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INTRODUCTION

Mt. Murud, elev. 2,424 m, 1s the highest mountain in Sarawak. It 1s located on
the boundary of the Limbang and Mir1 Divisions, in the Kelabit Highlands of
northeastern Sarawak. The geology of Mt. Murud (as well as most of the Kelabit
Highlands) 1s a white or yellowish sandstone of the Miocene Meligan Formation
(Yin Ee Heng 1992). The long, narrow ridge constituting Mt. Murud proper,
above 2,000 m, 1s about 4 km long, running in an ENE-WSW direction. The two
highest points are fairly close together and nearly equal in elevation, the higher
exceeding the lower by only 15 m. A panoramic view of the ridge 1s provided by
Mjoberg (1925, Fig. 10), and a color photograph of Mt. Murud as seen from Batu
Lawi 1s included 1n Plate 25 of Briggs (1988).

Since 1982 or earlier the Murud area has been proposed as a national park,
but political considerations have not yet allowed that to happen. Until now the
Kelabit Highlands have been one of the last remaining accessible but culturally
and environmentally unspoiled areas in Sarawak; however, changes seem 1mmi-
nent. From the summit of Mt. Murud the sounds of a logging operation to the
north are now within earshot. Bario, the largest settlement 1in the Kelabit High-
lands, 1s getting a new airstrip, and a golf course and other tourist attractions have
been proposed for the area. Bario featured prominently in Tom Harrisson’s (1959)
book, World Within: A Borneo Story, which chronicles the Australian penetration
behind Japanese lines during World War Il and gives a dramatic and intimate
view of the Kelabit Highlands before they were atfected by Western culture.

The first successtul expedition to Mt. Murud was undertaken by the Swedish
zoologist Eric Mjoberg, at that time Curator of the Sarawak Museum, who ap-
proached the mountain in October, 1922, and spent six days on 1ts summit 1n early
November. He made a large museum collection of animals in diverse groups and
obtained a considerable number of herbarium specimens as well. Subsequently
eight other botanical collectors or collecting teams have been to the summit.

Mjoberg (1925) published a detailed account of his 1922 expedition and a
summary of previous exploration in the Kelabit Highlands. In discussing earlier
expeditions he noted that the first attempt to explore Mt. Murud was nitiated 1n
1914 by J. C. Moulton, then Curator of the Sarawak Museum. Moulton left on an
expedition 1in October but returned on November 19; he noted that “failure was
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due 1n the first place to the lack of food i the district, which prevented us
obtaining sufficient natives for transport, and secondly to the alarming reports of
a Dayak mvasion which soon after our start robbed us of the few natives we had
managed to get together”™ (Moulton 1915). Moulton made a second attempt to
reach the mountain in 1920, but again tailed.

THE MJOBERG EXPEDITION

Mjoberg submitted his plan of exploration to Rajah Charles Vynar Brooke on
July 13, 1922, and received immediate approval. He spent five weeks traveling up
the Baram River and into the Kelabit Highlands, at some points with more than
70 porters and guides (his description of the personnel situation 1s somewhat
ambiguous). He left for Baram Station (Marudi) on September 6, and, alfter vari-
ous difficulties, arrived in the Kelabit region on October 5. He first saw Mt.
Murud on October 10, about a two-hour hike before his party arrived at Pa Trap.

He persuaded seven local Kelabits to show him the route to the summit of
Mt. Murud. As he tells 1t, they hacked a path tor him climbing steadily upwards,
often walking on undergrowth only hanging together by roots. On October 19, he
recached the toot of Mt. Murud, and on November 2, “perhaps my most strenuous
day during the whole journey,” he climbed to the top ridge. His characterization
of the summit follows: “We found ourselves 1 a strange landscape where low
bushes with thick leathery leaves constituted the predominating vegetation. Here
and there smaller trees were seen, among them a conifer with trunk and larger
branches practically covered with the yellow blossoms of a small, richly flowering,
epiphytic orchid. Bright scarlet or snow-white flowers of rhododendron and simi-
lar plants were met with everywhere; and most noticeable were the enormous and
characteristically shaped pitchers ot Nepenthes lowii, hitherto recorded only from
Kinabalu and Batu Lawi.” Mjoberg spent six days on the summit, until November
[3. It should be noted that the labels of his botanical collections from the summit
arca bear the erroneous date of “October 1922.7 By November 27 he had re-
turned to Pa Trap and departed the Kelabit Highlands on December 4; he arrived
back at Baram Station on December 16 or 17.

In his book Forest Life and Adventures in the Malay Archipelago, Mjoberg
(1930) gave an even more picturesque account of the summit than that quoted
above, as follows. “I shall not soon forget the sight that met my e¢ye when |
succeeded, after tremendous exertions, in recaching the dim cloud-wreathed heights
of the unexplored Mt. Murud. The whole of the vast forest was, as 1t were, i1llumi-
nated by the newly opened orchids, which produced such a glory of colour that we
could not turn our eyes away from all their beauty. Some of the trees were
actually turned into pale yellow or mauve under their covering veil of orchids.
From the boughs there hung in literal garlands the yard-long clusters of the tlow-
cring Coelogyne, and even the ground, which at other times 1s usually dull and
bare, was now gay with the delicate plant-like orchids of the Liparis variety up to
the Spathoglotus- and Vanda-hike types that grow in bushes almost up to a man’s
head.”™

Mjoberg's expedition to Mt. Murud resulted 1n extensive collections of a wide
range of plants and animals, many of which were published on by various authors
In volume 3 of the Sarawak Museuwm Journal (1928). Most of his fern collections were
reported on by Bonaparte (1923a). A few pteridophytes and the gymnosperms
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and angiosperms were listed by Merrill (1928), who described 19 new species from
the Murud collection (eight of which are no longer recognized). Merrill noted that he
sent a first lot of orchids to Oakes Ames, and a second collection was sent directly
by Mjoberg to Ames, but the Mjoberg orchids apparently were not reported
upon. Jeffrey Wood of Kew has recently had on loan the Sarawak specimens ot
Dendrochilum from AMES, and none of four Mjoberg collections was annotated
by Ames.

BOTANICAL COLLECTORS ON MT. MURUD

[n addition to the Mjoberg expedition and our own field work, other botani-
cal collectors who have visited the summit of Mt. Murud are as follows: B. L.
Burtt of the Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh, with A. M. Martin, a plantsman
from the Garden, collected there from September 26 to October 13, 1967. Their
expedition was part of a joint activity with the Sarawak Forest Department, for
which Ilias Paie was the principal collector. His collections from the summit area
are dated from September 27 to October 13, 1967. Around October 10 he was
joined briefly by J. A. R. Anderson, the Sarawak Forest Botanist, who had just
come from Mt. Kinabalu, and independently left, exiting to Bario. Although the
Burtt-Ilias expedition used the same camps and probably covered much of the
same area, they worked independently, with Burtt and Martin concentrating on
the shrub and herb flora and Ilias, with a team of climbers, concentrating on the
trees. H. P. Nooteboom of the Rijksherbarium, Leiden, with Paul Chai of the
Sarawak Forest Department, collected in the summit area from April 4-9, 1970;
Yii Puan Ching of the Sarawak Forest Department collected on the summit ridge
from September 10-13, 1982. Rena George and Rantai Jawa of the Sarawak
Forest Department were on Mt. Murud between August 7 and 16, 1991, but we
have seen only a few orchids collected by them; other collections they made
probably are not yet processed. Jumaat Adam of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia
was on Mt. Murud in 1994, but we have seen none of his collections. One Murud
record of a collection by a Sarawak Museum Native Collector (Diplazium por-
phyrorachis, based on a report by Price, 1983) 1s recorded in the enumeration. We
do not know when this collection was made.

Bonaparte (1923b) cited specimens of several species of ferns collected by J.
C. Moulton from the summit and foot of Mt. Murud in December, 1914. Because
Moulton (1915) indicated that his expedition did not reach Mt. Murud, these
records appear to be in error. Furthermore, the numbers attributed by Bonaparte
to Moulton do not agree with the numbering system otherwise used by Moulton.
These specimens have not been included in the enumeration.

OUR TRIP TO MT. MURUD

Between April 10 and 23, 1995, a large component of the Universiti Malaysia
Sarawak (UNIMAYS) staff as well as scientists from other universities traveled to
Bario, the largest settlement in the Kelabit Highlands, for the first major Bornean
expedition sponsored by UNIMAS. The principal purpose of the expedition was
to gather baseline information on various environmental aspects, including cultural,
anthropological, and socio-economic values of the local communities, water quality,
climate, geology, flora and fauna, and the river systems in the area.
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Our trip to Mt. Murud was considerably more modest than Mjoberg’s, start-
ing with tour botanists (one of whom left the group after the second day because
of the rigors of the trail) and four porter-guides. We flew into Bario on a Malaysia
Airrlines Twin Otter rather than spending a month getting up the Baram River.
We would agree with Mjoberg that attaining the summit of Mt. Murud requires
“tremendous exertions,” but along the summit ridge the path cleared by his guides
over 70 years ago may have helped us. In any case, during the Confrontation
there was a Gurkha post on the summit, with the remains of a hut still in evidence
in 1967 (Burtt, pers. comm.). The helicopter fuel and other supplies they left
behind were equitably shared by the local population of Kelabits and neighboring
Indonesians. This travel undoubtedly helped impress a track into the summit
ridge, and further clearing was done in 1967 by the team of B. L. Burtt and Ilias
Paie. In more recent years the ridge-crest trail has become reasonably well worn
as something of a “tourist™ route.

We attended the Expedition Opening Ceremony in Bario on the morning of
April 10, and, after feasting on a cow sacrificed for the occasion, found the local
representative from Pa Lungan (3°48'32"N, 115°31'15"E), the kampung (village)
furthest from Bario toward Mt. Murud, who took us through a soaking rain on a
four-hour hike to his house for the evening. The next morning he arranged for our
porter-guides and by 9 a.m. we were off, seeing no further signs of current civiliza-
tion until we returned to Pa Lungan six days later. What a privilege it was, one we
had never before experienced, to walk through unbroken primary forest (or in
some cases old secondary forest) for six straight days, notwithstanding that we
were rained on much of the time and constantly under attack by voracious leeches.

The first day’s journey out of Pa Lungan took us over a fairly high ridge
(Sekelun Hill, elev. ca. 1350 m, 3°50'42"N, 115°33'07"E) to Long Rapung (elev.
ca. 1140 m, 3°51'54"N, 115°33'58"E), now a grove of giant bamboo [Dendrocala-
mus asper (Schult. 1.) Backer ex K. Heyne, called buluh betung in Kelabit and
Malay| on the Dapur River floodplain, but formerly a kampung that was evacuated
during the Confrontation. Our night in the open shelter, constructed entirely of
bamboo with rattan lashings, was comfortable except that we had to position
ourselves to avoid the drips that continued with the all-night rain. By 9 o’clock the
next morning we were underway again and were able to cross the Dapur River on
a huge tree trunk that had been undercut by the river and fallen across it. We
were hardly 15 minutes out of camp before one of the first exciting discoveries of
the expedition was made, a large vine of a vanilla orchid (Vanilla kinabaluensis

the plant to be collected on the return. In spite of the great size of the plant, we
could find only one beautiful large yellow flower.

A shightly ridiculous nightly routine of the trip was the attempt to dry one’s
shoes and socks over the campfire. This was a particularly futile effort on the first
day out of Long Rapung, because the Dapur River had to be crossed three more
times (and the near-equal-sized Belaban River once), these crossings without the
aid of a fallen tree, and it was not only shoes that were wet, but trousers up to the
crotch or higher. These rivers were so swift and swollen by the recent heavy rains
that our guides had to help us across.

T'he next day’s journey brought us to the Belaban Camp (elev. ca. 1160 m), at
the contluence of the Dapur and Belaban Rivers. Here there was no bamboo hut,
but we were lucky to have a tent that developed only minor leaks during another
night of constant rain. Our porter-guides made do (and stayed about as dry) with
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a lean-to made of a large piece of nylon fabric suspended between two poles, and
a ground-covering of bark pulled off the common tristania (Tristaniopsis) trees in
strips 8 m long. Surely this campsite must be one of the most beautiful anyone has
ever enjoyed, and, along with the soothing river sounds, came complete with a
bath site on the mossy rocks ot the Belaban.

The tollowing day’s hike was probably the easiest of the entire trip, requiring
only three to four hours to the final base camp (elev. ca. 1775 m, known by the
local people as Punang Pa Bermusuh) before the ascent of Mt. Murud. This day
was less strenuous 1n part because there were no large rivers to ford, the climb
was relatively gentle, going up a total of about 500 m, and there were not so many
deep, slushy root-enclosed puddles as we had to slog through along the Dapur
River tfloodplain on the previous days. Fortunately we arrived at this base camp
early enough to get the tent and lean-to set up before the rain resumed (and
continued all night). Tristania bark again provided the floor mat for the porter-
guides. This camp served us two nights, the one before the final ascent and upon
descent. We continued to marvel at how excellent a fire our porter-guides could
build and maintain in spite of the firewood’s being sopping wet. They achieved
wondertful fires with the bamboo at Long Rapung, and with fresh green tristania
wood at the other camps.

The next morning we left the base camp early, with the objective of getting to
the summit as quickly as possible, which turned out to be nearly five hours later.
The trail ascended steeply, first up through an oak-laurel lower montane forest,
which then turned into a lower stature mossy forest just below the crest of the
summit ridge at about 2,000 m (3°54'18"N, 115°30'50"E). We made 1t to this point
in less than an hour, and mitially thought that once on the ridge, the going would
be easy. The actual situation was just the opposite. Along the ridge, the trail was
deeply worn into tree roots and branches, and went up and down interminably
with climbs and drops of 3-6 m, so that in 2.5 hours we had gained hardly more
than 300 m in elevation through this spectacular dwarfed mossy elfin forest with
the trees sometimes only 3—4 m high and rarely attaining more than 8 m. At about
11 a.m. we thought we were approaching the highest point along the ridge, but
this was not actually reached until more than an hour later.

The final ascent to Mt. Murud’s highest point (3°54'17"N, 115°29'19"E) was
achieved without the soaking to which we had become accustomed, but we had
been there less than half an hour when the rain started again. On reaching the
summit we immediately began the collecting activities. After about an hour we
started our way slowly back toward base camp (along that terrain one can only go
slowly, but also to collect as much as possible along the summit ridge). The rain
was incessant and hampered collecting, and the clouds obscured many of the
beautiful views we should have been able to enjoy.

We continued collecting all the way back to the base camp, where we arrived
just as 1t was getting dark. Had we not reached 1t before dark we would have had
to spend the night in the open 1n the rain, because the trail was too ditficult and
dangerous to negotiate in darkness. Again 1t rained all might, but our tent provided
some escape from the water.

One of the nicest discoveries of the journey was the vanilla plant noted above,
but we were also able to document with a specimen the occurrence of Rafflesia
pricei Meyjer 1in Sarawak. This species was previously collected only from the Mt.
Kinabalu area in Sabah (and more recently in Brunei). The plant was growing as a
parasite on a huge Tetrastigma vine near the small stream Pa Parabao, about 45































































































































































