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"an island in the ocean, the furthest extremity towards the east of the 
inhabited world, lying under the rising sun itself. " 8 

Over time, of course, the geography of the Indian Ocean became more 
concrete, but it was not until the rise of the great Hindu kingdoms in India 
and the Buddhist kingdom at Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka that east Indian 
Ocean trade began to seriously escalate. This, together with the end of the 
Roman Empire, produced a type of "turn" to the east. West-facing ports 
were supplanted in primacy by east-facing ones. Furthermore, the various 
kingdoms in India, feeding on the newfound trade opportunities, began 
to organize themselves by building and endowing large-scaled temples to 
which an increasing number of devotees were expected to shower wealth. 
This devotional economy and its trickle-down effect significantly increased 
the demand for luxury items.9 From that perspective, one can argue that the 
mythologically- and spiritually-induced "pull" toward Borneo and similarly 
far-off places created in its wake a civilizational gap that had to be filled and 
thickened for it to be a more effective producer of wealth. By the 9th cen
tury, the luxury trade was in full swing. When the artists designed the reliefs 
on the walls of Borobudur that represented the life of Buddha, they added 
an image showing the forest tribes of Borneo, who can be identified by 
their tell-tale blowpipes. The men are portrayed clustered on the forest 
floor shooting darts at the long-tailed monkeys in the trees. On their own, 
the Borneo forest people do not kill monkeys. Is it possible that they are 
collecting bezoar stones to trade with? 

One of Borneo's first exports in ancient times was probably camphor, 
which had a wide range of medicinal, spiritual, and especially aphrodisiacal 
properties. Irrelevant today as a global commodity, we can forget that even 
in the centuries BCE it was valued as a gift worthy of sovereigns and more 
expensive even that gold; it figures, for example, among the it�ms sent by 
the emperor of China to Alexander. The treasure house at Ctesiphon inclu
ded one hundred sacks of camphor, a royal fortune! 10 There is no way to 
know where that camphor came from, but the name that the Indian merch
ants had for Borneo was Karpuradvipa (Camphor Island). 1 1 As for diamonds, 
they were extracted from the riverbeds in the southwest part of the island. 
It is, of course, not known when diamonds were first discovered on Borneo, 
but the name that the Javanese gave the island was Puradvipa or Diamond 
Island. Then there was gold, which was associated with immortality in 
the Vedas. 12 Gold was not a commodity one finds in India itself. In fact, the 
Roman author Pliny complained that India was draining Rome of all its 
gold which it used to pay for Indian luxury goods. 13 With the collapse of the 
Roman Empire in the fourth century, south Asians were desperate to find 
other sources. 14 George Coedes even speculated that Indian exploration of 
southeast Asia might well in fact have been stimulated by the search for gold 
when western sources dried up. 15 Another valuable, but rarely mentioned 
commodity was cinnabar ore, out of which mercury is made. It came from 
mines in Bau, just west of Kuching in northwest Borneo.16 It was used for
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Since scholars rely heavily on this type of documentation, their perspective 
can only be on the end-game. The name of camphor reflects the problem. 
The word derives from the Italian camfora, which was a medieval Italian 
word from the Arabic kapur, which was in turn from kapur barus, which 
means "the chalk of Barus," Barus being the port located near the modern 
city of Sibolga on the western coast of Sumatra. Though the entire world 
thought that camphor came from Barus, it was only the staging point for 
camphor, much of which came from Borneo.26 

Borneo should, of course, not be considered in isolation. Trade between 
India and the Indonesian kingdoms was well-established by the 3rd cen
tury CE.27 The same for Funan on the Mekong Delta, which served as an 
intermediary between India and China. But in all of these discussions, scholar
ship on southeast Asian trade tends to bring us to the shores of Borneo, 
but not further inland.28 To get past the problem, we have to differentiate 
geographies of trade from geographies of extraction. This means that I have 
no choice but to turn to the reports written by English, American, or 
European ethnographers, naturalists, geologists and government officials 
who came to Borneo beginning in the early 19th century for shorter or 
longer stays depending on their purpose. Apart from the flora and fauna, 
they wrote on marriage customs, tattooing, head hunting, war craft and 
religion, and had viewpoints typical for that period. It was a lalfld, as one 
commentator wrote in 1821, "infested by numerous races of barbarians or 
savages, differing from each other in language and ever in a state of 
hostility. "29 William Walker, who travelled in southeast Asia collecting bird 
and insect specimens, had a more positive impression of Borneo's cultures, 
but the title of his book was the rather intimidating: Wanderings Among 
South Sea Savages (1909). Some of the perspectives sound more innocuous. 
The self-proclaimed anthropologist Owen Rutter, for example, wrote in 
1929 that in Borneo, "the pagan village is a self-contained,' self-sufficing 
community, independent, if need be, of the outer world. " 30 Similarly, the 
naturalist Carl Bock argues in his book The Head Hunters of Borneo that 
"they live in utter wildness, ... almost entirely isolated from all commu
nication with the rest of the world. " 31 These Romantic Era interpretations 
place the emphasis on tribal isolation. Such views aside, there is enough in 
the various reports in combination with more recent ethnographic studies
particularly those of James Scott and Michael Dove-to begin to stitch 
together a general picture of what Borneo trade might have looked like 
before the 18th century and by extrapolation, even during the period of 
Indianization. 

River worlds 

The ancient cultures of Borneo were numerous and their ethnographic 
backgrounds complex, but on the question of trade, the situation becomes 
somewhat simpler, as there were basically three different zones of interaction. 
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The river mouth, the upstream areas and the forests. Today, the remnants of 
the latter two, the upriver and forest communities, are often lumped together 
under the rubric Dayak. Though Dayak is a Borneo word for one of the 
tribes, it probably means something akin to "man." Calling everyone Dayak 
was a convenience for the English, who also differentiated between Sea Dayak 
and Land Dayak. This is problematic since Borneo communities did not differ
entiate themselves in this way. Yes, those who lived along the sea were different 
in many respects from those who lived in the uplands, but the name of a 
particular community was derived from the sacred river along which it lived. 
So deep is the river embedded in consciousness, that in almost all the ancient 
languages of Borneo the word for water is the same as the word for river; 
"when water is brought up into the house it is still the river when they drink, 
they drink the river; when they boil their rice they boil in the river when they 
name their children they pour the river over them."32 Even the names of most 
villages were river-based. Long-glat meant "at the mouth of the river Glat." 
Orang Sungei meant "River People." Furthermore, the world was organized 
as an up-and-down to these rivers. Ngadju meant "Upstream." Uma-Tempai 
meant "House at the Tepai " (a tributary of the Mahakam). Further upstream, 
one found more mobile, forest-based societies, known generally today as the 
Penan. Though they did not make boats, they too were usually known by the 
river around which they migrated. The Penan called the traders who ventured 
into their territory "from the river-mouth."33 

The ancient Borneo river cultures did not see themselves as living on an 
island in a vast sea. The sea-even for the so-called Sea Dayak-was nothing 
but yet another widening of the river mouth of which the particular river on 
which they lived was a tributary.34 The global imaginary-if one could 
phrase it thus-would be drawn in the form of an ever-widening river with 
the Malay, the Chinese and the others living at the widest part. The world 
was not a globe, but an increasingly wider plane sloping downhill. Toward 
the upper reaches there would be the sacred landscapes of mountains, hills 
and areas where the spirits live. 

There are ... many sacred hills, rivers, and lakes wherein dwell certain 
powerful demons who govern the spirits. In this nether world, some say 
that there are trees and plants and animals ... ; this point, however, 
seemed open to considerable doubt in the minds of some whom I 
questioned, while others had so definite an idea of it that they drew 
maps to show the positions of the different regions. They seemed to 
regard it as a large river, along whose tributaries dwelt the various 
classes of departed spirits. 35 

Borneo cultures were animist, meaning that humans exist in a complex 
relationship to a world that includes sacred landscapes and the spirits of 
ancestors. Shamans served as the key mediators between the human and 
spiritual world. Birds were consulted before any kind of activity. Gold, for 






























































