedition the phenomenal success it was, and Shane Wesley-Smith, our wonderful No. 3 (she and Nigel eventually married), I reached the lip of the cave and looked down through the greenery into the interior. Nigel and Shane decided to rest there but I scrambled down, looking back from time to time towards the light until their diminishing figures vanished from sight. The Osmastons had marked the spot they had reached before turning back, as they had no torch with them. I had a small one in my pack and so decided to be the first to venture into the intimidating blackness ahead. Time was short if we were to get back to Base Camp by nightfall, but I paused for a moment as I suddenly felt very alone and afraid. I realised that I was in a profoundly privileged position. How many people get the chance to go somewhere no one has ever been before? It was unlikely there was any real danger in there, but having grown up in a very haunted old house in Ireland, I was familiar with the sensation of being watched and the echoing chamber ahead seemed to be holding its breath, as indeed was I.

   I turned on the torch and stepped into the darkness. The ground felt crunchy under my feet. I shone the torch down and saw that I was stepping into a veritable fairyland. Everywhere I looked the floor of the cave was covered in exquisite crystal formations, tiny stalagmites formed by water dripping from the roof high above. It was like a garden of white plants made of calcite, and I felt terrible that I had stepped on a bit of it. Fortunately, there were large areas of bare earth and guano on which I was able to make my way without doing any more damage. Soon the light behind me faded and I groped my way along a stream bed by the rather feeble light of my torch. Later, when exploring some of the many other new caves beneath Api with our expert team of speleologists, I was to use their much brighter carbide lamps, which used acetylene and water. Today these have largely been replaced by more powerful and long-lasting LED batteries, but they were then the best system, giving off a broad, unfocused light. This improved peripheral vision in complete darkness.

   I had just a faint little beam and my battery was running low. The thought of being lost in total darkness was frightening, but I hurried on and round a bend until, when I switched my torch off, there was not the faintest glimmer. Standing still in absolute pitch blackness, listening to the sounds of the underworld – a drip here, a squeak there – and wondering what other life there might be around me was a moment of exquisite fear. There is life in these caves, lots of it, especially near the entrance, and wherever swiftlets and bats fly to roost and nest. Their droppings, which form guano, provide a rich habitat for myriad species of insect. Those which made their presence felt most were the giant earwigs which normally live on the cave roof, feeding on the dead skin cells of roosting bats. But they regularly fall off in huge numbers and then, ‘frantic to regain their lost hosts, they clamber up any available support – including passing humans’. This was how Philip Chapman, a speleobiologist who joined us later, described them. He spent much of his time crawling over great mounds of guano collecting interesting specimens of cockroaches, beetles, flies and moths. Best avoided were the main predators of this teeming underworld: large (up to 20 centimetres long), fast-running centipedes with extremely long legs and poisonous claws set below the head. Other centipedes produced a bright-green phosphorescent trail when annoyed, while fearsome huntsman spiders pursued juicy crickets which sported antennae 45 centimetres long. Lord Hunt of Everest fame, and at the time president of the Royal Geographical Society (RGS), wrote that his most abiding memory of our expedition was watching John Lewis, a myriapodologist, popping centipedes into collecting bottles as fast as he could catch them, oblivious to the earwigs, cockroaches and spiders which swarmed over his body. And I well remember a great moment when, after returning from a day in the field, we were all eating around our communal table at Base Camp and someone pointed out that Phil Chapman had an earwig on his neck. Chapman, who had not had time to change and wash, calmly removed his shirt to reveal that his entire upper body was coated in crawling earwigs. It said something about the sangfroid our expedition members had acquired by then that no one left the table – unlike on an occasion some months later, when Jo Anderson, a biologist from Exeter University, spotted a giant forest scorpion ambling across the floor under the table. That did result in a mass exodus while Jo and I chased her around the kitchen area and eventually caught her in a plastic box. Jo named her Belinda after a memorable girlfriend, who had done him wrong. The next day she produced 22 live babies, which fed off a milky secretion on her back. Soon afterwards, Jo returned to the UK, taking Belinda and her babies with him, which were sold to Dudley Zoo – for all I know their descendants may still be there.

   All this lay in the future as I stood, rigid with fear but revelling in the experience, deep in Green Cave. Behind the tiny sounds was a deep, oppressive silence which seemed to be waiting for something. I became aware of the 1,000 metres of limestone rock above my head. It was easy to feel how claustrophobia could overwhelm one, even in such a big space, if one allowed panic to take over. I switched on the torch. Now I could see the glowing red eyes of giant spiders watching me from the cave wall. A white moth fluttered into the shadows. I started to make my way back to the entrance. There I found Nigel and Shane worried, as I had been away for more than an hour. It had seemed like only a few minutes.

   Caves were to play a large and continuing part in the story of Mulu, as there were to be many further expeditions to study and explore them, most led by the great Andy Eavis, one of the world’s foremost cavers. Today they are the main draw for tourists and work on them continues. This is because they are arguably the greatest known cave system on the planet. Sarawak Chamber, deep inside Mount Api, is the largest cave chamber in the world that we know of, being 700 metres long by 400 wide and 100 high. This makes it the most colossal enclosed space on earth, big enough to hold four Wembley Stadiums, with a much larger roof than anything built by man. Deer Cave is possibly the most sizeable cave passage anywhere in the world. The Clearwater may have the largest volume of any cave system, having more than 230 kilometres of known passage. The total for the caves of Mulu is more than 600 kilometres, and more is being discovered every year. There is a vast amount of fascinating life in them, much still undiscovered, like blind white crabs, which evolved more than 3 million years ago, time enough to lose not just their pigment but their eyes as well. There are even lots of cave racer snakes down there, which feed on passing birds and bats, catching them as they flit past in the total darkness. Above all, it is the caves’ incredible antiquity which I find thrilling.

   My most fulfilling moment of exploration was when, one day, as we entered yet another undiscovered cave passage deep underground, we came on a sandy beach beside a subterranean river and I walked across, leaving
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