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Out of sight: Sarawak, Sabah and Brunei : 

"A people without the knowledge of their past history, origin and culture is like 

a tree without roots" 

 Marcus Garvey    
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Introduction 

Borneo is the third largest island in the world and is located at the centre of the 
Maritime Southeast Asia. This island is divided between Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Brunei.  “Kalimantan” refers to the area of Borneo which is part of Indonesia. 
Malaysia’s region of Borneo is called East Malaysia or Malaysian Borneo. Malaysia’s 
Borneo consists of two distinct regions namely Sarawak and Sabah. The 
independent nation of Brunei occupies the remainder of the northern part of the 
island, consisting of two small but wealthy enclaves to the south-west of Sabah. 

Apparently, the Chinese name Po-ni led to the creation of the name Borneo. Trade 
seemed to exist between the two countries since the first century after Christ. Around 
the seventh century that trade was well organised. Chinese sources (the Man-shu, 
860-870)  mention Po-ni. The same for the Tai-ping huan-yu-chi of 979, the Chu-fan-
Chi of 1225 and the Tao-i- Chih-luch of 1349, they mention Po-ni.                                          
Sarawak became a crown colony of England in 1947. 

Kinabalu 

Owen Rutter, writing in British North Borneo: an account of its history, resources, and 
native tribes (Publication date 1922) had this to say about Mount Kinabalu: 

Father Duxneuney of the Roman Catholic Mission at Putatan, has put forward what I 
now consider to be the most acceptable theory of all. He agrees with me that the 
word should be divided into three syllables, Ki-na-balu, but points out that in Dusun 
the letters "I" and "h" are interchangeable and that the Putatan people call the 
mountain Nabahu. When a Dusun dies, the corpse is laid out on the veranda of the 
house and a kind of small hut is built over it, covered with costly cloths. This is called 
"bahu," the house of the dead ; the clothes themselves are also termed "bahu," and 
thus the word comes to get a meaning of "pertaining to the dead." The prefix "ki," the 
Father considers is an abbreviation of the Dusun word "kiwao," signifying it is, there 
is. "Na" denotes an action past but still existing and is used in conjunction with "ki." 
So Kinabalu would mean "There is a place or home pertaining to the dead." In this 
connection it is interesting to note that Mr. Von Donop, one of the early pioneers, 
spells the name of the mountain "Kinabahu" throughout his diaries. 

Besides Malays, Chinese, Javanese and Indians, there is a great variety of original 
peoples. The most numerous are the Kenya (Dayaks). Other peoples will be 
mentioned in the text. They seem to be related to the Melanesians, Polynesians and 
Micronesians. The Ibans are quite different from the others in their culture including 
their language. They are described as Malayo-Polynesian.  

Languages: Jawi script is based on the Arabic script, consisting of all of the original 
31 Arabic letters, and six additional letters constructed to fit the phonemes native to 
Malay, and an additional phoneme used in foreign loanwords, but not found 
in classical Arabic, Since the inclusion of Sarawak and Sabah into the state of 
Malaysia (16th September 1963), Malay has taken a more prominent place next to 
English. It has become the most common language. In the past, Malay was the 
lingua franca in Sabah, Brunei and Sarawak. President Sukarno, the first president of 
Indonesia, made successful efforts to make Malay into the official Indonesian 
language. He seems to have introduced the Romanised script for the Bahasa 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabic_script
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phoneme
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classical_Arabic
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Indonesia. Malaysia did likewise after 1963. English remains a dear treasure from the 
colonial past.  

Sarawak, a Malaysian state on Borneo, stretches along the island’s northwest coast, 
including many beaches on the South China Sea. It's known for the rugged, dense 
rainforest of its interior, much of it protected parkland. The capital of Sarawak is 
Kuching. Santubong is the name of the mountain near Kuching. In Sarawak, you find 
various local peoples named the Dayaks, the Iban, the Melanau, the Kenyah and the 
Kayan. 

Sabah: The capital of Sabah is Kota Kinabalu, formerly called Jesselton.                                          
Sabah was under the British colony during the late 19th century till the early 20th 
century. Sabah gained self-government on 31st August 1963. Sabah, together with 
Malaya, Singapore and Sarawak formed the Federation of Malaysia on 16th  
September 1963. In Sabah, you find various peoples called the Kadazan, the Dusuns 
and the Muruts.  The Kadazan (by some pronounced as Kadayan) are an indigenous 
people living in the northern portion of the island. They are also known as the Dusun 
or the Kadazan-Dusun people. The Kadazan form about 20 ethnolinguistic groups 
within this cluster of peoples. 

Brunei:  is the only sovereign state on Borneo; the remainder of the island is divided 

between Malaysia and Indonesia. Brunei is a tiny nation, in two distinct sections 

surrounded by Malaysia and the South China Sea. It is known for its beaches and 

biodiverse rainforest, much of it protected within reserves. The capital, Bandar Seri 

Begawan, is home to the opulent Jame’Asr Hassanil Bolkiah mosque and its 29 

golden domes. The capital's massive Istana Nurul Iman palace is the residence of 

Brunei’s ruling sultan. The government of Brunei strongly encourages animists and 

Christians to become Muslims and offers financial inducements to do so. 

Adat: In the following pages, you’ll find often the Malay word adat or adet. That word 
seems to come from Arabic meaning habit, custom. In Indonesia, North Borneo, 
Hungary and for Arabian peoples the word is used to mean culture, long-established 
practice. In Malaysia it means traditional law. Father Francis Baartmans MHM 
unfolds for us the word adat further: “Adat is a standard or traditional way of life; it 
has codes of decency, right-mindedness, customs, judicial rules, language, habits in 
certain circumstances, religious conceptions and attitudes, rules of politeness. It 
comprises a way of storytelling including accounts of history, myths, fables and 
proverbs. The Borneo peoples don’t maintain a separation between the spiritual and 
the material worlds. For the Dayak, also pronounced as Daya, there is no split 
between objective and subjective, between inside and outside.” (22nd January 1974, 
Limburg). 

Formerly, we called such cultures primitive on account of an apparent lack of 
rationality or the absence of a script. We looked down upon such cultures. They were 
inferior, we felt ourselves superior. But by thinking so, did we not lose our 
appreciation of their and also of our own humanity? We lost sight of the human value 
of myths, rites and of being part of a community. In our own culture, we lost the 
mastery of poetry. Our rationality blinded our sight on ourselves and on our inborn 
poetic freedom. Maybe, the Dayak can show us the way to the light. 
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Longhouses: Most Kenyah villages consisted of one or more longhouses, each 

partitioned into a number of apartments. All the apartments are linked in front by a 

common veranda that runs the length of the building which may exceed 200 meters. 

As a public area, the veranda provides a venue for community meetings, recreational 

activities, and ritual events of all sorts, including instrumental and vocal 

performances. In the traditional Dayak society, the longhouse is regarded as the 

heart of the community, it functions as the village square, with communal areas for 

cooking, ceremonies, socialising and even blacksmithing. 

The superstructure is not solely about architecture and design. It is a part of the 
Dayak traditional political entity and administrative system. Thus, culturally the people 
residing in the longhouse are governed by the customs and traditions of the 
longhouse. Each longhouse consists of different parts: the centre is occupied by the 
aristocrats, the Paren. These are flanked by the middle class, the Panyen, who have 
little to say. The extremities are occupied by the lowest class akin to slaves, the 
Panyen amin or lipen. The Paren exercise leadership in Kenyah communities and the 
Panyen form the majority of the population. Many Kenyah traditions are still strong 
but the practice of elongated earlobes among women is dying out. This used to be 
the most distinguishing feature of Kenyah women. The younger generations of 
educated Kenyah are migrating to urban areas seeking outside employment. 

Small groups of people are no longer called tribes. We prefer to name such groups 
people(s). We may subdivide a people into clans. Historically, Borneo knows many 
peoples, each having its own language. In the course of history, many different 
peoples established themselves on this continent-like island with its innumerable 
rivers, mountains and forests. Along the upper Baram river you find, among the 
Kenyah, different sub-groups like the Lepo Tau, the Punah (Penan) and the Kelabit. 
These last two groups live a nomad life and, on account of that, historically they 
easily cross(ed) the border into Kalimantan, the Indonesian part of Borneo. 

The Chinese in Borneo can be traced back to more than one thousand years. The 
Chinese form the backbone of trade and commerce in the country. They control most 
of the retail trade and transport facilities, provide clerical staff for commerce and 
administration, and they provide technicians and labour for the industry. Besides the 
Chinese, there is also a substantial immigrant population of Filipino, Indonesian, 
Indian and Ceylonese origins. 

The Mill Hill missionaries have been in Borneo for many years. The first ones 
arrived in Kuching on 10th July 1881. They came to preach the Good News. This 
preaching took many forms. The missionaries faced another culture. They 
experienced peace, war, a Japanese concentration camp, expulsions, mission 
accomplished by sowing in tears and by harvesting in joy. In this script, you read it 
all: one window ajar on a rich local culture, another window open on two and a half 
years stay in the Japanese Batu Lintang camp. I have translated many letters written 
by Dutch Mill Hill missionaries after their ordeal in the Kuching camp in order to make 
a wider public aware of a more or less forgotten historic painful period. They are 
heroes by their perseverance, their mutual assistance, their prayerful presence in a 
world of torment and torture. Once the Japanese army was defeated, Sisters, 
Brothers and Priests returned to their parishes, to their medical work and their 
schools. Amazingly the missionaries did not give up, but continued the work which 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Long_house
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they had been forced to abandon two and a half years earlier (May 1942 - September 
1945). 

“As missionaries we live in a world marked by confusion, disappointment, frustration, 
torn by numerous wars that unjustly target the innocent. Our Mill Hill Missionaries find 
themselves in tough situations around the world continuing our normal socio-pastoral 
apostolates as much as possible. It is this commitment to stay close to the people 
and walk with them even if it is risky that gives me a sense that “we are on the right 
track”. There is very much a passion and a fire glowing in our hearts. With all our 
vulnerability, we as missionaries are trying to serve. This surely is a huge sign of 
hope” (Father Michael Corcoran.18th march 2024). 

Thanks: 

I like to thank the following persons who supplied me information and/or who 
corrected my texts: the Mill Hill archivists Fr. Stephen Giles and Ko Klaver as well as 
Fathers Francis Baartmans, Bertus Visschedijk, Jan van Breemen, Wim van Gastel 
and George Saraber. I used also the information supplied by various family members 
when I wrote my publication entitled Missiehuis Hoorn en de Westfriese Mill Hillers.                          

The Mill Hill Congregation has taught and nurtured me for more than seventy years. 
However, she never told me about the plight of more than thirty Mill Hill Missionaries 
who suffered in a Japanese labour camp for two and a half years on Borneo island 
from May 1942 until September 1945. Fr. Stephen Giles was so kind to give me the 
narratives of the Dutch missionaries about how they were arrested, locked up and 
treated by the Japanese army during World War II. I translated parts of their stories 
into English. The stories had been as it were incarcerated for nearly eighty years. 
They had been lying in the archives gathering dust out of sight. Hence the title of this 
publication: Out of sight.                                                                                                                 

The same holds good for the local cultures with their amazing cultures. Regional,  
national and international languages threaten the very existence of hardly known and 
often undocumented local languages. These unregistered human cultures with their 
riches, they too tend to disappear out of sight. 

The book cover portrays a boy cutting up a durian. “That fruit smells like hell, but 
tastes like heaven.” 

 

Fr. Piet Korse, MHM,  Oosterbeek. The Netherlands, July 2024. 
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Chapter I   

         Sarawak 

The state of Sarawak is a part of the great Borneo island. Sarawak is situated on the 
northern side of that immense island. It joined Malaysia 16th of September 1963. 
Together with the Malaysian state of Sabah it forms East-Malaysia. The Indonesian 
part of Borneo is called Kalimantan. 

The capital, Kuching, is a bustling city set on the Sarawak River. Its 19th-century 

landmarks include the Astana, former palace of the White Rajahs, and Fort 

Margherita, built to thwart pirates. Sarawak has a surface of 48040 square miles, it is 

almost as large as the whole of peninsular Malaysia. 

 

 

 

Population: 2.907.5 million (2023) 
Area: 124,450 km² 
Calling code: 082 to 086 
Capital (and largest city): Kuching 
Divisions’ list:  Betong; Bintulu; Kapit; Kuching; Limbang; Miri; 
Mukah; Samarahan; Sarikei; Serian; Sibu; Sri Aman. 

https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Kuching&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MDSOt6xaxMruXZqckZmXDgBp5D0OFwAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoAHoECCIQAg
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Betong&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MM9KtjBdxMrmlFqSn5cOADA_Qz8WAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoAHoECCUQAg
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Bintulu&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLSz9U3MDJPq8wuXMTK7pSZV1KaUwoArGEBrhgAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoAXoECCUQAw
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Kapit&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MM_IKclYxMrqnViQWQIAGcfcKRUAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoAnoECCUQBA
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Kuching&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MC9KyTBYxMruXZqckZmXDgCYI_iDFwAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoA3oECCUQBQ
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Limbang&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLSz9U3MDIzNDLIWcTK7pOZm5SYlw4Ad5O-nxgAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoBHoECCUQBg
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Miri&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MK4wMzJcxMrim1mUCQAoz23KFAAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoBXoECCUQBw
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Mukah&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MM81NcxbxMrqW5qdmAEAeEmVJRUAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoBnoECCUQCA
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Samarahan&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MC9KMchYxMoZnJibWJSYkZgHAA_zDgkZAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoB3oECCUQCQ
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Sarikei&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MM82TK5YxMoenFiUmZ2aCQCjUyJsFwAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoCHoECCUQCg
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Serian&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MK4wSzFexMoWnFqUmZgHADnn_j4WAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoCXoECCUQCw
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Sibu&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MK4wM0xexMoSnJlUCgDkaeYKFAAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoCnoECCUQDA
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=566938770&q=Sri+Aman&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MM9NLzFbxMoRXJSp4JibmAcAbvaWZhgAAAA&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=2ahUKEwjsg4e5ubmBAxUwgv0HHUG_DFoQmxMoC3oECCUQDQ
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Sarawak is also the home of the Kenyah people, some of them on the Upper Baram 
are called "Kenyah Lepo Tau".  Their fellowmen live also in West-Kalimantan. They 
are an indigenous Austronesian-speaking people. As of 2019, less than 10% of them 
live in Sarawak. The Kenyah people live mostly around the Baram river (Miri and 
Bintulu town), Asap River (Belaga town), Tinjar and Rejang River.  
 
Kenyah's dialect is a dying language. It has only a few reliable and solid references, 
books, tapes or sites (to date) that can provide information about this language. 
Otherwise, we are merely depending on the older generation and those who are still 
living and studying in and around the villages. The only (to date) well-documented 
reference on this language is their Bible.  
 
Kenyah people traditionally live in longhouses, in small communities. Each longhouse 
consists of families who choose their own leader (headman). When they have an 
event or celebration such as a harvest festival, they will normally use the longhouse 
veranda (oseh bi'o) to gather and deliver speeches in order to guide and inform their 
youngsters. Normally, the harvest festival celebration (tau bio Ramay o o 
Ajau, pelepek uman) is a major festival because most people are still farmers.  
 
People call themselves Kenyah. The fibre, which seems to bind the Kenyah peoples 

together, is the word "Kenyah", which itself isn't a Kenyah word but a Ga'ai-Kayan 

one meaning 'upriver people'. Only certain groups are able to understand one 

another’s dialects, while other dialects are quite unintelligible. The various histories 

brought about the differences in many dialects and have divided the Kenyah peoples 

into several groups.  

The term Dayak from the native pronunciation of the term Daya was adopted by 
Dutch and German authors as an umbrella term for non-Muslim natives of Borneo. 
Thus, historically, the difference between Dayaks and non-Dayaks natives could be 
understood as a religious distinction. English writers disapproved the classification 
made by the Dutch and Germans, with James Brooke preferring to use the term 
Dayak for only two distinct groups, the Land-Dayaks (Bidayuh) and Sea Dayaks 
(Iban).  

The term Dayak gained importance in the early 1900s among rising middleclass and 
intellectual figures (such as Hausman Baboe) and being used as a unifying term for 
Dayaks in Kalimantan. In Malaysia, the term Dayak is generally used as an almost 
exclusive reference to the Iban, previously referred to as Sea Dayaks and Bidayuh, 
known as Land Dayaks in the past.  

There are approximately 40,000 Kenyah. They comprise over forty divisions and live 
in more than 110 communities. They can be found living near river headwaters along 
the lower and upper reaches of the Baram and Balui Rivers, as well as in big coastal 
towns such as Miri, Bintulu and Kuching. 

 How do the live? 

The Kenyah cultivate dry rice in jungle clearings as their main source of livelihood. 
Rice has been traditionally grown in three forms: wet paddy, dry hill paddy and 
‘Kedinga’ which is dry paddy cultivated on flat plains in rotation with other crops. 
Their rice agriculture, supplemented by hunting, fishing and gathering is a common 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harvest_festival
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Brooke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hausman_Baboe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iban_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bidayuh
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feature of Kenyah society. Wage labour and cash crops are now becoming important 
additions to their economy as areas have become more accessible. 
The Kenyah traditionally lived in villages comprising multiple longhouses. Kenyah 
villages are almost exclusively located at the confluence of two rivers, providing easy 
access to current and future farm land since transportation used to be by river or on 
foot. Traditionally their living quarters faced the river. Now people build their living 
quarters facing modern roads. 
 
What are their beliefs? 
 
Before the arrival of Christian missionaries, the Kenyah people practised a traditional 
form of animism called 'Adat Pu'un'. At the moment, Christianity is the predominant 
religion of the Kenyah people, with the majority belonging to the Evangelical 
Protestantism. A minority of Kenyah groups follows the Islam belief. 
 
What are their needs?  
The Kenyah have skills and abilities that can be developed for twenty-first century 
living. They need professional management in small-scale industries  to improve their 
livelihood. This may prevent younger generations from migrating to urban areas. 
Additional research of their language and cultural diversity will be necessary for 
translating the Good News into their language.  
 
The social pattern of Kenyah society is well defined and, although not observable in 
everyday life, yet takes on importance in times of crises, namely at birth, at marriage 
and at death. The breakdown of the social pattern due to contact with other cultures 
is observable in certain aspects of Kenyah life, yet the well-ordered pattern shows 
itself particularly in marriage ceremonies and has a distinguishable unifying effect 
upon their society. It will be noted that whether the marriage  is among the ‘tau’ or 
among the ‘panyin’, the observance of ‘adat’ (or adet) is more important than family 
or individualistic notions of marriage. 
 
Any event in Kenyah life must be accompanied by an acknowledgment of the 

existence of spirits. Every ceremony is a consequence of the belief in spirits that 

direct one’s life and its course. It depends on the form used and the sorts of spirits 

whether or not a crisis will pass by successfully. The origin of all life is somewhere to 

be found in the world of spirits and therefore one has recourse to this ‘origin’ through 

the process of mediation in all important events of life. The supreme spirit is seldom 

invoked and one talks rather to the spirit of the pig, of the hen, in order to achieve the 

end for which one prays.  

Father John Rooney MHM wrote his thesis at the University of London (June 1981) 

called ‘A History of the Catholic Church in East Malaysia and Brunei (1880-1976).’                        

In it (pages 119-120): he writes: “There are only two short prayer books in the 

Kenyah and Kayan languages: Pejong ne Allah and Sembayang Putung Dau 

(Miri 1974). However, Bishop A.D. Galvin and Fr. F. Baartmans have published many 

articles about Kenyan language and customs in the journals of the Brunei and 

Sarawak Museums.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity
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The Kenyan people along the Baram River 

In 1967, Bishop Galvin published a 105 page Kenyah vocabulary of about 3,500 

words with appendices containing 67 bird names, 45 names of fish, 191 names of 

trees and 30 names of Sarawak Kenyah groups with the name of each group’s 

location. 

A work by Bishop Galvin, for which he has not received the attention that it deserves, 

is On the banks of the Baram, a collection of 45 Kenyah stories and fables in 
English translation, some in prose and some in verse. 

The only Catholic study of the Punan (Penan) is Fr. Francis Baartman’s account of 

their MUD healing rites in the Sarawak Museum Journal of 1966. Fr. Francis wrote 

also about marriage and funeral rites. The texts follow in chapter IV, B-F. 
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  Chapter II 

              Sabah  

Geography:  

 

Sabah is situated on the North-Eastern part of Borneo island and joined the 
Federation of Malaysia on the 16th of September 1963. 

Situated on the beautiful island of Borneo, Sabah is one of the thirteen states which 
Malaysia consists of. Sabah is the second largest state in Malaysia and shares the 
island of Borneo with Sarawak, Brunei, and Indonesian Kalimantan. It covers an area 
of 29,388 square miles with a coastline of about 900 miles, washed by the South 
China Sea on the west and the Sulu and Celebes Sea on the east. The capital of 
Sabah is Kota Kinabalu, formerly called Jesselton. 

Between 1882 and 1963 the State of Sabah  was known as British North Borneo, 
when the region became a British colony in 1949. Sabah gained self-government on 
August 31, 1963. Sabah together with Malaya, Singapore and Sarawak formed the 
Federation of Malaysia on September 16, 1963. 

In 1980, the state experienced a sharp rise in population with the arrival of almost a 
million refugees fleeing the Moro conflict in the neighbouring southern 
Philippines. Around the same time, large numbers of legal workers from both 
Indonesia and the Philippines also arrived in Sabah, drawn by the economic boom in 
its primary sector.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Refugees_of_the_Philippines
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moro_conflict_in_the_Philippines
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Sabah exhibits notable diversity in ethnicity, culture and language. The head of state 
is the Governor, also known as the Yang di-Pertua Negeri, while the head of 
government is the Chief Minister and his Cabinet. The government system is closely 
modelled on the Westminster parliamentary system and has one of the earliest state 
legislature systems in Malaysia. Sabah is divided into five administrative divisions 
and 27 districts. Malay is the official language of the state; and Islam is the state 
religion, but other religions may be practised in peace and harmony in any part of the 
state. Sabah is known for its traditional musical instrument, the sompoton. Sabah has 
abundant natural resources, and its economy is strongly export-oriented. Its primary 
exports include oil, gas, timber and palm oil. Other major industries are agriculture 
and ecotourism. 

In 1970 the population of Sabah was 653,604, with both the state and its 
neighbour Sarawak having about the same number of foreign nationals. In 1992 
however, Sabah's population had increased to over 1,734,685, then to 2,468,246 in 
2000. By 2010, it had grown to 3,117,405. Sabah has 900,000 registered migrant 
workers in agriculture, plantations, construction, services and domestic work. While 
the total number of illegal immigrants (including refugees) is predicted to be more 
than one million, most of these people are believed to have been categorised as 
" bumiputera" (indigenous people) in national statistics. The  increase in the number 
of expatriates comes mostly from China, Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, Australia, and 
Europe. In the near future, the population is expected to grow increasingly 
from interracial marriages and migration. 

Sabah is a mountainous country of dense tropical forests, alluvial and swampy 
coastal plains intersected by numerous rivers and fertile valleys. Several mountain 
ranges of 4,000 to 6,000 feet rise from the coastal low-lands and culminate in Mount 
Kinabalu (13,445 feet), the highest mountain in South East Asia. The North East 
monsoon lasts from October to March and the South West monsoon prevails from 
May to September. The climate of Sabah is tropical but pleasant. The temperature 
seldom reaches 90 degrees Fahrenheit and usually varies during the day from 74 
degrees to 88 degrees Fahrenheit.   

Tourism is Sabah’s third largest and one important income generating sector which 
supports more than 80,000 jobs. Striving to ensure that tourism remains an important 
economic pillar, Sabah Tourism continues to promote and market Sabah as a 
premier eco-tourism destination. 

Sabah is richly blessed with nature diversity, unique cultures, fun adventure, beautiful 
beaches, and fantastic cuisines for the adventurous taste buds. We have it all, from 
the world’s largest flower – the Rafflesia, one of the highest mountains in South East 
Asia to one of the world’s top dive sites – Sipadan Island. Sabah is also known for 
her great natural treasures which include the world-renowned Danum Valley 
Conservation Area and Tabin which is Sabah’s largest wildlife reserve. 

Not only will you be amazed by the places to see and things to do here, you will also 
be treated with unique Sabahan hospitality. Explore the unique culture and tradition 
of Sabah and get ready to experience sweet memories to last a lifetime! 

The economy 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yang_di-Pertua_Negeri_Sabah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chief_Minister_of_Sabah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cabinet_of_Sabah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Westminster_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysian_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sompoton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Export-oriented_economy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Palm_oil
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecotourism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sarawak
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Domestic_worker
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illegal_immigrants_in_Malaysia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bumiputera_(Malaysia)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interracial_marriages
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The economy of Sabah has always been heavily dependent on the export of its 
primary and minimally processed commodities. Aside from the usual lumber milling, 
palm oil, tourism and manufacturing sectors are growing vastly, and it is quickly 
becoming the main source of economy in Sabah. 

People and Culture 

There are more than 30 indigenous groups in Sabah with the largest non-indigenous 
ethnic group being the Chinese and the largest indigenous group being the Kadazan-
Dusun people, forming about a third of the population. Three other larger ethnic 
groups in Sabah are the Bajaus, Muruts and Rungus. Apart from the Sabahans’ own 
diverse mother tongues, Bahasa Malaysia (national language) and English are widely 
spoken; Mandarin and some Chinese dialects are also widely spoken. 

In Sabah, we greet people by saying “selamat datang” (welcome) and/or “terima 
kasih” (thank you) with a smile. Due to religious reasons, some may prefer not to 
have physical contact with others. However, a handshake is generally acceptable as 
a way of introducing oneself. 

It’s customary to remove shoes before entering a mosque as well as homes. In 
places of worship, visitors are required to dress modestly. Nude sunbathing is not 
allowed. Avoid pointing your index finger at others, as this is considered rude in the 
local custom. 

Dusuns in Sabah according to Fr. Antonissen MHM (see also pages 19-

20 and 187).  

The Dusuns, as a race, are the most interesting of all the peoples inhabiting Borneo, 

and afford much scope for scientific investigation. Their true origin, however, is in 

danger of being lost, owing to the views expressed by writers of the present century. 

In the early days of the Chartered Company it was always accepted as fact that they 

were the direct descendants of former Chinese settlers. The Dusuns themselves 

claimed it, and the late Sultan Hashim of Brunei asserted it as beyond question. It 

was traditional in Brunei, and in this paper an attempt is made to establish the Dusun 

claim for the sake of record. The early history of Borneo is not easily grasped. It can 

only be gathered bit by bit by exceedingly laborious research through the works of 

innumerable writers, and few will undertake such a task. The key to the whole 

question of the Dusun claim appears to be in the tradition, that many writers have 

referred to, that Kublai Khan invaded North Borneo in 1292, but none appear to have 

treated this seriously, or to have followed it up and applied its conclusions. See also 

pages 47-50: Dusun Traditions. 

Climate: 

Because Borneo is situated on the equator, Sabah has a tropical climate. At noon, 
the sun is right on top of your head. The whole year round, we enjoy the same 
temperature which rarely rises beyond 37,5 Celsius and hardly ever drops below 21 
degrees Celsius. Frost and snow are unknown in Borneo. In general the nights are 
cool and agreeable. We sleep on a heightened crib covered by a usual mat. The first 
few nights, you may feel uncomfortable but very soon you will get used to your bed. 
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The landscape is truly magnificent with mountain ranges up to 800 m high with a 
peak of more than 4000 meter. The mountain ranges have very many lower mountain 
ribs and smaller foothills. As a consequence of this landscape there are very many 
rivers. The tropical heat and the abundant rains cause an abundant plant growth 
which makes Borneo like a beautiful flower basket floating in the ocean. Borneo is 
one big forest, a mighty empire of trees, vines and plants. Climb a mountain and you 
will admire a smaragd colourful tapestry, interlaced by red, brown and yellow threads 
out of which a broad river flows where sunrays bounce off like a silver thread. As far 
as the eye reaches, you will see flat, pointed and stubby treetops. Borneo is 
beautiful, wonderful in its wild tropical nature with the eternal summer and the 
continuous pop of colour. 

Birds 

Birds with dark fur and solid colours, birds with rainbow colours like the parrots with 
green feathers, with tinges of red, blue, yellow and gray and also woodpeckers with a 
splendid plumage. Though they have beautiful feathers, the noise they make is 
sometimes deafening. 
 
Insects                                                                                                                                            

The insect-world is really mighty. You will find small insects, nearly invisible for the 
naked eye like the sandfly but also beetles 10cm long. Mr. Wallace, an American 
nature wizard, stayed with us for a period of three years and counted more than 2000 
sorts of beetles. Often we are bothered by centipedes and scorpions. You will find 
scorpions everywhere, they are small but scary. You will encounter them in the 
forest, in old buildings, underneath boxes and planks, behind paintings. A centipede 
bites and a scorpion stings with its tail. When they have got you, you won’t sleep for a 
couple of nights. Their bite and sting are very painful. They are very slow, but they 
can surprise you.                                                                                                                                                             
Other insects which are very bothersome are the ants. They enter everywhere. When 
in the morning you open the drawer of your table, you may find there a whole nest 
even with eggs. You need to put the legs of your dinner table in tins filled with water 
or kerosine, otherwise the ants cover the whole table. The same holds good for your 
bed. The worst of all are the white ants. They build their nests in catacombs with 
subterranean passages. All over the country, you will see big anthills. Those are their 
nests. From there, they attack a piece of soft wood, a wall made of planks or a box. 
They eat things from the inside. The leave the outside intact. You won’t notice their 
presence. Only when you touch such a plank or such a wall, you knock right through 
them. One day, a leg of your table may collapse altogether. Or when you try to 
straighten a painting hanging crookedly, your grip goes right through the frame. The  
white ants are a real pest, because you cannot check everything in the house all the 
time.  

We have got another friend in the house: the house lizard or gecko. It looks like a 
small crocodile. Now and again, it drops something on your head or on your books. 
But the gecko is a very useful animal in that it eats mosquito’s, flies, gnats and 
spiders. Awfully big spiders may frighten you when you see them for the first time. 
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Animals 

There is a great variety of animals living in the forest: Elephants which are smaller in 
size than those found in Africa; the one-horned rhino; the strange tapir with his split 
hoof, dark skin and a big striped spot on its belly. The dangerous tree tiger with its 
beautiful striped skin, the civet cat, the small black bear usually called the honey 
bear: it climbs into the treetops to indulge in wild honey. These animals are not 
dangerous, they live far away in the forests where no human beings live. Closer to us 
there are deer and wild pigs which people try to catch. Also monkeys abound, big 
and small ones, which cause damage to fruits and rice. When a group of monkeys 
play in a rice field, they, in their rowdiness, pull the stems out of the soil. They are 
capable also to get hold of all the fruits of a tree.  There is one monkey that is very 
special for Borneo. That is the nose monkey. It is nowhere else to be found. 

 Nose monkey 

Its arms are as long as its body. Its fleshy nose looks like a small trunk. They are very 

muscular and they swing from branch to branch even quicker than we can run. They 

hardly ever put a foot on the soil. If they do, they walk clumsily by putting their fists on 

the ground and leaning on their arms they swing their hindlegs in between their arms 

as if they walk on crutches. There are many other monkeys too. They are very 

pleasant animals to keep and to play with. 

Deer are very numerous, but the smallest species is the funniest of them all. Its hight 

is only twenty centimetres. It is beautiful to see and it is the hero in all the Borneo 

tales. It is ever in danger but it always manages to save itself. It kids all the animals, 

especially the greatest of them. 

The pigs people keep have longer snouts and longer legs than the European pigs 

have. Those pigs are not as fat either. Most people have three pigs, which, when they 

weigh around eighty pound, are butchered. The meat is obviously too much for a 

family. No problem. The whole neighbourhood comes and joins for dinner. Otherwise 

the meat may go bad. One week or so later someone else will kill a pig and then the 

neighbours too will be invited to participate in the meal.  

But there are also dangerous animals like crocodiles. You find them in nearly all 

rivers. They are most dangerous in deep water. In one way, they are scared, because 

they will only snatch people when alone. When you enter the water as a group, make 
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noise and stay in one another’s company, there is no danger.  When towards the 

evening, after a football match, all the kids dive into the river, shout and play together 

with a lot of noise, none of them is ever snatched by a crocodile. But when a woman 

goes to the river just by herself for a cleanup, she is in real danger. Once one of our 

women went to the river with her daughter of five years old. Whilst she did the 

laundry, her daughter was at a distance of maybe three meters. She was playing in 

shallow water. All of a sudden a croc came up out of the deep, swept the girl with its 

tail into the deep water and disappeared with her. When someone has been killed by 

a crocodile, the whole village will hunt the beast, until it has been killed. Once I sat in 

a dugout, when all of a sudden a big croc came up next to the boat and tried to 

sweep the vehicle with its tail. Happily enough, it did not touch us. If the dugout would 

have overturned and we had landed into the river, one of us might have been killed. 

There are plenty of snakes around. Aquatic snakes are poisonous indeed. Some 

snakes are black, others beautifully coloured: green, yellow and red, all colours 

mixed in rings and stripes. Of the fifteen years that I spent in Borneo, no one in our 

district died of a snakebite. Once I waded in the river, when all of a sudden I noticed 

a big and long snake next to me in the water. I got a start. At another occasion, I 

walked in front in the bush-bush. When I turned a corner, I stood in front of a black 

mamba. I uttered a shriek and bounced back up against someone else. We both got 

a fright, whilst the snake disappeared into a bush. It may happen that, when you pass 

under a big tree, a big snake lies sleeping overhead on one of its branches. Then you 

‘d better run away, The boa constrictor has also its home in our forests. The snake 

can become five metres long. Once people killed such a snake, after it had eaten a 

dog. When people spot a snake, they try to kill it. Moreover they love to eat snakes. It 

is not difficult to kill a snake. It seems that its back is vulnerable. If it is hit on its back 

with a stick, it cannot move anymore.   

The Dusuns are like the Dayaks. Long ago they were head-hunters, they form the 

original population. But that era has passed long ago. One can trek throughout North 

Borneo safely. Nobody will touch you. When you meet them nowadays, you cannot 

imagine that their forbears were head-hunters. They are peace-loving, simple and 

unassuming people. Their stature is small, about 1.50 meter with a few exceptions. 

But they never reach 1.80 meter. Young people look very smart, they have a light 

brown skin and black hair. They comb their hair to the back with a parting. Women 

carry their hair long which they turn into a ball at the back of the head. The Dusuns 

have a broad forehead and sharp eyes. Their nose misses a broad upperpart so they 

seem to have a turn-up nose. Their mouth is quite straight and they do not have thick 

lips. They have one curiosity that they do not have body hair, no hair on the chest nor 

in their armpits. The Dusuns don’t have beards. They do not like that their offspring to 

grow hair when one of them marries a Chinese. They have different names for hair 

growing on the head and that on the body (in case of animals). They usually do not 

buy mourning attire, since they are too poor to buy one. That’s why the missionaries 

introduced a mourning band. In general the Dusuns do not become older dan sixty 

years of age. 

Talking about their nose, their smell is very sharp. They recognise their own clothes 

by smelling at them. Boys, who live together at a boarding school, know by smelling 
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exactly whose clothes belong to whom. Mothers and grandmothers know their 

children by just smelling them. The Dusuns walk barefoot from early childhood. That’s 

why their feet are broad and flat. Also their toes are broad. They can move their toes 

like they move their fingers. The Dusuns rarely pick up a small object from the ground 

with their fingers. They do so with their toes and then bring it to their hands. 

The Dusuns sometimes have lice. Quite often one sees a street scene with a row of 

five women sitting one after the other catching lice. When one catches a louse, it is 

given to the owner who eats it out of malice: “It sucked my blood, I’ll suck its blood.”  

When the Dusuns lose a family member, they weep and wail, whilst tears trail down 

their cheeks. The men, though, will not wail, but the women will approach the dead 

body, kneel down, narrate all the good qualities of the deceased and cry their hearts 

out. When such a wailer rises up, all sorrow seems to dissipate instantly. When they 

carry off the deceased, all the women wail together. Their bodies are shaking. But as 

soon as the body is out of the house, a festive merriment starts immediately.   

Formerly there were few decent roads only along the coast. In other parts of the 

country we moved along paths which the local people had made from one village to 

another. People pass everywhere like climbing goats. They find support on spines 

even with their toes. Walking with shoes on gives problems. Those paths go straight 

up a hill or through rivers, swamps and fields. In the dry season the soil is hard, the 

water in the rivers is low. This allows you to walk straight through the fields. But in the 

rainy season, the fields inundated and the paths as well. In the forest, you can walk 

at ease. Paths have been formed by the bare feet of the locals. Moreover, in the 

forest, you walk below a balcony of leaves where the sun does not penetrate. When 

on a trip, even the bishop is dressed in shorts and a shirt. Impossible to walk in a 

cassock. When you need to cross a river, you need both hands to get across the 

slippery stones. You would have no time to pull up a cassock. 

Agriculture 

Before cultivating rice, a field needs to be ploughed. Ploughing starts at the 

beginning of the wet season. Before that work is finished, the fields are covered by 

water. Buffaloes are used for ploughing. What happens is that the soil is turned over 

and turns into mud as soon as it is touched by water. The soil is then harrowed and 

flattened out. That is a job for the youth. They ride through the mud the whole day 

long. When the fields are inundated, it is time to plant rice. When thirty or forty 

centimetres high, the plants are uprooted and fit to be planted in the fields. The 

planting is done by women. They hold a stick in their left hand with which they make 

a hole and with their right hand the rice plant is inserted. Then with their toes the 

women press the plant in place. Each plant grows into a bunch of 15 stems. After 

some time, the whole field is full of rice plants. When fully grown the rice plant looks 

like barley, having similar ears. Most people grow enough rice to feed themselves for 

a whole year. What is spare, they sell to the Chinese to have some money to buy 

clothes and so on. The harvest usually takes place after Christmas. When harvesting 

one cuts off the ears and deposits them in a basket, because the grains readily drop 

out of the ears. When a basket is full, one takes it to the side where it is poured out 

on a mat. Then the men start their job of threshing. They trample on the heap until all 
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the rice has left the ears. They throw away the straw and put the rice in a basket. 

Then they pour out the rice from above their heads. A woman with a fan causes some 

wind to blow away the chaff. Then they put the rice into a sack which is transported 

by a buffalo. The rice still needs to be peeled. Before the peeling, rice is of a pale 

grey colour. After the peeling in a rice-mill, the grain of rice looks white. But unpeeled 

rice is far more wholesome than the white rice. It is like the difference between wheat 

bread and white bread.                                                                                                                                

The straw remains standing in the fields. After the harvest, people drive the buffaloes 

into the fields so that they flatten everything out. The straw will rot away. 

Parish work 

In the beginning we built only wooden churches. In 1936 we decided to build the first 

stone church in Penampang. Not far away, there were plenty of big stones or rocks. 

They had to be elongated into building material. No one in Borneo was able to cut the 

rocks into the desired dimensions. We invited two Chinese from China to do the job. 

In 1939 we finished the job: the walls were there as well as the pillars and the 

staircase to the choir loft. Then the war started. We had to stop the building, because 

we were broke. We had to struggle to stay alive. The Japanese and the allies 

destroyed everything. But since the church did not have a roof yet, even the allies did 

not attempt to bomb it. The parish house is still a shackle. We want to finish the 

church first. We will put up a marble slab at the back of the church with the names of 

our benefactors. I, Fr. Antonissen, will be proud to add the name of my birthplace: 

Stampersgat, the Netherlands.     

Orphan boys 

In our presbytery there are about 35 orphans. Orphanages do not exist. The priest is 

obliged to provide their food. He has also an advantage of the orphans as they are 

his mass servants, they keep house and compound clean and serve the table. The 

orphans stay with us until they marry. Each year we receive a sum of money from the 

Holy Childhood to keep and support them.  

Cemetery 

In our church yard each grave has a wooden cross. The people who live near the 

church bury their dead in our church yard. But the villages who are at a distance have 

their own cemeteries, where, at certain times, we go and bless the graves. It is 

impossible for us to be present at each burial. At our place, people are buried in 

wooden coffins clad in a black mourning cloth on which a cross is painted with chalk. 

Schools 

We have got a school with 400 boys. The school has been made with planks and a 

corrugated-iron roof. Nowadays, youngsters all want to frequent school. There is no 

obligatory school attendance. When they first attend school at the age of six or 

seven, they learn just as quickly as European kids. But quite a few of them arrive only 

when they are nine or ten years of age. They have great difficulty to catch up. Among 

those who finish primary school, we chose three or four of the best students. They 
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are allowed to follow their studies in our own secondary schools. When they have 

finished their secondary education, they easily get employed as secretaryies.  

The girls follow their primary school at the Sisters’ convent. Their numbers are not as 

high as those of the boys. Many parents are not convinced of the necessity of that 

sort of education for their daughters. Slowly things improve. At the moment the 

Sisters have 150 pupils.   

In Sandakan we have a church and a sisters’ convent with a wide veranda round the 

whole house. The house is situated near the coast and looks over the sea. . 

Whatever the time of the day, one can always feel somewhere a breeze coming from 

the sea. In Kudat there also is a convent and a school. In Kota Belud we have a 

church. We were very happy with the churches, convents and schools. They show a 

picture of progress and hope for the future. But then, war came also our way. The 

Japanese destroyed the churches, the convents and the schools. Either they burnt 

them down or the allied forces bombed them. Development regressed twenty or more 

years. After having passed three and a half years in jail, we, the missionaries, came 

back in Borneo; we hardly found any building intact. Those still standing upright were 

so much damaged that they had to be rebuilt. For us it was a hard time indeed. It is a 

pity that, after the war, I did not have a camera. Otherwise, I could show the sort of 

churches and schools we have now. It is a very sad situation. Most buildings have 

been made of asphalt paper and leaves. Our Lord has been brought back to the 

stable of Bethlehem. In Europe, people would not use our churches even for chicken 

coops. 

Trekking  

Going on treks, we know that there are no pubs or hotels along the paths. So we 

carry everything we need. Five people or so carry our dry clothes, food, a bed and 

other travel supplies in a basket on their backs. Every two hours, we pause. A fire is 

soon made for a cup of tea or coffee. Time to look around. In the forest, you find huge 

trees with a diameter of a man’s length. The biggest trees I have seen had a 

diameter of two and a half meter. When cut, they are put on rollers and in that way 

transported to the river. A big job indeed. The rivers are a fascinating sight. Always 

fast flowing water, with forests on both sides. The water invites you to take a dip. The 

water is crystal clear and one can drink it without any problem. Most villages are 

situated along the rivers. One easily finds a small ferry. Sometimes, one needs to row 

across. At other times, one finds a line attached to a tree on the other side. In that 

case, one can pull oneself across. If the water is shallow, one wades to the other 

side. If the current is very fast, you’d better wade across in two’s so that one can 

support each other. If the water level reaches above your knee, do not attempt to 

cross, because you will be swept off your feet. This is bound to be a dangerous 

enterprise. 

Trekking has a pleasant aspect like fishing. In the river, there are always big pits full 

of fish. People sometimes throw dynamite into those pits. The fish get stunned. 

People jump then into the water and recuperate the fish. After a big shower, rivers get 

swollen. In that case, you cannot cross and you’ll have to bide your time. No problem, 

a few sticks stuck into the soil and leaves on top, and we’re done: we have got a 
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house for the night. It happened once that we had to wait for two days. As we said, 

we have got everything with us: food and a bed. A piece of canvas on the soil against 

rheumatism and a sleeping mat on top. A mosquito net is a must, otherwise you run 

the risk to get malaria fever. As soon as the sun sets, the mosquitoes arrive. Before 

you go to sleep, you’d better rub your face, arms and legs with kerosine. It is not a 

nice smell, but the mosquitoes hate it and it is better than to itch and scratch all night. 

A few villages in the parish we cannot reach in one day’s go. Halfway, we have built a 

hut where we can pass the night. In some places, we can use a horse. Even the 

Sisters love to ride a horse. But one cannot ride a horse everywhere, not in the forest 

anyway.   

Sport 

Football! The kids love it but they play without shoes. They kick the ball without shoes 

just as hard as we do with our shoes on. From childhood onwards they walk barefoot, 

so their feet have grown hard and rough. They are very swift, flexible and supple. 

Many people come to watch a match, even our Sisters love to watch a game. Other 

youngsters love to run, do gymnastic exercises and boxing. Another sport is buffalo 

runs: people sit on the buffalo freely. Those animals can run faster than you may 

think. Once they go for it, you can no longer direct them. Sometimes they turn round 

halfway. 

P.S.  

Here a historic Dusun tale giving an insight into the collective memory of that people:

     

The Kulintangon Buis Revolt  by N.C. Tan Ping Hing 

This is an account of an uprising by Kadazans of Penampang district against the 

Sutan’s tax-collectors. Kulintangon is a small hill, rising to about 300 feet high. It is 

situated just behind the township of Donggongon, which incidentally was formerly a 

swamp. Kulintangon commands a good position for a fort, and no wonder that the 

Kadazans had chosen it. 

The word “Buis” has a double origin. However, this word was commonly used by 

Kasazans to refer to poll tax collected by the Bruneis.. Another commonly used word 

was “Tabai Moguak” which is actually a Kadazan word meaning “Brunei people 

ransacking.” They used this as a nickname whenever or as soon as any of the 

Bruneis appeared in their area. 

The uprising was probably not much desired by the people. The Kadazans, though 

well-known for their “headhunting prowess” were normally peaceful and loyal to their 

sovereign. The incident that occurred was due to a misunderstanding and most 

probably the tax-collectors were to blame, as we shall see in our narrative of the 

Kulintangon uprising.  

We all know that in the old days the Sultan of Brunei was the reigning monarch of 

the whole of Borneo. He was no doubt quite a figure then. But in those days piracy 

was very common. Foreigners came and went from the shores of Borneo and usually 

with them were boys and girls whom they had captured or stolen or even bought from 
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other “business men”. The children were then up for sale for other parts of the world. 

The Sultan found he could not control all his subjects, so he gave parts of Borneo to 

the Sultan of Sulu. This included parts of what now is known as “Indonesian Borneo.”  

In the early 18th century, the Sultan of Brunei was still in nominal control of North 

Borneo. In the year 1763, this part of Borneo was given to William Draper in return for 

his service in rescuing the Sultan of Sulu who had become a prisoner of the 

Spaniards. The question we now ask is : “Did the Sultan of Brunei allow this, because 

he could not control the people?” We shall soon see.  

It was the Sultan’s command that every male over the age of 21 – in fact every 

household – must pay poll tax to the Sultan. Normally he would send representatives 

from Brunei to collect the taxes. They came in boats and usually they would travel 

along the Putatan river as far as Penampang. Penampang district was the only place 

which was inhabited by a large number of Kadazans. There were more houses there 

than in any other kampong. The taxes collected from each household were normally 

in the form of a few gantangs of rice or a number of chickens.  

 Gantang, an imperial measurement. 

The “buis” was simple and cheap enough. But there was no doubt that the collectors 

were not popular men. The Kadazans, however, had found that evasion was of no 

use. They realised it was their duty to pay tribute to their sovereign. They had no 

chief of their own. 

Normally the collecting of the “buis” was done once a year. The Kadazans had no 

grudge and no grounds for complaint. However, the “Tabais” (Bruneis) now became 

very frequent visitors and every time they came, the kampongs were compelled to 

part with some of their belongings for the Sultan’s collectors. The simple folk soon 

became exasperated.  

But could they do anything about it? They could complain, but to whom could they 

send their petition? To the Sultan? According to the collectors they came in the name 

of the Sultan. The Kadazans did not know the functions of government: all they knew 

was that the Tabais were squeezing them of their property.  

Very soon they gathered courage and strength. They wanted to stop the Tabais from 

extracting goods from them. And so they went to battle. The first engagement was 

fought at Kampong Terawi. Here the Kadazans cut down big trees and laid them 

across the river. The Tabais could not pass. This particular fight took place at what is 

now known as Tagad (named after the felling of trees).  
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The Tabais were defeated. But this defeat enraged them and they came back a few 

weeks later with more men and better arms. The kampong folks were not idle. They 

had expected reactions and so had prepared themselves in their own way. 

They hid all their women and children with only a few armed strong young men to 

guard the houses. The rest was ready behind the fort which was built on top of 

Kulintangon. There, they gathered pile after pile of logs and trunks of coconut trees. 

Just as they had expected the Bruneis came. The young men who were left to guard 

the houses, they saw them and very cleverly appeared so that the Bruneis could see 

them. The Tabais charged as was foreseen. The young men ran to join the rest 

behind the fort. 

As the Tabais went up the hill, the defenders started rolling down the logs and trunks 

of the coconut trees. The Bruneis were taken completely by surprise. They had not 

expected this. They were about fifty of them, but they were no match for the one 

hundred kampong dwellers. It is believed that the whole lot was slain. 

This sad incident reached the ears of the Sultan. He was a wise man. Instead of 

showing his anger, he sent for his counsellors and asked their advice. The 

counsellors advised him to send a  select committee to Penampang and to choose a 

chief among the Kadazans who would rule the people in his name. This was done 

and since that time there has been no further uprising. 

See the Dusun and their religion in Chapter IV under Traditional Religions, pages 28-

50. 

In the seventies the Muslim government in Sabah did not appreciate the presence of 
our Mill Hill missionaries. They had to leave the country. Some of them went to 
Indonesian Borneo and settled in Pontianak. Others went to work among the 
Papuans in Irian Jaya, others again to the Philippines or Australia. 

More than 50 Mill Hill missionaries worked in Borneo counting from 1891. 
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Chapter III 

  Brunei State 

Brunei is the only sovereign state entirely on Borneo; the remainder of the island is 

divided between Malaysia and Indonesia. Brunei is a tiny nation on the island, in two 

distinct sections, surrounded by Malaysia and the South China Sea. It's known for its 

beaches and biodiverse rainforest, much of it protected within reserves. The capital, 

Bandar Seri Begawan, is home to the opulent Jame’Asr Hassanil Bolkiah mosque 

and its 29 golden domes. The capital's massive Istana Nurul Iman palace is the 

residence of Brunei’s ruling sultan.  

Hassanal Bolkiah ibni Omar Ali Saifuddien III, born 15 July 1946, is Sultan 
of Brunei since 1967 and the prime minister of Brunei since independence from 
the United Kingdom in 1984. He is one of the few absolute monarchs in the world. 
The eldest son of Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III and Raja Isteri Pengiran Anak Damit, 
he is the 29th sultan to ascend to the Bruneian throne, following the abdication of his 
father in 1967. The sultan has been ranked among the wealthiest individuals in the 
world. As of 2023, Hassanal Bolkiah is said to have a net worth of $30 billion. He is 
the world's longest-reigning current monarch and the longest-serving current head of 
State. On 5 October 2017, Bolkiah celebrated his Golden Jubilee to mark the 50th 
year of his reign 

The government of Brunei strongly encourages animists and Christians to become 

Muslims and offers financial inducements to do so. 

The lives of the Kadazan people of Brunei depend on whether they are urban or 

rural. The urban Kadazan enjoy the all benefits of modern civilization due to the 

wealth of Brunei. Brunei, although a small country about the size of the US state of 

Delaware, has rich deposits of oil and natural gas. The per capita income is nearly    

$ 40,000 a year. Educated Kadazan who live in the cities work as government 

officials, oil and natural gas workers and in private businesses. Rural Kadazan live a 

more traditional lifestyle of growing rice, sweet potatoes and catching fish. Others 

also work as labourers in the lumber industry. 

 

The primary language of the Kadazan in Brunei is Malay. Educated Kadazan also 

speak English. 

Seria is located at 65 km from the capital. There, the first oil field was discovered by 

the British Malayan Petroleum Company (BMPC) in 1929, followed by the completion 

of the first commercial oil well later that same year in Wild Pigeon's Field on the west 

bank of the Seria River. Production of oil began by 1931, while the first export began 

in 1932.  
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https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Seria_River&action=edit&redlink=1


24 
 

 

Economy 

Brunei’s economy is almost totally dependent on the exploitation of its vast reserves 
of petroleum and natural gas. Although oil and gas revenues have allowed the state 
to give its citizens one of the highest per capita incomes in Asia, they also have made 
the country dependent on one single commodity that is subject to market fluctuations. 
In addition, Brunei must rely on imports for nearly all manufactured goods and most 
of its food. In an effort to ensure the country’s economic stability, the government has 
since the late 20th century striven to diversify the economy by developing other 
sectors, such as agriculture, fisheries, tourism, and financial services. 
 
The citizens of Brunei do not pay taxes. All manual labour is performed by foreign 
workers. 
 
Agriculture, fishing, and forestry 

Agriculture, fishing and forestry, once the mainstays of Brunei’s economy, declined in 
importance after the discovery of petroleum resources in the 1920s. By the end of the 
20th century, these three activities counted for just a tiny fraction of the gross 
domestic product (GDP) and employed a comparably small segment of the 
workforce. Recognizing the need to diversify the economy away from petroleum 
production as well as to reduce the country’s dependence on food imports, the 
government subsequently embarked on a program to develop the agricultural 
industry. By the early 21st century Brunei had become self-sufficient in the production 
of poultry and eggs and was approaching self-sufficiency in vegetables. Although 
locally grown rice still fell far short of domestic need, production had increased 
markedly. 

Catholic Church in Brunei: 

https://www.britannica.com/dictionary/vast
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The first recorded Catholic missionaries arrived in Brunei in 1587, in the form of 
two Spanish Franciscan priests. However, it was not until 1855 that Brunei was 
included under its first ecclesiastical circumscription, as part of the Apostolic 
Prefecture of Labuan and North Borneo, and formally included under that territory in 
1927. During the intervening years, a small church was set up in Brunei, dedicated to 
Our Lady of Every Grace, while the first baptisms of Bruneians were recorded. The 
church was eventually dismantled. 

In 1929, the first church and mission school building were physically located in the 
town of Kuala Belait in a multi-purpose building. The Kuala Belait Catholic community 
came to be known under the patronage of St. John during the 1950s. Until that time, 
Brunei had been serving as an outstation of Our Blessed Sacrament Parish 
in Labuan. Fr. Crowther of the Mill Hill Missionaries was made the first resident priest 
in the state of Brunei; other clergy visited from neighbouring missions intermittently.  

In 1945, the Mill Hill Missionaries and the Sisters of St. Joseph combined efforts to 
form the Seria English School, then located on the present day location of Brunei 
Shell Recreation Club. In 1952, coinciding with the period in which Brunei became 
listed under the Apostolic Vicariate of Kuching, the Seria English School was 
relocated to elsewhere in Seria town, and renamed St. Michael's School, which had 
become overcrowded with male and female students by 1955. During 1955, the 
Church of Our Lady (colloquially referred to as St Michael's Church) was opened. In 
1956, the Sisters of St. Joseph established St. Angela's School, up the road from St. 
Michael's School, and the former was officially designated as an all-girls school, with 
the latter becoming an all-boys school. Following this development of infrastructure in 
the area, Seria became the head station of the Brunei mission.  

Between 1959 and 1976, the Apostolic Vicariate of Miri-Brunei was formed, which 
eventually was raised to Diocese of Miri-Brunei.  
 

Vicariate 

On 21 November 1997, Pope John Paul II elevated Brunei to the status of an 
apostolic prefecture; for the first time in history, Brunei was to become a distinct 
ecclesiastical jurisdiction. Cornelius Sim was appointed as the country's first apostolic 
prefect; he had been vicar general of the Diocese of Miri-Brunei.  

 

Here part of the apostolic constitution for the establishment of the Apostolic 
Prefecture of Brunei. Translated from original Latin.  

 
"It is clear that, in the state of Brunei, Catholic life has flourished to such an extent 
that it should become independent, I say ecclesiastical. We, therefore, acting in the 
solemn office of the Supreme Shepherd of the whole flock of God, having that right 
jurisdiction, with the utmost exercise of our power do separate from the diocese of 
Miri that civil province which is called by the common name "Negara Brunei 
Darussalam", from which we therefore establish a new Apostolic Prefecture of 
Brunei…" 

On 20 October 2004, Pope John Paul II further elevated Brunei to the status of an 
apostolic vicariate; the wholly separate Brunei territory would now be shepherded by 
an apostolic vicar.  
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Father Piet de Wit was one of the Mill Hill Missionaries who worked in Brunei. 

Father Piet was born in the village of Bovenkarspel (the Netherlands) on 28th March, 

1914 in a family of sixteen children. He was ordained a priest on 9th July, 1939 in Mill 

Hill, England. 

He left with the boat “Slamat” on 10th October 1939 from Rotterdam for the prefecture 

of Northern Borneo. He arrived there together with the Fathers J. Dekker, Arie Mak 

and W. Smit on 22nd  November of the same year. He worked in the State of Brunei. 

He too was interned by the Japanese from 1942 till 1945. Ten missionaries were 

killed by the Japanese. Those who survived the three and a half years in the camps, 

came out like living corpses. The mission buildings were devastated and completely 

ransacked. Whilst the British reverends went home after their stay in the camps, the 

Catholic missionaries stayed. This did a lot in their favour with the local population. 

The church attendance increased and the schools were filled automatically. The 

parishes flourished!. 

The Catholic Chinese did a great job during the Japanese occupation. They rendered 

an excellent service to the interned Europeans in the form of food supplies, 

information and important sums of money. They took an active part in the Borneo 

revolt of the Dubbel Ten (10th October 1942). In the same church, where they 

begged the Lord for strength and perseverance, they had to face hourlong torture 

which ended in death sentences and condemnation to years in prison. The church 

building was destroyed but they were happy with the painful memories in mind to pay 

abundantly for building a magnificent new church on the ruins of the old one. All this 

in pious memory of their fallen brothers, out of gratitude for their own existence and 

for consolation and strength of the new generation. Tribute to the strong Borneo 

Chinese.  

“For a whole year, I had had lengthy arguments with the British government for 

subsidies of my three schools in the State of Brunei. I had advanced different kinds of 

arguments. But all in vain. Then, I asked the government to do some research into 

who were killed during the Japanese occupation and who, at the time of the 

liberation, were freed from prison. Not the Malays, not the Muslims, who at the time 

were supported and privileged in all kinds of ways. But indeed, a great number of 

Christian Chinese, Indo’s, locals and pagans who had studied in the Catholic 

schools. That argument made the difference and the subsidies were granted, 

because the government recognised that, in the Catholic schools and in our 

churches, children are educated to be virtuous, heroic and to live life as real patriots. 

Again, tribute to the Borneo Chinese.” 

After the liberation, Piet worked in Seria, in the middle of the oilfields, where a new 

town emerged with Muslim Malayans, with Chinese, Javanese and Filipinos. Seria 

lies about 70 km from Miri. People work there day and night. 

Next to writing a Murut catechism, Piet learned still other languages. For his 

colleagues, he translated the long Chinese stations of the Cross prayer from Chinese 

script into Romanised Hakka Chinese. Though Piet worked in Brunei, he spent most 

of his time in Sabah. 
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At the request of an episcopal commission, Piet wrote a short manual in Malay about 

Catholic religious doctrine. Next to the 25 short lessons, the book contains 500 

religious terms in Malay in order to bring about uniformity in preaching and teaching. 

Malay is the main language. The manual has been written for catechists, teachers, 

members of the Legion of Mary and newly arrived missionaries. 

Father Piet describes one of his trips:  

“A foot journey, May, 1961. I will not easily forget that evening in the forest. We had 

been sitting in the dugout for about five hours. We had the help of five rowers in order 

to get us through the many falls. We were on dry land and on the way to the next 

stop. The trip was 18 km long and the path was not very pleasant. It was picturesque 

but tiresome, because the region was mountainous and the path with lots of rocks 

was slippery and tortuous. Now and again, the forest path went down, then turned 

left to a mountain stream that ended up in the river. Sometimes, we had to cross a 

bridge, that is to say a plank; other moments, we had to jump from rock to rock to 

reach the other side of the stream. Then we had to climb to the right, until we 

reached a forest path. The catechist and three carriers had gone ahead, because it 

was late. As usual we did not walk one after the other. Everybody went ahead at his 

own pace. We had agreed that, if it became late, we would wait for one another and  

move ahead with the torches, which the catechist carried in his backpack. It started 

raining cats and dogs and instead of moving, I took shelter under a thick tree. When 

dusk began, a storm started. A forest is usually a dark place, add the dusk and the 

storm and you don’t see anything anymore. Then I slowly stumbled on, I could only 

move step by step and I fell a couple of times. It was a very strenuous kind of labour. 

I was delighted to see the carrier, who had a sore leg, coming round and limp into my 

direction. The rain poured, we lacked torches, the matches were soaked, we were in 

misery. We had no time to think about the many leeches which had taken refuge on 

our legs.” 

On May, 1979, six close relatives came to Kota Kinabalu  to visit Father Piet de Wit 

and his parish. They thoroughly enjoyed their stay and the warm welcome and the 

spontaneous reception by the population of his parish at Keningau. From 1968 until 

1983 Piet worked in the vicariate of Kota Kinabalu.  

Piet died in Kudat in Sabah after a robbery by drug addicts on 28th  August 1983. He 

was 69 years of age. The robbers were arrested and condemned. 
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Chapter IV 

Traditional Religion 

Before the arrival of Christian missionaries, the Kenyah people practised a traditional 
form of animism called 'Adat Pu'un'. During the initial introduction of Christianity 
by the Christian & Missionary Alliance and Borneo Evangelical Mission, traditional 
beliefs and practices were revitalised and this form was called 'Bungan Malan 
Peselong Luan' movement. Today, we find only a small number of Kenyah people 
practising the Bungan faith. It is believed that a person will ascend to Alo alau (seven 
heavens) with their ancestors (tepun) after death. 
The various peoples living in Borneo have their God Creator with each Dayak people 
giving this creator its own name. Here the list found in the booklet Borneo, Oerwoud 
in ondergang by Jan Avé and Victor T. King, page 47: 
 

- Mahatara with the Ngaju. 
- Pohotara with the Ot Danum 
- Tamei Tingai with the Batau and Kayan. 
- Bungan Malan: a female deity with the Kenyah 
- Peyelung Agung with the Kenya. 
- Ape Mantu Hari: with the Ayuh Dayaks in West-Kalimantan. 
- Minamangun with the Rungus Kadazan. 
- Kapuunok, the creator with the Idahan Murut in Sabah. 
- Ambun Menurum and Pukat Mengawan with the Mualang in West-Kalimantan. 
- Peselong and Bungan with the Penan along the upper-Baram in Sarawak. 

The Iban have a pantheon. The most powerful god is Singalan Burung.  

Even though the Kenyah have Penyelung Agung, this deity responsible for creating 
the world, this creator of the world is given little importance in day to day ritual 
matters. Instead, there is a multitude of spirits, each with its own characteristics and 
responsibilities, whom the Kenyah believe intervene in human affairs. Traditional 
animism and the Bungan cult are nowadays rarely practised. Although a minority of 
Kenyah groups follows Islam belief, the overwhelming majority of Kenyah 
communities have accepted Christianity, though some traditional Kenyah animistic 
beliefs have taken root in the Churches. 
The Dayak believe that the human being has two souls, one of them remains in the 
body and perishes with the body. The other soul finds its residence on top of nearly 
inaccessible mountains like the Kinabalu, Gunung Limut, Bukit Raya or Bukit Tilung. 
In songs and in paintings the Dayaks describe the difficult journey the soul has to 
undertake in order to reach that abode.  
 
 

A. The origin of Kinoingan in Sabah 

Fr. Antoon Antonissen mhm has written the following paper about the Dusun. His 

recordings resemble a paper written originally by Samuel Majalang of Penanampang 

(Sabah).   
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Fr. Antonissen was born on 8/11/1906 at Gastel in the Netherlands, was ordained a 

Mill Hill priest on 17/7/1932 in England and died on 25/10/1974 at Roosendaal, the 

Netherlands. After his ordination he was sent to Borneo.  

The Kadazan people live mainly in the coastal areas of Sabah. In the interior they 

prefer to be called Dusun or in some areas Kadayan. In some local languages the Z 

and Y can be interchanged. Since January 1995 one speaks officially of the 

Kadazandusun language.  

The Dusun, the largest native people of Sabah, differ in language, customs and 

appearance from neighbouring peoples. They have a religious system with the 

‘Godhead’ (Kinoingan) who has the task of healing people who offer sacrifices to evil 

spirits. The Dusun live in Sabah. (The Catholics took this name for God in their 

prayers and services). 

The supreme Being is not so much a spirit but rather a man with a body, resembling 

a Dusun in appearance. He is in fact their forefather. The name Kinoigan is most 

probably derived from the word ‘mohoing’ meaning parent and covers the meaning of 

parenthood of long ago, the original progenitor. The Dusun never heard about an 

infinite Being before the arrival of the missionaries. Therefore they did not regard 

Kinoigan as an infinite being but as one having had a beginning. The following 

legend varies in detail in different districts, but the idea is the same 

everywhere.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

“In the beginning there was nothing but water, but slowly, slowly a huge stone or rock 

emerged from the water and grew bigger and bigger. One day the stone split and two 

babies crawled out: Kinoingan, a baby boy, and Sinumundu, a baby girl. They grew 

up together, eventually married and had children. 

Kinoingan conceived the idea of making a sun, a moon, stars and the earth with 

rivers and mountains, animals and men. He told his wife, Sinumundu, all about his 

dream. His ideas, however, were still vague and sketchy. Since he wanted everything 

to be perfect, he left his wife for a while to think it all out properly. In his absence his 

wife forestalled him. She created the earth and the sky. Kinoingan came back home 

in a great hurry and found his wife creating men from clay. She had made several 

men already. He was beside himself with anger. He cursed her and everything she 

had made. He took the dolls of clay and flung them against the sky. They broke into 

pieces and stuck in the sky. They are now our stars. One doll, shaped like a girl, did 

not break. She is our present moon. 

Kinoingan and Sinumundu had many children. The eldest was a boy, called Logon. 

He was a rascal and found great pleasure in fighting his brothers and sisters. He was 

very obstinate: he refused to obey his parents. One day, Kinoingan became so fed 

up with him that he banished him from the stone-dwelling and sent him down to the 

earth. There were no people as yet on earth. He roamed on the earth and vented his 

spleen on it, making everything worse than it had originally been. Spirits began to 

lodge in every material object. 

Sometime later, one of the sons of Kinoingan and Sinumundu  had an accident and 

fell from the stone-dwelling. He landed on the earth. Logon pounced on him at once 
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thinking that perhaps he had come to steal the planet from him. A terrible fight 

ensued and Logon nearly killed him. He spared his life, however, when he promised 

to pay tribute to him. The younger brother began to till the soil and gave a part of the 

fruits of his labour to Logon. Still he did well. 

When his mother Sinumundu saw that her son did well on earth but felt very lonely, 

she threw him one of her daughters to keep him company. They married, had 

children and grandchildren. All the present Dusun are descendants from them, and 

through them from Kinoingan. They kept on paying tribute to Logon, the evil spirit. 

Logon is still the same and has not changed his character yet. He still tries to harm 

the Dusun, especially when they do not pay tribute to him in the form of sacrifices. 

Kinoingan, like a good father, is very kind and benevolent to his children, the Dusun. 

Anything good they have comes from him. It does not matter whether they behave 

well or badly, he gives them good things all the same. So the idea has grown in the 

minds of the Dusun: why bother about him? Moreover, he is far away i.e. not on the 

earth, whilst Logon, the devil, is very near. One can, therefore, easily understand that 

pacification of the devil, offering sacrifices to him, comprises by far the greater part of 

their religious rites. This is evident also from their prayers, for in these, Kinoingan is 

rarely mentioned. Every misfortune, be it sickness, wounds, crop failings, drought or 

floods, is caused by evil spirits, whose leader is Logon in order to thwart Kinoingan’s 

kindness. 

Rituals 

Many, many years ago, a woman heard one evening someone wailing near her 

home. At first, she did not react to the wailing. But when the sound did not stop, she 

went outside to investigate the origin of the sound. She found the soul of a former 

Dusun. He told the woman that he had been wailing for many years, because the 

Dusun had lost the adat (ancestral traditions) of their forefathers. Nobody so far had 

heeded him except now this woman. In gratitude for her attention, he would teach her 

how things had been in the olden days. There and then, he began to teach her more 

and more. This took a long time, for the woman had to memorise everything. He 

taught her the language of the spirits and told her to teach it also to other women. 

Because, she, a woman, had heeded his weeping, she only was allowed to teach the 

prayers and the spirit language to other women, not to men. For this reason only 

women perform sacrifices and chant the prayers even up to this day. 

One evening, the old Dusun asked her to bring him a puppy as he would like to take 

a puppy along with him. There were no puppies in the village. Since the poor woman  

could not find a puppy, she at last put a kitten in a basket to give it to him, thinking 

that a nice kitten would surely be just as welcome as a puppy. When the old man 

opened the basket and saw the kitten, he became scared and fled. He never came 

back anymore to teach her more about the spirits. 

Priestesses (Bobohizan) 

Only women are the intermediaries between the Dusun and the spirits. They are the 

representatives of the people with their majesty, Logon. Only women can bring 

sacrifices to Kinoingan. These women are called Bobohizan, prayer-women or 



31 
 

priestesses. They live like other women, dress like other women (except when they 

perform their religious rites), marry and do the ordinary female work in the home and 

in the fields. However, in some places there are also male priests who are assisted 

by priestesses (bobohizan). 

They learn their prayers and rites from other priestesses. When a girl wants to be 

initiated, she applies to a priestess. There are no books from which she can learn, 

and so she has to learn everything by heart. These instructions are given far away 

from home, usually in the rice-fields, so that no one can overhear them and learn the 

prayers secretly. This learning period lasts a considerable time, often years, for at 

every lesson only a little knowledge is imparted to the pupil. For every lesson the 

priestess gets a fixed fee and so the more lessons there are, the more fees she 

receives. During all this time the pupil accompanies the priestess whenever she 

performs a propitiation ceremony. It is clear that it is expensive to become a 

bobohizan, and so generally the trade remains in the family, if at all possible, i.e. a 

mother will instruct her daughter. 

The Dusun have a special rite when a newborn baby receives its name. Forty days 

after birth, the baby receives its first bath in the river. It is at that occasion that the 

baby receives its name. Sometimes they slaughter a couple of pigs, using the blood 

to daub the faces of the people present  in order to ask pardon for their faults and 

shortcomings or to ask for strength in their daily lives. 

At marriages, the many bridesmaids accompanying the bride dress up like the bride 

in native costume, colour their faces whitish, so that evil spirits cannot distinguish the 

bride and harm her. 

The prayers are expressed in Dusun called old Dusun, which the uninitiated do not 

understand. As a matter of fact, the priestesses themselves cannot explain certain 

passages in their prayers; they do not know the meaning of the prayers. One should 

not be astonished, because these prayers have come down through generations of 

priestesses, some of whom, being far from word-perfect, may have left out words, 

inserted some or mutilated other words, which is easily possible considering the 

many long words in the Dusun language.   

Anyhow, a priestess claims to know the language of the spirits, to convene with them, 

to have audience with their leader Logon. Occasionally, she gets into a spell of 

religious fury: she will stand as one possessed, fall on the ground, speak rapidly, say 

she ‘sees’ him. She yells and shouts as if she were flayed alive. The priestesses do 

get possessed by Logon. The late Mgr. Wachter, the first Prefect Apostolic of North 

Borneo, testified that he actually saw once such a priestess being lifted up from the 

ground. 

There are not many priestesses, for in their religion there exists a kind of jurisdiction. 

Most of them are only allowed to perform in a certain village and its immediate 

surroundings. A few of them have a greater territory and are called head-priestesses. 

During the most important sacrifices these main priestesses are helped by others. 

Official dress of the priestess: 
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The priestesses, when they perform the major sacrificial rites, are dress in their best. 

Their whole outfit cost in the year 1970 more than US $ 300.00. They all dress more 

or less in the same fashion except that in some localities they add more ornaments 

and trinkets.  

Over the ordinary skirt the priestess wears another skirt, which reaches right down to 

her ankles. This skirt is of better material than the ordinary skirt and small bells are 

sewn to the hem. A broad scarf of fine cloth embroidered with gold thread is worn 

diagonally over the chest like a Catholic priest wearing a stole. It hangs down right to 

the knees. Round the waist the scarf is kept in position by means of a silver 

waistband having a big silver buckle. This fine cloth comes from Brunei and one 

piece cost more than 100 dollars in the seventies. She further decorates herself with 

bracelets, a long silver hairpin and rings. A small piece of silk with small bells sewn 

onto it is tucked between her waistband. Her headgear is very colourful. It consists of 

a broad band of hizad (palm) leaves covered with coloured ribbons and beads. It is 

fixed to the forehead by means of strings tied to the back of the head. Pens of an 

argus-pheasant are fixed into this band and stand straight up above the head. To the 

flexible tops of these feathers tiny pieces of variously coloured ribbons are sewn, 

which make the tops of the feathers bend down. Several strings of coloured beads 

hang like a necklace from this headgear. It looks very colourful, and when the 

priestess dances with this headgear on her head, the top part of it jumps up and 

down in a colourful quivering. During such dances the priestess holds in her right 

hand a naked sword and in her left a rattle consisting of two or three  pieces of brass, 

which hang by a string from a wooden, ivory or bone handle. These handles have 

sometimes been artistically carved, Poorer women have to contend themselves with 

less, like a broken gong or an old piece of brass. 

Religious rites in general 

Religious rites have the purpose of pacification of Logon and all other evil spirits. One 

can propitiate the spirits by means of sacrificial animals like pigs and chickens, 

preferably white chickens. Several gongs, usually six of different sizes and tones, and 

a drum are beaten by men while the priestess dances. Such dances take place 

during major religious rites only and are performed by the priestess in full regalia. 

During the smaller rites she does not wear her official dress. Some priestesses 

officiate at a greater number of rites than others. 

The actual killing of the sacrificial pig is done by men whilst priestesses chant during 

the happening. The priestess often kills the chickens herself. When several 

priestesses sing together, their chant is very melodious especially when the gongs 

are not beaten too loudly and their singing is not drowned by the noise of the gongs. 

Only animals are offered to the spirits. Sometimes their blood is sprinkled or smeared 

on doorposts, persons or objects, but the meat is invariably eaten. Occasionally a 

couple of grains of rice are set aside for the spirit. 

The Dusuns perform religious rites for a human being even before he is born and 

also after he has died. But since the main occupation of the Dusuns is rice cultivation 

(paddi), no wonder that they have many sacrificial rites to propitiate the bad spirits 

that no harm may come to the people working in the fields or to the rice itself, and to 
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implore the good spirits that the soil may prove fertile and that the harvest be 

abundant.  

Treating the sick 

When a priestess wishes to find out Logon’s secret plans, she gathers men around 

her to sound the gongs, she kills a chicken, sprinkles its blood all over the house and 

over the people present and commences her prayers. This ceremony will last for 

hours. She rattles along very rapidly, she laughs, shouts, then again sits quietly 

listening, stands up, becomes furious, kneels down, beats the air with her fists, 

shouts, talks and is quiet again; she spits all around herself, and is quiet again. The 

spirit does not always listen at once. This performance may continue and has to be 

repeated once she has rested a bit until finally he tells her what she wanted to know. 

Sickness is attributed to malign spirits. The priestesses coax these spirits in various 

ways to leave the sick person alone. In the case of minor ailments the spirt is said to 

have entered some object near the sick person, from where it influences him. In 

cases of a prolonged sickness such as a malarial fever, the bad spirit has actually 

entered the body or has sneaked a stone or a piece of wood into the body of the sick 

person. In the case of a mortally sick person, the priestess pronounces that the spirit 

has taken the soul away from the sick person. 

Two priestesses perform the following ceremony: The sick person lies on a mat in the 

middle of the room. The sick person is completely covered with a blanket. If he is a 

man, his brother or his son lies down with him under the blanket. In case of a woman, 

her sister or her daughter lies down with her. One of the priestesses holds a sword 

and strikes the blanket with a cane, the other one swings a chicken above the sick 

person. Whilst singing and praying they dance around the sick person. The sick 

person shouts now and again at the top of his/her voice. If the sick person does not 

recover soon, the rite has to be repeated once more. 

If the priestess, after examining the sick person, declares that the bad spirit has 

robbed him of his soul, then she performs the following rite: In the evening she goes 

to the house of the sick person together with other priestesses or with her pupils. She 

begins by beating a gong for some time. At a sign more gongs and a drum join in. 

The officiating priestess sits down facing the sick person. She often makes a 

movement with her arms as if she is peddling a boat at various speeds. She shouts, 

yells and spits now and again. The bad spirit has taken the soul to a place situated 

between the earth and the heavens. She is trying to reach him. She halloos and hails 

him shouting as loud as she can. At last she stops and begins to talk in the spirit 

language. She coaxes the spirit by talking softly and gently. Then suddenly, she 

shouts again as if she has become very angry. When this has been going on for 

some time, she tells the sick person’s near relatives about her experiences and 

names the price for which the spirit will hand back the soul. This price is willingly 

paid. Contact with the spirit has been established and that is sufficient for the night. 

The following night she continues her spiritual effort. Again, she sits down facing the 

sick person. She places in front of herself one or two baskets containing some rice, 

some fish, a bottle of oil, a few coins and some eggs. She goes through the same 

performance as on the previous evening, until she overtakes the spirit. Having 
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overtaken him, she takes all the objects out of the basket(s) and places them in front 

of her on the floor. After a short interval, she puts the objects back into the basket(s) 

and rows back to earth, back to the room. Once back she carefully takes the soul, 

goes to the sick person and puts the soul back into his body. The patient is then 

supposed to feel cured. If no miracle happens and the sick person feels just as sick 

as before, she explains that the soul is still “bound” and stiff. It cannot therefore 

operate as it used to do. It will take time. The price, which the relatives paid to Logon, 

the priestess takes home. 

Should the sick person die before the priestesses have gone home, the main 

priestess quietly leaves the house. Her helpers follow her as she leads them to an old 

tree stump. On the way, they exclaim once or twice the word ‘odu’ meaning 

grandmother. Nearing the stump, they shout the word more often and louder. At the 

stump, the main celebrant talks with the ‘odu’. The other persons, meanwhile, 

remove the grass growing round the stump in order to please ‘the old girl.’ When this 

has been done, the chief priestess ties the women’s fingers of both hands together 

with a thread and all walk to the river. They enter the water and submerge 

themselves completely for a little while. Then their fingers are loosened and they may 

go home. The main celebrant goes back to the house where the sick person has just 

died and asks: “Who is dead”?  and “when did he die?” as if she ignores the fact, and 

after being told who has died, she begins to weep and wail. 

When a person has been sick for a long time and the main priestess did not declare 

that the spirit Logon has taken his soul, she may ascribe the sickness to a dead 

relative, whose soul is not capable of leaving the grave and thus causes the sickness 

so as to inform them that the sick person is caught up. Then a group of relatives of 

the sick person goes to the grave of the dead relative and opens it. Also several 

priestesses are there. They immolate chickens at the grave while chanting and 

praying.  

If in spite of all the efforts, the sick person dies, the corpse harbours a great danger, 

for someone’s soul may enter the dead body. Consequently, when the body is 

properly arranged in the coffin, the priestess waves a burning and smoking piece of 

wood over the coffin, singing all the time in the spirit language, in order to prevent 

any living soul from escaping and entering the corpse. That is why, as soon as they 

have put the dead body into the coffin, they nail on the lid at once. 

On the seventh day, people gather again at the dead person’s home. They sacrifice 

an animal according to the wealth of the family. A priestess sprinkles its blood all over 

the house. The main priestess sprinkles the spirit’s ‘holy water’ over the family 

members and their guests. 

Husbands, wives and children mourn till the next new moon. When the moon is 

down, the priestess leads the mourners from the house to the river. People are 

dressed in their ordinary clothing, the women have their hair loose  and they carry a 

broad ‘kladi’-leaf on their head.  
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 kladi-leaf 

They wade into the water and the priestess pushes them under, so that the leaf floats 

away carrying with it all mourning and sadness. This ceremony puts an end to the 

mourning period. 

The Dusuns are born, live and die in this spirit atmosphere: They hear and see 

spirits, they sense that the spirits are near them. They go through life conscious of 

and in fear of spirits, because it is mostly evil spirits that try to harm them. Living all 

the time under this mental and spiritual pressure, they are affected by the spirits and 

become, as a result, more or less fatalistic.  

P.S. Thousands of Dusuns have become very good Catholics. They are still very 

superstitious. Evidently it will take many generations to wipe out those superstitions 

and traditions. But in the Catholic faith, they have found happiness and liberation 

from the their greatest fear, the Logon spirit. 

 

 B.  Traditional marriage ceremony performed in Brunei and Sarawak, 

not in Sabah. 

Bishop Anthony Galvin, bishop of Miri (from 5/5/1960-5/9/1976), and Fr. Francis 

Baartmans MHM made a study about traditional marriage ceremonies. This study is 

called Marriage among the “Lepo Tau” Kenya, Long Moh, Baram, Sarawak. 

Published in Brunei Museum Journal Vol. 2 No 3, 1971: 

During the traditional marriage ceremony, wishes and blessings are expressed, 

showing people’s preoccupations concerning the future marriage and its stable and 

happy duration.  

- May these hats be a protection against evil and sickness, rain and stormy 

weather, no unexpected evil be their share and not take them by surprise. 

 

- May the spirit of the hat be a protection against disease and lethargy: here is 

the hat for you to protect this couple against the unpleasant vicissitudes of life. 
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- We consume this rice, containing wholesome lessons for life. Here they are, 

this couple, they are now about to clasp the sulau, (a small circular ivory 

object). They are going to be joined in wedlock. May they be happy until they 

grow old. 

 

- Make them clasp the sulau lest their union grows weak. 

 

- (A hen is sacrificed). ‘Bungan Malan, here is the spirit of the hen, to expel 

bouts of fever, tiredness and listlessness.’ 

 

- ‘Take away all evil from these two, may their actions be inspired by you, the 

creator, do not turn away from them, may they be blessed with offspring.’ 

 

- Then, one more hen is sacrificed. ‘Bungan Malan. This sacrifice, we pray, may 

bless us with the assistance of your power, bestow upon this couple a life of 

prosperity and health; may their offspring be men of wise speech, dedicated to 

the community, women with poise and gracious bearing, well-formed, gentle; 

may this couple be blessed with a long life.’  

 

- ‘Bungan Malan, hear us, bless this couple, teach them how to live, keep their 

bodies pure and unblemished, drive away the spirit of weakness, all bad 

dreams.’ 

 

- ‘Bungan, may the spirit of this pig make all bad influences disappear 

downriver. Let not this couple’s eyesight be blurred.’ 

 

- ‘Give them strength and determination, an untroubled life, blessed with 

offspring, the fruit of their union.’ 

 

- ‘Bless them with rice a hundredfold. Their life’s sustenance. May 

their farm be prosperous, many pigs and hens be their wealth. Here they are 

clasping the sulau. Tomorrow will be a day like any other, they will be looking 

for livelihood.’ 

 

- Now, a sacrificed hen and a small gong are held aloft by the priests. They ‘wall 

in’ the couple against bad influences: ‘Bungan, if anyone of those here present 

should have an evil eye, may this couple not be noticed, go unseen, may they 

not come to harm, here is the spirit of the gong.’ 

 

- Then the couple is told to eat from one plate shared by the two of them: 

‘Bungan, here they share their food; may they be strong in sharing life’s 

burdens, in bringing up a family, may they be full of zeal and zest for life.’   

During the marriage ceremony of the Kenya along the Baram River, the physical 

wellbeing and happiness of the new couple seem first and foremost in people’s minds 

rather than their eventual children and grandchildren. Their preoccupations are 

seemingly different from those among the Mongo in Congo, the daily blessing of the 



37 
 

children by the parents focuses first and foremost on the parents’ express wish that 

their children will have children and grandchildren.  

 

C. Bungan Malan in Sarawak 

The importance of Bungan Malan, a benevolent female deity. People invoke her in 

order to obtain her blessings. Here again some of the texts of the marriage 

ceremony, highlighting her role: 

While eight hats are held above the bride’s head, a priest’s assistant recites prayers 

to Bungan Malan: 

“Bungan Malan, may these hats be a protection against evil and sickness, rain and 

stormy weather, no evil be their share, taking them by surprise” 

“May the spirit of the hat be a protection against disease and lethargy; here is the hat 

for you to protect this couple, Bungan Malan, Paselung Luan, against the unpleasant 

vicissitudes of life.” 

During the third rice ceremony in the bridegroom’s apartment: 

“We consume, Bungan Malan, this rice, containing wholesome lessons for life, Here, 

they are, this couple, they are now about to clasp the ‘sulau’ (a small circular ivory 

object). They are going to be joined in wedlock. May they be happy until they grow 

old.” 

When one hen is sacrificed:  

“Bungan Malan, the benevolent, here is the spirit of the hen, to expel bouts of fever, 

tiredness and listlessness.” Bungan Malan, take away all evil from these two, be their 

actions inspired by you, the creator, do not turn away from them, be they be blessed 

with offspring.” 

When one more hen is sacrificed: ‘ 

“Bungan Malan, Paselung Luan, we pray that this sacrifice bless us with the 

assistance of your power, bestow upon this couple a life of prosperity and health, 

may their offspring be men of wise speech, dedicated to the community and women 

with poise and gracious bearing, well-formed, gentle; be this couple blessed with a 

long life.” 

When a third hen is offered: 

Bungan Malan, hear us, bless this couple, teach them how to live, keep their bodies 

pure and unblemished, drive away the spirit of weakness, all bad dreams. 

When a pig is sacrificed: 

Bungan, may the spirit of this pig make all bad influences disappear downriver. Let 

not this couple’s eyesight be blurred. Here they sit, clasping the sulau.” 

When a second pig is sacrificed: 
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“O Bungan Malan, look, here is the spirit of the pig, Bungan Malan, a sacrifice to 

obtain lifelong dedication, for this couple, clasping the sulau, joined in wedlock.” 

“Bungan, give them strength and determination, an untroubled life, blessed with 

offspring, the fruit of their union.” 

“Bungan, bless them with rice, a hundredfold, their life’s sustenance. May their farm 

be prosperous, many pigs and hens be their wealth. Bungan Malan, here they are 

clasping the sulau. Tomorrow will be a day like any other, they will be looking for their 

livelihood.” 

A sacrificed hen and a small gong are held aloft by the priests. They ‘wall in’ the 

couple against bad influences. 

“Bungan, if anyone of those here present should have an evil eye, may this couple 

not be noticed, go unseen; may they not come to harm; here is the spirit of the gong.” 

The couple is invited to eat from one plate shared between the two of them. 

“Bungan, here they share their food, may they be strong in sharing life’s burdens in 

bringing up a family, may they be full of zeal and zest for life.” 

Hens are sacrificed. 

“Bungan Malan, we low-class people, possess no riches. One hen is killed as a 

propitiatory sacrifice, like the upper-class and one is killed to invoke the deity’s help.” 

“We ask Bungan to bless us with offspring, food and fertile land. This is our custom.” 

Conclusions:  

During the local marriage ceremony, two deities are invoked: the male deity called 

Paselung Luan and the female deity Bungan Malan. They are invoked asking them to 

bestow their blessings over the young couple. 

However, in all the prayers, Bungan Malan, the female deity, is constantly and 

insistently invoked, far more often than her male counterpart. She is heralded as 

benevolent and as the creator. 

People invoke her for specific blessings: 

- For plenty of food (rice). 

- For offspring. 

- For fertile land. 

- For happiness, prosperity, strength, determination and long life. 

- For wisdom and physical beauty, gentleness and grace. 

- For help against diseases, weakness, fever, bad dreams and blurred eyes. 

 

P.S. Is the female deity more often invoked, because people have a 

matriarchal society? In their society, the judicial power is in the hands of women. If a 

wild boar or any other animal is shot, women have the task to divide the meat. When 

they divide the meat, there are fewer disputes or rows than when men take that task 

upon themselves.  
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According to Father Francis Baartmans, the Kenyah society is a matriarchal one, 
whilst other authors write that the Kenyah have a patriarchal system. Moreover, in 
Kenya-dayak society, relationships are most important. In order to know how one is 
related to someone else, one should know one’s genealogy. If the list of ancestors is 
counted via the men, one belongs to a patriarchal system. Sometimes, the Kenya 
count their ancestry via the wife of the father. The misconduct of the father could be 
the reason. The Kenyah are therefore not consistent in being either patriarchal or 
matriarchal (Fr. F. Baartmans). 

 

It is striking, however, that, in the dirge described above, in the sixth line, the 

grandmothers are invoked first and only then the ancestors:   

 

“Don’t dare to disturb my grandparents 

Who are still alive in the world above. 

If, up there, you can’t remember, 

Be sure we will think of you 

And think properly of all you did and said. 

My grandmothers and my ancestors, 

Don’t feel too bad about us.      

Don’t find an excuse to scold us.                                                                              

 

D. Balawa, the healing spirit: 

The following is a healing ritual from the Tatau District in Sarawak. It is called Mud 

Petsun written down by Fr. Francis Baartmans (Sarawak Museum Journal of 1966, 

pages 81-28-29). 

There are different sorts of rituals depending on the kind of illness and dreams 

received. 

The people, who are going to participate in the following healing ritual, are invited to 

warm their hands and feet above a small fire that is placed on a tray. This is a 

cleansing ritual, cleansing them of their sins. In the hope that the healing spirit called 

Balawa enters both the priestess and the patient. People go round singing and 

dancing to oust the bad spirit. 

The participants dance around the room in an accelerating gallop. The second 

priestess blows frantically around the room to oust the bad spirit. The main priestess 

then takes over and summons the bad spirit to enter her and heal the patient. 

Perspiration pours down her face. She is sponged with gambier leaves drenched in 

water: the healer is thirsty on account of Balawa’s presence. 
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At a certain moment, the priestess receives a knife and with it she touches the 

stomach of the patient: to pierce the stomach is to find the patient’s illness. The 

second priestess now picks up a candle, lights it and holds it near the scene of action 

during the remainder of the ceremony. The priestess proceeds to suck the patient’s 

stomach at the height of the belly button in order to take the illness away.  

The husband of the patient collects a palm tree’s white blossom leaf growing on the 

side of the tree which faces the rising morning sun. The blossom is carefully 

examined by all those present, because the fibres should be long and slender. The 

Bungan Malan, a benign female Godly figure, will assist the priestess to decide 

whether the blossom leaf is good enough.  

A wild dance follows, whilst the priestess blows with all her might. The priestess 

proceeds to suck the patient’s stomach, whilst everybody shouts. The priestess spits 

out black debris, the core of which is formed by a sort of black stone. She spits it out 

onto the blossom leaf. She asks the assistance to get rid of the rubbish. Nobody 

dares to do so. But finally the stuff is thrown away. Everybody takes a rest. Then, 

someone hands the priestess an urn on a small brass plate. This urn contains 

medicine. She administers the medicine to the patient, now in a sitting position. The 

spirit Balawa is invited to enter fully into the patient so that the patient might recover. 

The patient is wiped with some grass leaves. A hornbill feather is used to brush off 

the danger of madness. 

The priestess rests on her throne, while the second priestess puts away the candle 

and takes the patient and whirls her around the room. The dancers are sponged for a 

second time. Refreshments are served to all in the room. 

A second evening is a replica of the first one. 

A third evening: a large crowd gathers: Seven women gather in a sanctuary:  the two 

priestesses, the patient and four other women. The crowd consists of about forty 

people: men, women and children. They have come to be treated. The new 

participants change their sarongs for beautiful gold-stitched ones on the wall. The 

four participants are students. They too will be inhabited by Balawa. People will ask 

them also to blow over and rub the painful limbs and sore heads. The women 

cleanse themselves over the damar-fire and start walking around the room. Talented 

drummers speed up the rhythm. One woman continues dancing and needs to be 

repeatedly sponged with the gambier. 

The priestess again sits apart, swaying her head and invoking Balawa. The other 

women interrupt their dance, take hold of the candle and cleanse themselves: they 

put the flame in their mouths and heave it up and down their bodies. People come 

forward to have their limbs rubbed. Children come to have their faces blown upon, 

toothache is cured. The women speak a different language when they address the 

people. There is much laughter and merriment. The priestess bears a queenly 

demeanour. Not even once she allows herself to smile. Then, she takes the palm 

blossom and holds it over the candle, which the second priestess holds in her hands. 

The first priestess puts the blossom on the head of the sitting patient in order to find 

the illness by divination. The priestess prays intently. 



41 
 

They now break open the palm blossom and read the fibres. This is followed by a 

dance when the priestess picks up the knife and makes sure that the blade is long 

enough. She puts the knife on the body to find the disease by divination. The 

priestess shouts: ‘Roll up her clothing.’  She puts the knife on the patient’s shoulders. 

It should not fall off. Were it to fall, the disease is incurable. The priestess implores 

Balawa. Others ask to be treated. The second priestess is treated with the knife, 

others are rubbed on the painful spots. The main priestess chants over the patient 

whilst the second priestess holds the candle. The throng gives the impression of 

believing in the healing power of each of the participating women.   

After a short rest on her throne, the main priestess comes to the front and blows with 

all her might round the room and then rubs the patient’s back. The ceremony ends by 

the priestesses wiping all those present with ‘daun eang’ (grass leaves). 

The fifth evening is a replica of the Mud Petsun but without the healing articles. 

P.S. In the prayer, Bungan Malan is here described as a benign female divine figure. 

 

E. The Balan Nyaring epos in Sarawak 

Introduction:     

An epic is a hero story where distant ancestors are described as real heroes. Those 

heroes are literally or figuratively giants, because they find themselves in impossible 

situations, but with extraordinary efforts they manage to overcome those great 

challenges. They change their impossible plight into victory, an apparent death into 

new life, into a resurrection. Cripples become runners, blind people turn into 

clairvoyants, the sick become healers, faithful followers turn into charismatic 

innovative leaders, poor honking becomes a clarion call. The impossible becomes 

possible again. 

Epic stories are in fact projections of our own lives. From childhood to old age we are  

confronted with humiliations, rejections, letdowns, physical and mental challenges, 

accidents, incurable diseases, a lack of love, a lack of attention, a lack of help when 

in need, and a lack of valuation of who we are and what we try to do.  

An epos is a story of people who lived in far-gone ages and at the same time the 

story of people who live today. An epos tries to tell us the following: human life is not 

always easy. Things are not always going smoothly, even though we keep dreaming 

of happiness, bliss and the like. Those dreams sometimes turn into nightmares, but 

the hero always wins. All of a sudden, he encounters a helper in need: the 

Babylonian captivity comes to an end, people take the road to the promised land, on 

the way to Jerusalem. Tears are wiped away, wounds are healed, diseases come to 

an end. In an epos, we, people, seek comfort, look for hope and we trust that the 

forces of evil will be terminated and that everything will take a turn for the better. All 

peoples have epic stories. The Bible is filled with them. Each one of the four Gospels 

is an epic story of the life of Jesus.  
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The Dayak people of Borneo too have such a story. It is the epos of Balan Nyaring 

Mejong Muan. In a synopsis, Fr. Francis Baartmans lets us taste of their hero Balan. 

Balan Nyaring, a proud fighter, was sitting without any hope, on the veranda of the 

house. He played the bamboo flute. He had lost hope, his prospects and his war 

vision. Sinan, the girl with the black eyelashes and the tall and heavy earrings, had 

conquered his heart. The fact that she had gone so quickly to Alo Malau (heaven) 

has devastated his heart. Her death has hit him as powerfully as the enemy cutting 

through a shield with a big sword (pedang). Balan, the proud fighter, accepted the 

advice of the elders. He stringed the beads for the dowry on a very fine string, which 

he had spun himself. With the blowpipe in his hand and the arrows in the right order, 

Balan Nyaring made a great effort. He resembled the Nawan serpent or an armadillo. 

He took a deep breath. Then with a sigh, from deep in his soul, he released his 

breath. One by one he directed the arrows towards the firmament of the Alo Malau. 

The time span in between the different shots was no longer than the time it takes to 

roll a cigarette made with banana leaves. He shot the arrows in such a way that the 

tail of his present arrow would drop on top of the previous arrow, thus allowing the 

arrows to string themselves together. As a consequence, they hung down from 

heaven like a vine. Using that string, Balan climbed carefully towards Alo Malau. 

Contentedly, he looked upwards. But he climbed with plenty of attention, because a 

vine made with arrows is not very strong,                                                                                                         

He could not take much along with him. He only took his war attire, his earrings and 

especially his sword and his shield made of a wild boar skin. And also his dress 

made of boar skin. But his ascent did not take long, no longer than opening a 

tobacco box. Balan Nyaring climbed higher and higher. First, in the direction of the 

torrid Titan. But rain surrounded him. He could hardly see. The heat was more 

intense than that of burning fields. He could not turn round and go back. He lacked 

the strength to do so. Then, all of a sudden, losing his balance, he fell down. Luckily 

enough, Utan Angin Ujan caught and kept him in her heavenly abode. Utan thought 

in her heart: “Such a proud fighter, the pride of Tevan Na’a Figan, the most 

courageous of all the villages, one cannot let die.” She breathed new life into him. 

She gave him a knife.  Anew, Balan Nyaring climbed the ladder. He said: “I won’t give 

up halfway the Kama’an river.” “No man, even when the land is washed away, will 

give up. I’ll succeed, used as I am to climb rocks; and also for an abyss I am not 

afraid.” In one go, like fire in a cigarette rolled in dry banana leaves, Balan cut a hole 

in the firmament of Alo Malau, he, Balan Nyaring  Mejong Muan, Balan Kuma Muran.  

“It was not that difficult”, he thought in his heart, “to find my way to Alo Malau.” Balan 

observed the calmly flowing Malau, the river lying in the shade of the forest. It 

resembled thousands of crystal beads. He went up the river Malau, rowing just by 

himself. He, Balan, protected by the forest, rowing slowly, he, Balan Nyaring 

 

F.  A Sebor Dirge in Sarawak                                                                                         

(Brunei Museum, Brunei 1972, Volume 2, Number 4). 

Some extracts from an article written by Bishop A. D. Galvin (4/2/1919 - 5/9/1976) 

and Father Francis Baartmans show the belief in life after death and the continued 

presence of the dead. 
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‘As we shall notice in the dirge, the soul of the dead person on his journey to the next 

world gives last instructions to the bystanders. He has reached a stage where he is 

free to wander about at will. Death opens the way for one’s full self-consciousness 

and when freed from the body, the soul becomes capable of expressing and 

actualizing all that it desired to do during its life.’ 

‘Upon the death of a family member, the family is expected to offer some sacrifices to 

the departed soul. Whether death occurs at home or on the farm, the relatives are 

expected to give the spirit of the departed soul his share whenever they are taking a 

meal. After a lapse of time, it is considered that the spirit is at rest and therefore it will 

be no longer necessary to give it food. Instead, the tail of a pig is offered with a 

broom to the spirit at the same time telling it that they are offering it its food for the 

last time and henceforth it is up to the soul to seek its own food. Thus, they beg to 

take leave from it.’  

‘When a person has died, his soul resides for a while among his beloved. Later the 

soul departs to Kinabalu, literally ‘the residence of the dead,’ high up the mountain. 

That soul undertakes a hazardous and arduous journey to the top of the mountain in 

the area or in the area where the clan originally hails from.  

At first the soul stays in his homestead. It does not roam around anywhere. The soul 

has only direct contact with the family guardian deities and they with Paselong or 

Bungan Malan. These two remain hidden from the dead just as when one was alive. 

The two deities can be called upon by the priest, the ‘dayong’. These two  are 

responsible for deciding how long one should live, that is, they are in charge of a 

person’s ‘tebuku’, literally ‘string of knots’, here meaning ‘lifespan’. When death 

comes, Paselong Luan separates him from the living by loosening his ‘tebuku’ or in 

other words, he claims his life. In the case of a seriously sick person, people always 

invoke the guardian spirits to act as mediators between them and Bali Paselong Luan 

and Bugan Malan. Then these spirits ask them to tighten the sick person’s ‘tebuku’ 

that is to grant him/her extra life. Evil spirits can never do this as they are always 

seeking ways of harming people.’ 

‘The Kenyah consider this present life as just one small part of a much wider and 

vaster universe, where spirits move backwards and forwards in search of eternity. 

They believe also firmly in the survival of the soul and the reciprocal relationship 

between the living and the dead. There is a constant interchange of presence 

between the two groups. This perhaps explains why, during the long period of 

mourning, not only the immediate family is compelled to go into mourning, but the 

whole house must show signs of mourning and shut themselves off from the outer 

world for a certain period and observe some restrictions in their behaviour and in the 

dishes they take, e.g. the men are not allowed to cut their hair and their fingernails: 

they must wear torn garments, and do not work on their farms. Normal life can only 

start again after the ritual purification at the end of the mourning period. 

The ceremonies themselves and the actions of the people indicate that the Kenyah 

believe that, when a person dies, his soul is still hovering in and around the 

longhouse and that someone must help it on its journey. That is one reason for 

calling upon a singer. In the long dirge; the singer is expected to speak to the spirit of 
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the corpse and indicate to it the pitfalls which it is likely to encounter on its journey. 

He tells it which rivers to take, which ones to avoid, which longhouses one can call in 

and which longhouses one should avoid. He indicates which plants which can be 

eaten and those which are poisonous. Likewise, he tells the spirit of the corpse that it 

is likely to meet a whole hierarchy of spirits, some good and some bad ones.’ 

Here a few extracts to show their belief in another life where the dead reside:  

“Don’t dare to disturb my grandparents 

Who are still alive in the world above. 

If, up there, you can’t remember, 

Be sure we will think of you 

And think properly of all you did and said. 

My grandmothers and my ancestors, 

Don’t feel too bad about us. 

Don’t find an excuse to scold us. 

This song of mine is meant to charm you, my friend. 

The feeling that I have had from the beginning, 

This is my feeling for you, my friend, 

When you were still alive. 

My singing is not yet finished; 

You pretend to sleep.  

You want to hear no more. 

I beg only for your friendship. 

We will not rise from this house, 

Until we have sung your praises. 

And we’ll never be ashamed to 

Spread the news of your passing, 

Even though we cannot follow you yet.” 

“Sorry now for the empty hut. 

Sorry for the girl who has lost her father,                                                                                       

an orphan still in her childhood.                                                                                             

Sorry for all the rest of the people.                                                                                           

The rain is coming.                                                                                                            
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It is clearly seen from afar.                                                                                                       

It is clearly seen along the cliff.                                                                                               

There the rain is mourning over the dead body,                                                                           

covering the dead body as it goes down the riverside.                                                                 

What is the sound I hear?                                                                                                                 

It is the sound of tears falling down the cheeks,                                                                                

the sound of mourning in my ears.” 

“Farewell then and go with your lovely hat. 

Take the road on the left. 

I wish you good health and happiness. 

I wish you sufficient means to purchase rice.  

Step now onto the next rung of the ladder.” 

                                                                                                                       
 “We feel sad now to see you go. 

But this is more than enough. 

Here in this fishing village 

I must end my song. 

But don’t run away like chickens. 

This is our home. 

This is our house, our precious home. 

That is what I want you to think. 

And now let us live peacefully, 

Happily and in good health. 

All of us who are left behind 

In this lonely fishing village.  

So here I end my song.” 

The Kenya are convinced that the soul of a departed continues to live, to roam and 
wander round its former habitation. As mentioned above, the relatives are expected 
to give the spirit of the departed soul his share whenever they are taking a meal. 
They continue to do so until a special ceremony is held to take leave of the spirit.                                

A 26-year-old Adam “Kim” Gontusan from Penampang, Sabah, tells us that her dad 
told her the following story:                                                                                                                             



46 
 

“He encountered during a Modsuut Mogondi, a ritual performed a year after 
someone’s death to tell that person that he/she is dead. During that ritual, two 
priestesses need to be present: one priestess for the dead person’s soul to inhabit 
her, the other priestess to tell the dead person’s soul to leave this world definitely. 
“My father attended the Modsuut Mogondi  for his friend’s father who only spoke 
Chinese. During that ritual, the late father’s soul went into the Bobohizan’s (priestess) 
body. To everybody’s amazement, the illiterate priestess started speaking Chinese 
fluently. With the Bobohizan as a medium, the late father left a message for his 
children that he kept a lot of savings under his bed. After the ritual, his children 
searched his room and sure enough, they found the money” (Hello Sabah). 

At the end of the dirge, the singer asks those who stay behind, “cry no more.” At the 

same time, he takes leave of the deceased. He asks him/her not to worry about the 

people he/she leaves behind.  

 

 Think properly and look after your mother. 

 My beloved ones, we have lost the finest man of the house. 

 O orphans, cry no more now,  

throw away your tears, 

the tears that come from strong love. 

See now they come to serve food for us. 

 

Don’t be sad and don’t be afraid to go on your way. 

We will take care of you along the road. 

We will take care of your blood after you. 

You must now forget as you forget the stranger, 

In the room, in the house, in the very centre of the house. 

Our grandfather whom we saw every day. 

Think no more!  

Take now the pig. 

It is kept for this ceremony. 

We are all of the same blood 

We are all of the same growth  

As the grains on the rice plant. 

We are sorry now to see you go. 

But this is more than enough.  
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Here in this fishing village 

I must end my song. 

But do not run away like chickens. 

This is our house, our precious home. 

That is what I want you to think:  

Let us live peacefully and happily and in good health. 

All of us who are left behind in this lonely fishing village. 

 

G. Dusun traditions in Sabah 
 

Dress: 

In the olden days, the men wore a loincloth or a jacket made of tree bark. Later, they 

changed over to the Chinese way of dressing. Nowadays, the boys will soon start 

saving for a nice suit with socks and shoes. Especially on Sundays and feast days, 

they like to look smart. On weekdays, they do not mind so much what they look like. 

Women like to wear a long colourful scarf wrapped round their head. Small children 

are carried on the hip, not on the arm. Others carry the child in a cloth on their back. 

Young girls have a special dress: a small skirt and a small jacket of black velvet 

trimmed with small gilt balls. The short sleeves are trimmed with lace. The top and 

lower belt are made of twenty silver coins joined to one another by means of silver 

hooks. The three middle ones are made of small yellow copper rings.  Round their 

wrists, they carry silver bracelets made of quarters and dimes. All the silverware is 

bought at the Chinese shops, because all trade and all professions are in hands of 

the Chinese. They are the jews of the East. Some women wear Malay skirts or 

sarongs. The brighter the colours the better: fiery red with green and yellow. When 

they wear jackets, they need buttons on them. The rich distinguish themselves by 

wearing golden coins instead of ordinary buttons. The skirts are all of the same size: 

you have to fold them double, so that they always fit. 

Local religion 

There are two religious camps: the priestesses and the devilish spirit Logon. The 

priestesses have to bring atoning sacrifices to Logon. The ‘pagan’ people do believe 

in one God. God is abundantly good. No matter how we behave, he gives us 

whatever we are in need of. The devilish spirit sends all the evil that exists: illnesses, 

bad harvests, setbacks, misfortune and so on. To calm down the anger of the bad 

spirit, we need to present sacrifices. That is the task of the priestesses.  They are 

ordinary women, who are married and have children. One can go to their homes and 

chat with them.                                                                                                                         

When they perform their function, they are vested in the following way: they wear a 

broad stole stitched with gold threads around their shoulders. At the front it is held 

together with a strap having a big silver belt buckle. Their headcap is very beautiful. 

The crown on the head is stitched with coloured  beads. Also the neck straps have 
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beads. On top of it all they carry pheasants’ feathers. At the end of the feathers there 

are small coloured pieces of paper. When the women dance, it all moves up and 

down. It is a very colourful sight to see. The priestesses wear at the bottom of their 

skits a row of small bells. In their hands they hold a bunch of pieces of copper and 

bones. With these they determine the rhythm of their songs. For the less fortunate 

people it is very expensive to call a priestess. One has to pay at least two chickens 

and five pounds of rice. And on big occasions one pays far more. When they have 

been converted, the priestesses are invited to hand over their regalia. During the 

procession of the holy sacrament, the priestesses dress themselves again in their 

attire and walk together in front of the sacred Sacrament. 

During the sacrifices, only few men are needed. They wear a large cloth over their 

shoulders with on both sides a bunch of straw. Each of our outstations has a 

catechist. He teaches people the catechism and on Sundays he prays the rosary with 

them. We have large parishes with many outstations, so that people do not always 

have a priest around on Sundays. Women come to church without a hat. We asked 

them to wear a small white veil when approaching holy communion. And so they do. 

Marriage. 

In former days, the girls were married off by their parents, they had to obey their 

parents. They married rather young. But nowadays things have changed. They marry 

maybe at the age of 19-21 years. If a girl does not like to marry a certain young man, 

she is quite straightforward. She will say: ‘I had a bad dream.’ This means: ‘I do not 

like the guy.’ Official dating is not common, but young people know a way out by 

meeting each other. If the young man has made his choice, he contacts the parents 

of the girl so that he can make arrangements. The girl is contacted and asked 

whether she wants to marry this young man. She will blush and turn shy. Usually she 

asks more time to think about the proposition. This is all comedy. Anyway, she gets it 

her way. 

After one week or so the parents put the same question to her again. She answers 

positively. Then, the parents of both parties come together and the dowry which the 

young man has to pay, is fixed. The girls are proud if her darling has to pay a lot. For 

the poorest girls the dowry is about eighty guilders and for the richest girl in our time 

one pays one thousand guilders. The dowry is destined to be given to the brothers of 

the bride. If she has no brothers, then the dowry goes to her own children. In this way 

it can happen that a young man becomes rich all of a sudden. The couples marry in 

church as in Europe, that costs only five guilders. Marriage is an occasion for 

throwing a big party. At least one cow is killed and also a number of pigs and 

chickens. Rice beer is brought in and quite a number of guest do not return home 

sober. Most people get drunk.  

After the marriage the boy stays in the house of his in-laws, because the parents of 

the bride have to care for the new couple. The groom has to work for his in-laws. The 

couple may stay there for one year or one year and a half. The young woman is not 

at all the slave of her husband. She can speak up for herself. The young man takes 

good care of his wife, because he has had to pay for her. And if she walks off, he may 

lose the whole dowry. There is hardly any divorce. 
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The Dusuns love children. The kids notice that soon enough and become real 

tyrants. Before age five the parents do not punish their children. “They do not know 

better.” “So, you cannot punish them.” So what a child wants to do, it does it and what 

it asks, it gets. Husband and wife share work. The husband takes care of the heavy 

kind of work whilst the wife takes on the lighter jobs, Concerning the rice cultivation: 

the husband ploughs and prepares the field, whilst his wife plants the rice. She takes 

upon herself the homework like cooking rice and catching frogs and fish in the rice 

fields. She collects greens in the swamps. Young people are modest, because it is 

customary behaviour. A boy is certainly not allowed to touch a girl. If he does, he will 

be fined by the chief of the village. An ordinary touch costs him a pig. If a young man 

has drunk too much and touches a woman’s shoulders or breast, he’ll regret it, 

because it will cost him a cow. 

Habitations 

The houses are simple but well planned. Since the whole year round we enjoy 

summer weather, there is no need to protect the homes against cold weather. Usually 

the houses are constructed with bamboo with the roofs made of leaves. The bamboo 

is intertwined and forms a very neat sight. The floors also are made of bamboo. So 

there are many splits and small holes. The home needs to be airy; the wind has to 

blow through it all in order to keep the temperatures reasonable. The splits and small 

holes in the floor are very handy for the women when, early in the morning they 

sweep the house. The roofs are well constructed and watertight and may be good for 

ten years before any leakages occur. Some houses are constructed with sago 

branches. One needs a small ladder or a beam with notches to enter a house. But 

things change and nowadays we also see houses made of planks. No glass windows 

yet, but rather openings in the form of windows to allow air, light and insects to enter. 

Usually there are one or two rooms for married couples; the rest of the house is an 

open space without tables, chairs, cupboards or pictures. The only things you see are 

few boxes with their Sunday clothes, a couple of Cologne pots, in which they brew 

their beer, and a machete. The pictures we give them they paste on the wall. These 

are their paintings. They eat together, sitting on the floor, round a big frying pan in the 

middle. Spoons and forks are not used. They use the fingers given by God himself.  

Dusun village 

There are no streets. Everybody is free to build a house wherever he wants. Every 

family has its own house. Villages consist from fifty until five hundred inhabitants. 

One may find a house all by itself. It is a picturesque sight: a home surrounded by 

coco palms and banana trees. Most villages are not so picturesque, because when 

one builds a new house, one leaves the old habitation intact, while recuperating what 

can serve a good purpose for the new building. The rest is usually used for firewood 

also by the neighbours. In between the houses, the soil turns very muddy in the rainy 

season. But the buffalo’s and the pigs help to keep the village clean. Chickens are all 

over the place, even inside the habitations. Goats do alike. 

The more developed persons try to improve the traditional way of constructing homes 

outside the village. A few even have a small flower garden round the house. The old 
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missionaries told the story that when they discovered a nice small palm tree in the 

forest and took it home, the people would laughingly say: These Europeans are 

altogether daft; they even take the forest home. Formerly when the priest decorated 

the church with palm leaves and palm branches, the people would regard it as a 

great waste of energy. Nowadays, people do the same: they decorate the home for 

instance at a marriage party. We, the missionaries, sometimes copy their ideas. The 

construction of a home is done by the whole village. When someone wants to 

construct a house, he will call the whole neighbourhood together and everybody will 

lend a helping hand. Everyone takes care of a certain part of the house. Within a 

couple of weeks, the whole construction is finished. The owner of the house is 

supposed to give them a meal in the evening. Once the construction has been 

concluded, a good party is organised to inaugurate the home. All those who helped in 

the construction, are invited. 

In the rainy season, it rains a lot and very heavily. If you are on a trip, just go on and 

don’t bother about the mud. We do not use umbrella’s. They are more of a bother 

than an advantage. When you try to pass shrubs, you cannot open the umbrella 

anyway. In other places, you need to balance yourself with two outstretched arms, 

otherwise you drop into the mud. When you wade a river and need to step from one 

rock onto another, an umbrella may make you lose your balance. Sometimes you 

need to cross a bridge of a few bamboo sticks that bend and give way. An umbrella 

would bring you only trouble. An umbrella is useful, yes, against the sun. But when it 

is raining, you had better leave it at home. 
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Abstract Religiosity, as distinct from religion, can be understood as a particular sense 

of the contours of the spirit world and of the human relationship with that domain. In 

communities that have undergone religious conversion, the way in which religiosity is 

reconciled with the new faith holds great significance for the sustainability of 

traditional music. This essay examines religiosity as it relates to the choice of the 

Kenyah of Sarawak, Malaysia, to abandon one type of traditional vocal performance 

and adapt another following the community’s late 20th-century conversion to 

Christianity.  

Ultimately, the study underscores the role of social, spiritual, and linguistic contexts 

and constructs (attitudes) in sustaining traditional music in such post-conversion 

environments. Keywords: Kenyah, vocal music, religion, religiosity, conversion, 

sustainability Preface: Rationale for Retiring a Tradition prior to the mid-1950s, the 

sound of gongs was an integral and pervasive component of major ritual events 

among the Kenyah Uma’ Jalan of what is now North Kalimantan, Indonesia. By the 

late 20th century, however, the community had fully adopted Christianity and gongs 

had all but disappeared from ritual life.  

Why were the instruments silenced? Why couldn’t gong playing simply be adapted or 

recontextualized to mark Christian ritual activities—notably, Christmas and Easter—

as well as the New Year, weddings, funerals, and other ceremonial events? When 

confronted with such questions, a respected grandfather in the village of Long 

Ampung succinctly responded that gongs were adet. While the term adet commonly 

embraces traditional customs, ways, and habits, as well as personal character, for 

the Kenyah Uma’ Jalan, it often also implies incompatibility with Christian beliefs and 

values, especially when applied to older indigenous traditions. It was clearly the latter 

sense in which the grandfather used the term. Playing gongs, he elaborated, 

constituted a notice, a type of summons directed to Bungan Malan, the supreme deity 

of the local religion from which most of the village had converted. “It is not fair,” he 

clarified, “to summon a spirit in whom we no longer put our faith. It is also not fair to 

God, in whom we do have faith, to call that other spirit.” In Long Ampung, then, ritual 

gong playing was evidently non-sustainable in the wake of religious conversion. 

Indeed, the tradition was intentionally retired. 

Religious Conversion, Religiosity, and Sustainability of Traditional Arts.  

The implications of religious conversion or any other change in religious orientation 

for the sustainability of traditional performing and visual arts are both monumental 

and wide-ranging across societies. In some settings, traditions associated either with 

the earlier religion or other indigenous local beliefs are creatively recast, yielding an 

array of syncretic forms. Malay makyung musical theatre and wayang kulit Kelantan 

shadow-puppetry, for instance, while performed by Muslims, exhibit a blend of 

spiritual traditions in their narrative repertoire (e.g., Malay folk tales and Hindu epics) 
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and traditional performance contexts (e.g., indigenous healing ceremonies and other 

local rituals) as well as a mixture of musical aesthetics in their typically Muslim 

melodic timbres and textures and uniquely Southeast Asian rhythmic frameworks 

(Matusky & Tan, 2004). In other settings, however, older traditions are deliberately, if 

not forcibly, abandoned. Makyung and wayang kulit Kelantan again offer a case in 

point. While the two traditions have been prohibited since the late 20th century in the 

Malaysian state of Kelantan on account of their perceived contradiction with the 

ideals of the conservative Muslim administration, they have been cultivated 

elsewhere in the country, especially in urban centres and institutions of higher 

education (Matusky & Tan, 2004). Whatever the case, the fate of a given tradition in 

the wake of religious change depends on many factors, including the attitude of the 

new religion toward the arts in general, the approach or interpretation of a particular 

religious denomination, the orientation of a given administration, or even the style of 

a single religious or political leader. Equally important, however, is the agency of the 

community itself in determining the course of its artistic traditions in a new spiritual 

setting. People choose to perpetuate or discard traditions for a reason. Especially in 

post-conversion contexts, much of that reason, I submit, is rooted in an underlying 

religiosity—that is, a particular sense of the contours of the spirit world and of the 

human relationship with that domain.  

Religion and religiosity, albeit linked, are not the same thing, and it is the way in 

which people reconcile one with the other that is of tremendous significance for the 

sustainability of the arts in post-conversion environments. Religiosity, as I use the 

term here, implies not necessarily an intense orientation toward any particular religion 

but rather the interaction and negotiation between multiple religions or spiritual belief 

systems within a common host. It is a cognitive container in which people store and 

arrange often conflicting religious beliefs that to some degree are part of their lived 

experience. This interpretation of religiosity situates my work within a broader corpus 

of literature concerning communities that consciously or unconsciously juggle a world 

religion (e.g., Christianity and Islam) with deeply rooted elements of local religion, as 

exemplified by Joyce Mlenga’s 2016 study of “dual religiosity” among the Ngonde of 

Malawi. Within the Southeast Asian context, local religion typically falls within the 

realm of adat (or adet), whose role in contemporary social, political, and economic 

dynamics has been the focus of recent volumes such as The Revival of Tradition in 

Indonesian Politics: The Deployment of Adat from Colonialism to Indigenism (2007), 

edited by Jamie S. Davidson and David Henley, as well as Adam D. Tyson’s 

Decentralization and Adat Revivalism in Indonesia: The Politics of Becoming (2010). 

Liana Chua’s The Christianity of Culture: Conversion, Ethnic Citizenship, and the 

Matter of Religion in Malaysian Borneo (2016), with its focus on the adat gawai ritual 

complex as practiced within a Christian Bidayuh setting in Sarawak, exhibits 

especially clear parallels with my own research. In this essay, I will contemplate 

religiosity, specifically as it relates to the rejection of one vocal performance tradition 

and the recontextualization of another among the Kenyah of Sarawak, Malaysia, 

following the community’s late 20th-century conversion to Christianity. In addition to 

the religiosity and adat literature mentioned earlier, then, my study resonates not only 

with recent publications on music and sustainability, most notably the 2016 anthology 

edited by Huib Schippers and Catherine Grant, Sustainable Futures for Music 
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Cultures: An Ecological Perspective and Grant’s own Endangered Music: How 

Language Maintenance Can Help (2014), but also with important earlier works and 

movements, as summarized by Jeff Todd Titon in his contributions to Music and 

Sustainability (a special issue of The World of Music [2009]).  

By illuminating some of the local values, beliefs, and attitudes regarding sound, 

music, and language that together have shaped Kenyah vocal performance, my 

essay addresses the role of social and spiritual contexts and constructs (see 

Schippers, 2016) in the sustainability of music. The Kenyah case also demonstrates 

the interdependent—or symbiotic—relationship between music and language. As will 

be seen, Kenyah song and verse uses formulaic language that, while quite unlike 

colloquial speech, is considered to be definitive of truly Kenyah vocal performance 

tradition. Theoretically, then, loss of one may imply loss of the other (see Grant, 

2014). Material for my musings stems from systematic inquiry (formal interviews), 

notes on countless casual conversations, as well as analysis of audio and video 

recordings made during 18 months of research in Kalimantan between 1986 and 

1988, 18 months of research in Sarawak between 1992 and 1993, and numerous 

shorter trips to eastern Malaysia spanning a couple of weeks to several months 

between 1998 and 2016. Inspired initially by the commentary of that one Kenyah 

Uma’ Jalan grandfather in Indonesia and later by conversations with Kenyah 

vocalists, church officials, adherents of adet Bungan, and an array of villagers and 

city dwellers, I will first examine a particular vocal performance tradition that, like the 

Kenyah Uma’ Jalan gong tradition highlighted at the opening of this essay, appears 

to be unsustainable in contemporary society, on account of its connection to a spirit 

world with which the Kenyah have discontinued their relationship. Second, and on 

the flip side, I will show how the church, while often considered culpable in the 

demise of older performance traditions, has indeed made conscientious efforts to 

sustain and cultivate them. Ultimately, I will suggest that a grasp not merely of the 

religion but also of the religiosity of a community is necessary to help guide our 

efforts to preserve, perpetuate, or propagate traditional music.  

Kenyah Basics—Locations and Livelihoods 

The Kenyah are among the diverse yet related peoples of central Borneo who trace 

their ancestry to the mountainous area that straddles western North Kalimantan, 

Indonesia, and southeastern Sarawak, Malaysia. An ethnically and linguistically 

Malaysian Journal of Performing and Visual Arts, Volume 3, 2017 notes that the 

complex community, the Kenyah, comprise more than 40 subgroups, most of which 

speak a distinct dialect of Kenyah language. Like other central Borneo societies, 

Kenyah society is stratified into named, hereditary classes, although the distinctions 

between the classes have diminished significantly since the mid-20th century. In 

Kalimantan, Kenyah villages continue to be concentrated in the “homeland”—the 

Apau Kayan (Kayan Plateau) headwater region of the Kayan River as well as the 

upper stretches of the Kayan’s tributaries, notably the Pujungan, Bahau, and Iwan 

rivers. In Sarawak, Kenyah settlements are found primarily in the upper Baram and 

Balui River basins. Downriver migration has been accelerating since the mid-20th 

century, however, and many Kenyah in both Kalimantan and Sarawak now reside in 

coastal urban areas or other lower-lying regions where there is greater access to 
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education, hospitals and clinics, employment, and public services. In the past, most 

Kenyah villages consisted of one or more longhouses, each partitioned into a number 

of apartments. All of the apartments were linked in the front by a common veranda 

that ran the length of the longhouse. As a public area, the veranda provided a venue 

for community meetings, recreational activities, and ritual events of all sorts, many of 

which included instrumental and vocal performance. In Indonesia, longhouses have 

long been discouraged by the government, and they were strategically left behind as 

part of 20th-century rural resettlement projects. Stand-alone, single-family homes 

were constructed in their place, with a separate village hall (Indonesian: balai desa) 

functionally replacing the veranda. By contrast, the Malaysian government has not 

only offered prizes for model longhouses but has built new longhouses for resettled 

Kenyah communities.  Kenyah villages consist mainly of farmers, with most, if not all, 

of their principal crop—rice —intended for their own consumption. Hunting, fishing, 

and collecting and cultivating fruits and vegetables provide supplements to the rice 

staple. In urban or suburban settings, Kenyah are engaged in a broad spectrum of 

professions—from legislators to lorry drivers—in both the public and private sectors. 

Some families continue to raise fruits and vegetables in community gardens.  

Kenyah Religion and Religiosity then and now.  

Phase I: Adet Pu’un.                                                                                                                        

With some regional exceptions, the documented history of the Kenyah of both 

Malaysian and Indonesian Borneo spans three religious phases:  

- adet pu’un (original adet),  

- adet Bungan (adet of Bungan),  

- adet Kristen (adet of Christianity).  

The first phase, adet pu’un , persisted until the mid-1940s or so. This local religion 

was marked by propitiation of numerous spirits and spirit types. Although none of 

those spirits could be considered preeminent, some were more important than 

others, namely Jalong Peselong (Jalong the Creator), a male spirit who was the 

creator of humankind, and Bungan Malan, his female consort who was the caretaker. 

A special type of rhythmic, rhyming speech called tebada’ was used to address these 

and other major spirits, who, in turn, conveyed their will through various channels, 

particularly omen animals (mainly birds), shamans, and dreams. For example, prior 

to any important undertaking—from embarking on a trip, to conducting a ritual, to 

opening the planting season, to building a new structure—a hawk (pelaki) was 

summoned, in rhyme, to ensure an auspicious launch of the activity. When the bird 

appeared, if it circled to the right, it gave a “green light;” on the contrary, its circling to 

the left triggered a prohibition (palan) and put the activity on hold. Shamans, or 

dayung, were an important conduit through which humans could receive advice, 

warnings, opinions, diagnoses, and other communications from the broader spirit 

realm. It was possible for a dayung regularly to host any number of spirits (bali 

dayung, shaman’s spirits), one at a time, as long as the community’s relationship with 

those spirits had been ritually sanctioned. Just as people choose their human friends 

and mentors from a theoretically limitless pool of personalities, so, too, the Kenyah 

chose a team of spirit helpers through the shaman.  
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Phase II: The Adet Bungan Transition.  

Protestant missionaries from the United States began to work in the Pujungan 

watershed in Kalimantan in the early 1930s. Within just a few years an entire Kenyah 

village had embraced Christianity (Rudes, 1965), and the number of converts 

subsequently rose rapidly. This powerful wave of Christian conversion spawned a 

strong, albeit relatively short-lived, rival religion known as adet Bungan. As the story 

goes, about 1937, Juk Apui, a Kenyah Uma’ Jalan commoner from the upper Kayan 

River, had a prophetic dream. In that dream, Bungan Malan of the adet pu’un 

pantheon appeared to Juk, bearing the message that it was no longer necessary for 

the Kenyah to heed the omen animals or propitiate numerous spirits; rather, the 

people needed only to put their faith in her, and she would take care of them. Bungan 

also indicated that a single chicken egg would suffice as offering in most ritual 

circumstances—a monumental reduction from the numerous pigs and chickens 

required under adet pu’un. Juk followed Bungan’s advice, and to the dismay of the 

surrounding community, enjoyed an abundant harvest the following season. 

Consequently, adet Bungan began to gain adherents. As a simplification of adet 

pu’un that rendered life more predictable, less expensive, and altogether more 

manageable, adet Bungan spread quickly in the upper Kayan River region. It soon 

crossed the watershed into Sarawak, and by the mid-1950s had been adopted not 

only by most Kenyah but also by a number of neighbouring peoples (especially 

Kayan) in the upper Baram and Balui basins. While adet Bungan retained the spirits 

and major rituals of adet pu’un, it simultaneously adopted some characteristics of 

Christianity, including the use of missionaries, and most notably, the elevation of 

Bungan Malan to the status of supreme being, where none had existed before. This 

is likely what prompted an elderly Sarawak Kenyah villager to describe adet Bungan 

as transitional, that is, setenga sebayang (halfway praying, or halfway to Christianity). 

Malaysian Journal of Performing and Visual Arts, Volume 3, 2017. 

Phase III: Adet Kristen—Christianity.  

By the time adet Bungan began to flourish in Sarawak in the 1950s, it was in its 

twilight in Kalimantan. By the mid-1940s, many of the Pujungan villages had already 

converted to Christianity and major congregations had also been established in the 

Apau Kayan (Conley, 1976). Other missionaries arrived, and large-scale conversions, 

primarily to one of several Protestant denominations, took place in Indonesian 

Borneo in the mid-1960s. Catholicism, while present as a significant minority among 

the Kalimantan Kenyah, had greater influence among the Sarawak Kenyah, where it 

established a particularly strong following in the upper Baram basin. While adet 

Bungan remained influential in Sarawak longer than it did in Kalimantan, by the end 

of the 20th century, there, too, it had virtually disappeared, with the functions of 

Bungan Malan, the shamans and their associated spirits, and any remaining omen 

animals having been assumed by the Holy Trinity and Christian spiritual leaders. 

Major adet pu’un rituals were retained in adet Bungan, and some, too, were retained 

in the Christian environment—but not uniformly throughout the Kenyah community. A 

notable example here is the village-wide child-naming ritual, ngalang anak (or pusau 

anak), which continues to be performed every decade or so by various Kenyah 



56 
 

villages in Sarawak, especially in the upper Baram basin. Of course, the ritual has 

been adjusted to suit the Christian context, and the distinction was especially 

conspicuous at the ngalang anak as performed in the village of Long Moh in the 

upper Baram basin, in 1992. At the time, Long Moh was predominantly Catholic but 

also had a practising, albeit small, adet Bungan community. Followers of the two 

religions held their rituals separately. Aside from the Christian version being 

conducted by a priest and the adet Bungan version being conducted by an adet 

Bungan ritual specialist, among the most salient of the distinctions between the two 

events was a sonic one. The officiation of the Christian ritual was relatively calm, as 

the priest solemnly proceeded down a line of children, who were seated with their 

families on the longhouse veranda, and blessed each child with the Christian name 

that was handed to him on a slip paper. By contrast, the officiation of adet Bungan 

ritual was deafening, as the raucous interlocking rhythms of heavy gongs obscured 

the ritual specialist’s speech—including tebada’—as he waved a chicken in the air, 

decapitated it, and smeared a mixture of its blood and ashes on the forehead of each 

child participating in the ceremony.  

An Orientation, that withstood conversion. 

 Although Kenyah religion underwent a radical transformation during the 20th 

century, the underlying religiosity of the Kenyah did not—at least initially. From a 

Kenyah perspective, the spirits of adet pu’un and adet Bungan were just like people. 

Some spirits were liked; others were not. Some were trustworthy; others lied. Some 

lived in one spirit village; others lived in another. Some spoke one language; others 

spoke another. The point is that each spirit was a unique entity with an individual 

personality. The Christian God and Jesus, too, represented distinct figures. 

Considering the humanlike qualities of traditional Kenyah spirits, it only makes sense 

that relationships with them were treated in much the same way as relationships with 

humans. Jalong Peselong, Bungan Malan, the shamans’ spirits, as well as other 

spirits of adet pu’un and adet Bungan remained available after Kenyah conversion. 

The Kenyah pattern, however, was to cease interacting with them, because in a 

sense, the relationships had broken up. An elderly woman from Long Mekaba in the 

upper Baram basin recalled ending the relationship with the shamans’ spirits. “We 

called them, we thanked them, and we told them that we wouldn’t be needing them 

anymore.” The break-up was essentially on friendly terms. Nevertheless, with the 

severance of that relationship, a principal conduit of communication with the spirit 

world of adet pu’un and adet Bungan was ruptured. Another woman mused, “The 

spirits weren’t bad. They were just the wrong ones.” The “right” spirit was the 

Christian God (or the Holy Trinity), who offered a much more straightforward and 

convenient religious alternative for the Kenyah. Thus, a new spirit relationship 

emerged, while another was deactivated—and the status of those relationships 

needed to be respected. 

Tales of abandonment and adaptation in the “Science and the Arts” section of almost 

every issue of the Sarawak Annual Report between the early 1960s and the early 

1980s, the waning of traditional arts, was attributed to “new values” brought by 

“western civilization”, specifically, by missions and government schools. I would 

suggest, however, that to a significant degree, it is precisely the “old values” as 
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manifested in a long-standing religiosity that put a halt to many performance 

traditions. Whether performed in recreational or ritual circumstances, most Kenyah 

traditional music was connected in some way with one or more of those spirit realms 

with which relations had been discontinued when the community accepted 

Christianity. Depending on the nature of those connections, the Kenyah opted to 

abandon some traditions, despite valiant efforts by the church to sustain them, and to 

adapt others, ultimately generating new, distinctively Kenyah performance traditions 

that span recreational and ritual contexts.  

Tebada’: Versification left behind.  

One such tradition that the church struggled to salvage was tebada’, that special 

rhyming language used to interact with the major spirits of adet pu’un and adet 

Bungan. Tebada’ was a kind of versification, performed solo by a ritual specialist. It 

was non-melodic, rhythmically declaimed, formulaic, and marked by a high degree of 

internal alliteration and assonance. Like similar ritual languages of the Indonesian 

archipelago , it was dense with metaphor and replete with strings of synonyms and 

words borrowed from other languages. The example below  illustrates a short 

segment of tebada’ that humbly expresses the inability of humans to address Bungan 

Malan appropriately. Borrowed words—from a different Kenyah dialect in the fifth line 

and from Malay in the sixth—appear in boldface. In an effort to facilitate prayer and 

likely also to indigenize Catholicism within the Kenyah community,  

Reverend A.D. Galvin in 1972 issued Sebayang Singget Tau (Prayers for Every 

Day), a book of Catholic prayers and rituals recast primarily in Kenyah tebada’. My 

first exposure to the collection was when my adoptive Kenyah father pulled it from the 

roof beams of our longhouse apartment in Long Moh in 1993. I was certainly 

surprised. Never had I heard tebada’ used to any significant extent in Sunday 

masses. “Do you use this?” I asked my father. “No, we don’t use it,” he replied, with 

no further explanation.  

- Tebada’ to address Bungan Malan (an excerpt) Performed in 1993 by Dudung Ding, 

Long Moh, Upper Baram, Sarawak  

- Ini sepini la'a, bali tiga bali liwa ini, Then this again, good spirit, this spirit 

of the liwa [ritual stick, the end of which was shaved into curls and dipped in chicken 

blood]  

- Iko' ngimet iko' na'at, You think, you look,  

- Ban amé' kelunan na, For we humans,  

- Bé' mé' tisen tira' tebada' ngan ju', We don't know how to speak, to ritually 

talk with you, 

- Ta'at tepai ta'at salai namé', The sight of our calling [you], the sight of our 

poor condition, 

- Ban ikut menurut dahu pa' dahu tira’, For we [just] follow, according to the 

sound of the mouth, the sound of speech,  
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- Uko' ko' tu'a namé', kele, Bungan. Because you are foremost, of course.  

Several years later I discussed the matter (of Inculturation) with Vincent Bilung, a 

Kenyah catechist who had worked with both Bishop Galvin and Fr. Francis 

Baartmans, a Dutch priest who also served the Baram Catholic community. The 

catechist explained that it was the “white people” who wanted to use tebada’. It was 

they who initially wanted to call God by the name of Jalong Peselong Luan (Jalong 

“the Creator of the human body”), after the prominent male spirit of the adet pu’un 

pantheon. It was the foreign priests who wanted to refer to the Holy Ghost as “Bali 

Utung” (Protective Spirit), after a spirit possessed by every individual—and unique to 

that individual—during the adet pu’un and adet Bungan eras. Indeed, references to 

God as “Peselong Luan” and the Holy Ghost as “Bali Utung” can be found throughout 

Bishop Galvin’s prayer books.  

It was the Kenyah congregation, the catechist stressed, that generally rejected such 

reassignment of those appellations as well as the use of tebada’ in the Catholic 

Mass. Just as the grandfather in Long Ampung had told me that the striking of gongs 

belonged to Bungan Malan, the language of tebada’, it seemed, also belonged to the 

principal spirits of adet pu’un and adet Bungan, and it was non-transferrable. 

Catechist Vincent went on to reveal that he was working on a new Kenyah translation 

of the New Testament, into which he hoped to incorporate tebada’. He admitted, 

however, that he had to proceed with caution. While some members of the 

congregation were beginning to show interest in reviving tebada’, others perceived 

the language still as intimately tied to a non-Christian spirit world. Posing an 

additional obstacle to the resurrection of tebada’ was the fact that for younger 

Kenyah—basically, anyone born since the mid-1960s, the stylised language was 

especially difficult to understand; they had simply not been exposed to it in the way 

their parents had. One young priest from the Balui basin, for instance, told me that 

tebada’ made no sense to him whatsoever. Consequently, he would not consider 

using it in his service. Despite some admirable efforts on the part of the clergy to 

sustain the uniquely powerful language and performance of tebada’, then, it was 

ultimately the Kenyah congregation itself that let the tradition go.  

A New Adaptation: Belian dadu’ or long-dance songs have become the best known 

of all Kenyah song repertoires since their advent in the mid-20th century. Like 

tebada’, long-dance songs are linked to the spirit world of adet pu’un and adet 

Bungan, specifically through the nature of their language. In terms of the style, 

content, and context of their performance, however, belian dadu’ are notably distinct 

from tebada’. Most significantly, reinterpreted long-dance songs have been 

incorporated successfully into Christian services, despite any connections to a non-

Christian spirit realm. A look at the nature and history of belian dadu’ can help us 

understand how an enduring Kenyah religiosity allowed this repertoire to be 

sustainable in a Christian environment. 

Men and women singing recreational belian dadu’ (long-dance songs) while 

processing up and down the longhouse in celebration the ngalang child-naming ritual 

at Long Moh, Ulu Baram, Sarawak, Malaysia.  
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Long-dance songs are typically heard at any large-scale Kenyah festivity that 

includes participants from multiple villages. The songs are normally performed by a 

single line of dancers who process in a circle up and down the longhouse veranda, or 

in absence of a veranda, any large, open space (usually indoors). In village settings, 

performances normally take place at the start of a larger dance event as a way both 

to signal that main activities are about to commence and to allow time for a crowd to 

gather. As more and more people arrive at the venue, the line of dancers grows 

longer and longer. In urban settings, belian dadu’ are often scheduled into a broader 

program of events as a way to evoke the atmosphere and camaraderie of the rural 

homeland. Stylistically, belian dadu’ occupy a unique position in the corpus of 

Kenyah song. Like other Kenyah song repertoires, long-dance songs consist of an 

alternating solo and choral part. However, both the soloist and the chorus perform 

melodically in belian dadu, whereas in most other types of Kenyah song, the melody 

of the soloist is supported by an intermittent monotone chorus that functions 

essentially as a drone. Also atypical is the structure of belian dadu’, which is basically 

strophic—although there is no set order in which the strophes must be performed. 

Most long-dance songs use an anhemitonic-pentatonic scale of the M2-M2-m3-M2-

m3 (e.g., c-d-e-g-a-c) type, while hemitones and even smaller intervals are frequently 

used in other Kenyah song genres. Finally, the chorus in belian dadu’ will often break 

into parts, usually at the interval of a third or fourth, depending on the contour of the 

melody. The earliest accounts of belian dadu’ (or songs that fit the description) date 

from the years just following World War II.  

One Long Moh grandfather recalled witnessing long-dance songs about 1946–1947, 

when he travelled with a group to a Kenyah community living on the Bahau tributary 

of the Kayan River in Kalimantan. Significantly, that region already had a strong 

Christian following. According to that same Kenyah grandfather, songs of the type 

that he heard in Kalimantan arrived in Sarawak’s upper Baram basin by way of the 

Apau Kayan later in the 1940s. In light of the era and area of the long-dance songs’ 

emergence, it is not unreasonable to speculate that the peculiar character of the 

repertoire—strophic, melodic, choral singing in parts—was inspired by Christian 

congregational hymn singing. William Conley (1976), in his account of the Protestant 

conversion of the Kalimantan Kenyah, not only commented on the augmented role of 

hymn singing in the Kenyah services but also indicated that most of the hymns are a 

legacy from the mission and consist of western tunes with Indonesian words 

translated quite literally from the English. The Kenyah happily are putting their 

language to some of these tunes and also Kenyah folk tunes have been given 

Christian words. (pp. 333–334) Conley did not give any text or music transcriptions to 

illustrate this cross-fertilization between traditional Kenyah songs and Christian 

hymns. Consequently, it is difficult to determine the nature of the Kenyah language 

used to set the church tunes as well as what “Christian words” were added to which 

“folk” melodies. What is evident, however, is that in Kalimantan, Kenyah-propelled 

musical exchange was already well underway by the time Galvin compiled his prayer 

book in Sarawak. Belian dadu’, I suggest, were an early, recreational product of that 

exchange. By the late 20th century, all but the oldest Kenyah in both Kalimantan and 

Sarawak understood belian dadu’ to have been passed down by dia’ lata’ cena’a’ 

(the great ones of the past) from time immemorial. No connection to hymn singing 
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was perceived whatsoever. For most Kenyah, belian dadu’ had come to represent an 

unmistakably Kenyah tradition. That the songs were stylistically unlike other Kenyah 

repertoire was inconsequential. The feature that served to so indigenise the 

repertoire, I posit, is the special register of Kenyah language in which the repertoire is 

cast—isiu belian (language of song), also known as isiu ipet (language of verse), or 

most significantly, isiu bali (language of spirits). Like the language of tebada’, Kenyah 

song language stands apart from ordinary speech in that it is formulaic, highly 

metaphoric, inclusive of non-linguistically meaningful words as well as words from 

other languages and dialects, and marked by strings of synonyms, internal 

assonance, and alliteration. The phrases of typical song language, in addition, lead to 

the end rhyme, “-an.” Unlike the language of tebada’, which humans used to call and 

address important spirits, the language of song or verse was used by spirits to 

communicate with each other and, through the shamans, to address humankind. 

Indeed, the Kenyah language of song was and is the language of spirits, which, from 

a common local perspective, explains why the language is not fully comprehensible 

to human audiences. Owing to its nebulous, indirect quality, the language of spirits 

was perceived as powerful, respectful, and honourable. Consequently, the “great 

ones of the past” purportedly borrowed the language to use in the performance of 

respectable recreational songs, that is, songs that are ultimately used to honour 

others. 

Songs that are cast in this special isiu belian song-cum-spirit language are typically 

perceived as traditional Kenyah songs. Vocal repertoires such as translated church 

hymns or pop songs that use ordinary Kenyah as opposed to the distinctive song 

language occupy a different conceptual category; they are not normally 

acknowledged as true Kenyah songs. The Kenyah language of song, then, 

constitutes a powerful marker of Kenyah identity, and because it could be used 

recreationally—that is, without notifying or summoning spirits (unlike tebada’)—the 

Catholic church in Sarawak recognized its value as a tool to help indigenise the local 

services. As a result, the church was safely able to re-text some belian dadu’ with 

Christian words—skilfully manipulating the formulae of song language—and 

distribute the songs initially in a small section at the end of Galvin’s Sebayang 

Singget Tau (1972). A second version of the volume was issued in 1975, and 

although much shorter than the original, contained a substantially expanded song 

section. Re-texted belian dadu’ also appeared in the anonymously authored booklet, 

Puji Tuhan (Praise the Lord) that, although undated, seems to be a more recent 

compilation. In the left column of the table below are the lyrics (colloquially known as 

“Ngening Denga,” [“Hear the News”]), a re-texted belian dadu’ from Galvin’s 1975 

volume. The original parsing and punctuation have been adjusted here to show the 

rhyme structure more clearly. A loose translation appears in the column on the right. 

In the Kenyah version, the characteristic assonance and alliteration are especially 

pronounced between the second word and the last one or two words of the first 

phrase of each verse. The verses close with the distinctive end rhyme, -an. The 

translation on the right reveals the evocative metaphors and strings of synonyms (or 

words that are very close in meaning) that also are hallmarks of Kenyah isiu belian. 

The first verse of “Song No. 19,” as performed by a small group of Kenyah at Uma’ 

Badeng at Sungai Asap in 1999. The complete performance included all four verses, 
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sung in the order in which they appear in Sebayang Singget Tau. In the fashion of 

belian dadu’, the performance consisted of a soloist, who initiated the verse, and a 

chorus that picked up the melody mid-phrase and sang the verse to completion. On 

this particular occasion, the performers were hesitant to break into intervallic part 

singing, although a start is evident in the eighth and ninth measures after the double 

bar. The melody uses a hemitonic pentatonic scale, which, as noted, is common in 

the long-dance song repertoire, and from a rhythmic perspective, the time signature 

here can be taken literally, as the group performed in a steady tempo and meter. 

“Song No. 19” from Sebayang Singget Tau (1975:13): 

- Ame’ anak iko’ ini lundung (sic) tenak, lendung tenak nyibung bu’an. 
We, your children, branching growth, branching growth, fruit of the nyibung  palm.  

- Ngening denga, ngening denga iko’ amai atek tiga, atek tiga 
pesalawan. Hear the news, hear the news, father, truly good, truly good, beautiful.  

- Ame’ pejung iko’ amai kipet batung, kipet batung usa inan. We hold 

you up high, every person, every person, body, tree trunk.  

- Ngening denga.  Hear the news. .  

- Kuda’ masé’ iko’ amai lesau lan sa’e, lesau sa’e dalem inan. May you 

pity, father, feel truly sorry thoughts, feel sorry thoughts inside the 
tree trunk.  

- Ngening denga.  Hear the news. . .  

- Ayen lipau iko’ amai turan lan salau, turan salau sa’e uyan. Don’t be 

distant, father, truly enjoying, making good thoughts.  

- Ngening denga.  Hear the news. . . Malaysian Journal of Performing and Visual 

Arts, Volume 3, 2017  

 First verse of “Song No. 19” (also known as Ngening Denga), as performed at Uma’ 

Badeng, Sungai Asap, Belaga, Sarawak, Malaysia. August 6, 1999.  

 

Now, let us compare “Song No. 19” with its recreational predecessor, the well-known 

long-dance song, “Léléng” (circling). While both the printed version and the actual 

performance of “Song No. 19” by the Kenyah at Sungai Asap would suggest a fixed 

and finite text, every traditional rendition of “Léléng,” by contrast, is unique. As with 

other long-dance songs, some performances of “Léléng” are short, while others are 

long, and the verses vary in number and content depending on the whims of the 

performers and their command of the formulaic language of song. Shown in the 

following table is a text excerpt from a 1999 performance of “Léléng” in Long Moh. 

Again, the typical assonance and alliteration—here mostly between the second or 

third word and the last word of the first phrase of each verse—as well as the 

recurring -an end rhyme are readily apparent with a quick scan of the text on the left. 

Similarly, the translation on the right is clearly packed with colourful, semi-transparent 
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metaphors and series of synonyms. To clarify some of the imagery, the term léléng 

(circling), which dominates the refrain, refers to the circling line of the long-dance 

participants. “Along,” which is also used in the refrain, is a proper noun—a person’s 

name. “Uyau Along” is the male version of that name; “Utan Along” is the female 

version. In long dance and other recreational songs, “Along” is used to sing about or 

to a particular individual without saying that person’s actual name. In the second 

verse, the soloist expresses humility by acknowledging the poor quality of her voice, 

likening its hoarseness to the sound of a palm stem, which is an oblique reference to 

a palm-wood harp.  

Belian Dadu’ “Léléng” (an excerpt) As performed in Long Moh, Upper Baram, 

Sarawak, Malaysia, 22nd June 1999. Notated in Figure 6 is the melody of “Léléng” as 

composited from two separate performances that together reflect the distinctive 

qualities of the belian dadu’ song genre: 

- ‘Iem ini anak na tepat pemung jahi, pemung jahi suwi lawan: Tonight, 

children, we all socialise together, socialise together, beautiful birds.  

- Léléng, léléng, léleng, léléng, léléng, Uyau Along, léléng, oi lan. Circling, 

circling, circling, circling, circling, Uyau. Along, oh it’s true.  

- Bung baré naké’ anak tuyau lidé, tuyau lidé talan jaran. I am hoarse, 

child, sound of palm stem, sound of the palm-wood stem jaran [no recognized 

linguistic meaning]. 

- Léléng, léléng. . Circling, circling. . .  

- Na pesempa’ tepat anak dahu tira’, dahu tira’ ti patapan. Affectionate, 

sound of our talking, children, sound of our talking, making speech.  

- Léléng, léléng. . Circling, circling. . .  

- Mahu’ na nai niko’ metik lan sungai, metik sungai limun kanan. 
Afterall, you truly travel up the river, travel up the river Limun [no recognized linguistic 

meaning] of use.  

- Léléng, léléng. . Circling, circling. .  

Note that the main melody of the song is virtually identical to that of “Song No. 19.” 

Unlike its Christian counterpart, however, the tempo and meter of the “Léléng” 

performances were much more flexible, particularly at the sustained pitches and at 

the end of each phase. Although the performances from which this transcription was 

made occurred out of context, with the singers seated in a closed room, even when 

sung by long-dance participants, there is often a notable ebb and flow in the singing, 

as the dancers wait for a soloist to begin a verse and as the soloists slow the tempo a 

bit to allow the chorus to resound, especially when it splits into parts. Despite some 

differences in performance practice, “Song No. 19” serves as an example of a 

successful effort by the Church to recontextualize, revitalize, and ultimately help 

sustain Kenyah song in a manner that has been readily acceptable to the 

congregation. Through the use of isiu belian—the special language of song—coupled 
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with recognizable traditional melodies, parishioners were able not only to honour God 

without violating any other spirit but also to do so in a manner that was unmistakably 

Kenyah. Belian dadu’ indeed have come full circle, arising as an indigenous 

adaptation of Protestant hymn singing for use in recreational circumstances, before 

being readapted by the Catholic church as sustainable and uniquely Kenyah songs of 

worship. What can be learned from the case of Kenyah tebada’ and belian dadu’ in 

terms of the link between religion, religiosity, and sustainability of traditional 

performing arts? Most important, these examples underscore the power of the 

community itself in determining the direction of its arts in a post-conversion 

environment. Among the Kenyah, decisions to abandon or adapt old artistic 

practices, or simply to adopt new ones were made according to the converts’ 

overarching understanding, first, of the nature of the spirit world, and second, of the 

way their relationships with multiple entities within that world should be approached 

or reconciled. Following Kenyah conversion to Christianity, the rhyming, formulaic 

language of tebada’, formerly used to summon and speak with non-Christian spirits, 

was deliberately abandoned, despite a concerted effort by local Catholic leaders in 

Sarawak to incorporate it into the mass. Meanwhile, Protestant Kenyah in Kalimantan 

adapted the style of church hymns to develop long-dance songs, a new recreational 

genre cast in the unique, also spirit-rooted but non-invocatory formulaic language of 

song, isiu belian. The use of isiu belian allowed the new belian dadu’ repertoire 

quickly to be absorbed into the broader Kenyah tradition and thus be perceived as 

both ancient and indigenous. Once these long-dance songs gained popularity in 

Sarawak, the Catholic church successfully readapted them for use in the service. The 

key to the songs’ success in a Christian ritual context was the employment not only of 

tunes that had become indigenised within the Kenyah community, but also the isiu 

belian, which from a Kenyah perspective, was a powerful, respectable, distinctly 

Kenyah expression that posed no threat to the status of current or former 

relationships with the spirit realm.  

However, as has been the case with many other sustainability interventions (Titon, 

2009b), it should be noted that this development may simultaneously have tipped the 

musical eco-system in posing a threat to the original long-dance songs. During the 

last decade or so, there has been a growing tendency among younger Kenyah to 

know only the comparatively limited Christian texts of these melodies, due to 

insufficient (if any) exposure to the broader pool of song-language formulae 

employed in purely recreational long-dance performances. Returning to Grant’s 

(2014) concept of the mutually sustaining connection between music and language, 

the shrinkage of the formulaic vocabulary of isiu belian—the emblem of truly Kenyah 

song—may carry grave implications for the whole concept of Kenyah vocal 

performance. In contemporary society, the avenue toward ensuring the viability and 

integrity of Kenyah song tradition may indeed be through the church by increasing 

the variety of song language formulae employed in the songs of the Kenyah Christian 

services. Ultimately, the Kenyah of Kalimantan and Sarawak have shown that 

sustainability efforts in post-conversion settings must be guided by a solid grasp of 

the social and spiritual contexts and constructs in which music traditions are 

embedded. In other words, one must be cognisant not only of the ways in which the 

art forms operate within a particular religious environment but also the way in which 
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religion fits into a community’s broader religiosity. Without such knowledge, efforts 

toward sustainability may be made in vain. Indeed, sometimes it may be best to focus 

simply on preservation through documentation when traditions - such as tebada’ -

face abandonment. In other circumstances, by contrast, strategic adaptation of 

traditions - as exemplified by the history of belian dadu’ long-dance songs - may 

inject vitality into both traditional arts and new spiritual practices.  
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Chapter VI 

Early Mill Hill missionaries in British North-Borneo. 

 

Before the Mill Hill missionaries set foot on Borneo soil, another missionary 

had preceded them. That was Mgr. Cuarteron:  born 19th March 1816 in Cadiz, 

Spain.  

Borneo was properly recognised as a mission when, on 4th September1855, the 

Congregation of the Propagation of the Faith (Propaganda Fide) set up the 

Prefecture Apostolic of Labuan and Borneo. The first Prefect Apostolic was Mgr. Don 

Carlos Cuarteron, a member of the Third Order of the Trinitarians. He tried to 

combine in himself the roles of slave-redeemer, merchant and missionary. He was a 

sea captain before being ordained a priest on 9 April 1854. He was given as his 

assistants two Milan Foreign Missionaries.  

He arrived in Borneo around 1857. His vision of mission was to announce the Gospel 

in Borneo and in the neighbouring islands, to build groups of redeemed slaves into 

self-supporting Christian communities and to make mission work and commerce go 

hand in hand. He tried to do this with the help of the Milan Foreign Missionaries 

(PIME). The mission did not bear much fruit as Cuarteron tried to cast his net too 

wide and too quickly. However, he did manage to redeem around fifty individuals 

from slavery. In December 1879, he returned to Rome and resigned as Prefect 

Apostolic. He went home to Cardiz and died there 12 March 1880. 

The first Mill Hiller to be appointed to Borneo was Fr. T. Jackson. He was to be 

assisted by Frs. Aloys Goosens, Edmund Dunn and Daniel Kilty. These last three 

arrived  in Singapore in May 1881. They came in handy to take over St. Joseph’s 

Institute from the La Salle Brothers. There, Fr. Goosens became for a time a tutor in 

science and mathematics. Fr. Kilty stayed a few years and asked for and obtained a 

transfer to the Indian Mission, where he died in Kashmir on 23rd April 1889.  

Fr. E. Dunn, Fr. A. Goosens, Fr. J. Saliles of the Paris Foreign Missionaries and a 

Chinese catechist arrived in Kuching on 10th July 1881. They met the private 

secretary of Rajah Brooke. The Rajah had set aside ten acres of land for the use of 

the Mission in Kuching, but he suggested that the main missionary efforts should be 

directed to Upper Sarawak and the Rejang. The motives of Rajah Brooke for 

welcoming the Catholic Mission were not coloured by any great love for the Catholic 

faith but more by the hope that a successful Catholic mission would bring about 

stability which he saw as a necessary precondition to any lasting development in 

Sarawak. 

Sir James Brooke, Rajah of Sarawak KCB (29 April 1803 – 11 June 1868), was a 

British soldier and adventurer who founded the Raj of Sarawak in Borneo. He ruled 

as the first White Rajah (Governor) of Sarawak from 1841 until his death in 1868. 

Brooke was born and raised during the Company Raj of the British East India 
Company in India. After a few years of education in England, he served in the Bengal 
Army, was wounded, and resigned his commission. He then bought a ship and sailed 
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out to the Malay Archipelago where, by helping to crush a rebellion, he became 
governor of Sarawak. He then vigorously suppressed piracy in the region and, in the 
ensuing turmoil, restored the Sultan of Brunei to his throne, for which 
the Sultan made Brooke the Rajah of Sarawak. He ruled until his death.  

The early missionaries, who settled in one prefecture comprising Sarawak, North 

Borneo and Brunei, made some exploratory trips before settling in parts of Sarawak, 

Miri and Sabah, whilst gradually more Mill Hill missionaries arrived. During the first 

exploratory trip, Fr. Salines hurt his foot badly and had to return to Singapore early 

August. Fr. Jackson arrived in late August 1881. In 1883 Fr. Goossens received an 

appointment to Mill Hill, England, to teach science and mathematics. That’s what he 

did. Five years later, he returned to North Borneo and was the Rector of Limbahau 

(Sabah) for many years. Some priests are mentioned as stationed both in North 

Borneo and Sarawak, as these two regions formed one ecclesiastical prefecture. 

In 1882, Fr. Aloysius Keizer and Fr. B. Pundleiter arrived. Fr. Keizer was born  in 

Denekamp, the Netherlands, on 19-8-1853; he was one of the first missionaries 

among the Melanaus and the Dayaks. He worked there for 38 years. When he had a 

stroke, he went back to the Netherlands. He died in Roosendaal on 6th December 

1920. 

In 1883 Fr. A. Prenger and Fr A Heidegger arrived. 

In 1884 Fr. I. Byron, subdeacon F. Dibona and Bro.Theodore Wagner arrived. 

In 1885, Fr. Reyffert and Fr. Felix Westerwoud arrived. Fr. Westerwoud became very 

well known in Holland because of his Mission stories.  

Fr. Dunn went first to Sibu, Sari, Kapit and then settled in Kanowit. Frs. T. Jackson 

and D. Kilty went to Labuan. 

By 1885, there were seven stations: Kuching, the Singhi, Kanowit, Labuan, Putatan,  

Bundu Penyu and Sandakan. 

Mission progress was slow due to the sheer difficulty of the terrain, slave raids of 

the fierce Iranuns and pirates from Sulu. Even as late as 1885, people on the West 

Coast were still a prey to slave raiders from Brunei. The vigorous policies of the 

Brookes in Sarawak  brought slave trading under some control, but the population 

remained very small and people dwelt in longhouses which were scattered widely 

along many rivers.   

Other important considerations that affected mission work were rampant diseases 

like cholera, dysentery and malaria. Moreover certain customs, particularly in 

reference to marriage, gave many pastoral problems. Simultaneous polygamous 

unions were permitted but not of common occurrence. But successive polygamy, 

where a man or a woman has several partners at different times was a very normal 

practice. Some priests recognised only the first valid marriage in native custom and 

not the successive ones. Fr. Jackson, the Prefect Apostolic, felt completely 

incompetent to deal with the matter. The consultation with Mill Hill in London and with 

scholars in Belgium did not result in a definite solution.  

Another problem was the lack of money to build schools and churches. Fr. T. 

Jackson promised parish priests to help them out. But he could not realise his 
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promises. In 1884, Fr. Jackson had to return to England for the General Mill Hill 

Chapter and decided to use that opportunity to make appeals in England and Ireland. 

In 1885, he obtained the services of Sisters for the mission. The cost of bringing them 

and setting them up in Borneo whipped out most of what he had gained in his 

begging tour. In 1889, Fr. Jackson left again for Europe. This time he toured also the 

United States of America. He stayed away for nearly four years. As the money came 

in, he sent it directly to Fr. Haidegger. That money made it possible to build 

permanent churches and schools in the stations that had been established i.e. a 

church and school at Kuching and buildings at Kanowit.  

When Fr. Jackson returned to Borneo in 1893, he discovered that several of his 

fellow missionaries were in poor health. Fever had been the trigger for depression 

and melancholy. He advised Mill Hill to grant them vacation in Europe. But Mill Hill 

did not fancy that idea. They interpreted the missionary vow meaning that one went 

out and did not come home anymore. Fr. B. Kurz died as a young man on 1st 

September 1895. Only after Fr. Kurz died, they permitted Fr. J. Byron to return to Mill 

Hill. Within a year of his return he died on 30th October 1896. Fr. Jackson suffered 

also from the same kind of depression, but needed the intervention of Ranee 

Margaret of Sarawak and the complaints of Frs. Haidegger and Verbrugge to have 

him relieved of his office of Prefect Apostolic. A consultation was held about who 

could succeed Fr. Jackson. The outcome was that Fr. Dunn was appointed on 4th 

May 1897, though he had received only one vote in the consultation having the 

advantage among other things of being British.  

At the time of the 1897 Chapter, the following mission stations had been established: 

Kuching, Kanowit, the Singhi, Labuan, Inobong, Papar, Putatan, Bundu Kuala Penyu 

and Sandakan. Also at Penampang, Sibu, Serambu and Padawan. Some stations 

had been erected, because the resident Fathers were at loggerheads with each 

other. This was the case in the establishment of the mission at Kinuta and at Bauan. 

The 1901 Chapter lists the following stations: Kuching,  Bundu Kuala Panyu, 

Kanowit, the Singhi, Bauan (Rejang), Kinuta (Papar), Lower Rejang, Penampang and 

Labuan. Inobong and Sandakan. 

The 1906 Chapter added Cut-Oya, Mukah and Jesselton.  In the 1916 chapter report 

Sibu is mentioned again as well as Cut-Oya. At the 1921 Chapter there is mention of 

Miri, Putatang and Saga-Singhi. 

Mgr. Dunn attended the 1914 General Chapter in London. When the war broke out, 

he volunteered for a chaplaincy thinking that the war would last a few months. He 

obtained his release from the army in 1916, free to return to his Mission. 

The Singhi mission had a checkered history. Originally it had been chosen, because 

Fr. F. Westerwoudt wished to serve in a very difficult mission. The opening of Sibu 

mission in 1902 is significant in so far as it indicates the first push in the Rejang 

district towards work among the Chinese. The government of Sarawak and North 

Borneo had embarked on a policy of encouraging Chinese immigration in order to 

speed up the development of the two states. The Sibu and Jesselton foundations 

were the mission’s reaction to that large influx of Chinese labour during the earlier 

part of the century. 
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The Baram mission opened by Fr. Jansens at Marudi in 1903 was dogged by 

difficulties from its very beginning and achieved almost no results at all. The 63 year 

old Mgr. Dunn could have claimed the right to rest, but he still planned further 

expansion. Sandakan mission began to expand towards Kudat and Tawau. The 

opening of the Solimpupun coal mines led to a large influx of labour from China and 

the Philippines and prompted the establishment of the Tawau mission in 1922. At 

that time, the Sadong coal fields in Sarawak had started operations and the 

government asked the mission to establish a school to serve the needs of the labour 

force. This was the beginning of the Sadong mission, which set up its headquarters 

at Serian in 1928. The exploitation of the oil discoveries in Brunei acted in the same 

way to make Brunei more important to Labuan. Mgr. Dunn encouraged each mission 

to plant rubber gardens as a means of income. In 1921, he reported that Kuching 

owned 30 acres of rubber, Saga 20 acres, Kanowit 40 acres, Sibu 27 acres and the 

Baram mission 30 acres. All these rubber holdings were in Sarawak. North Borneo 

mission stations had no income bearing land at all. 

The Rector of the mission of Jesselton was Rev. Fr. Valentine Weber who had 
taken over from Fr. van der Heyden five years previously. The mission was built up 
over eight years by Mill Hill missionaries. However, as the old buildings were not able 
to accommodate all the worshippers, a new church was erected. Fr. Weber designed 
the building, which was made of camphor wood. Its size was 76 X 30 feet and the 
tower was 54 feet tall, excluding the cross. The choir was on the singers’ loft under 
the bell tower which had louvred windows. Apart from the main altar, there were two 
side altars at the east end of the nave dedicated to the Virgin Mary and St. Joseph. 
The new structure could house a congregation of up to 500 people. Non- Catholics 
also contributed towards the cost of building the church. The site on a hill overlooking 
the sea at Karamunsing creek was donated by the government. Before that, the 
government had supported the Sacred Heart mission school for boys. 

The formal opening with dedication and blessings was on June 22, 1911, which also 
happened to be coronation day, with Fr. Goosens officiating. Actually, the church was 
first used earlier on June 4, 1911, on Whit Sunday. For the ceremony, there was 
much fanfare with a procession, Mass and Benedictions. The walls outside the 
church and then the interior were sprinkled with blessed water by Fr. Goosens. As 
the celebrant priest, he wore an ornate, gold chasuble. Frs. Weber and Wachter 
played the organ, whilst Fr. Smeele was master of ceremony. The attendant clergy 
were Frs. Duxneuner as deacon and Luppes as sub-deacon. Two Franciscan nuns 
from Papar were also present. 

By 1920, the missions in Sarawak, the Rejang and the Papar - Jesselton section of 
North-Borneo were well established and saw an expansion from Sandakan towards 
Kudat and Tawau due to the opening of the Solimpupun coal mines. The discovery of 
oil in the Miri-Bintulu area in the 1920s confirmed the importance of the Miri mission. 

In the late 1930s, the rector of the Singhi station was discovered to be living with his 

housekeeper and had four children with her. Mgr. Hopfgartner was so incensed by 

the scandal, and by what he regarded as the connivance of the Singhi people in 

concealing it, that he had the whole station burned to the ground and mission 

operations in the area were transferred to Bau. 
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Father Jan Rientjes, born in Ootmarsum  (the Netherlands) on 5th July 1852 was 

ordained a priest on 15th August 1876 and worked some years in the diocese of 

Utrecht. Later he joined Mill Hill. On 18 September 1889, he left Europe for Borneo 

and arrived in Sandakan. Soon he was appointed to Gaya, an island north of Labuan. 

He tried to learned Malay and Dusun at the same time. Not easy for someone past 

forty years of age. Nobody was around when he drowned in the Patatan river. 

Bernard Wensink was born in Borne, (Zenderen) on 6th January 1873. He went to 

Mill Hill in 1893 and was ordained a priest in 1899. He was appointed to Sarawak. He 

left his country on 23rd  September 1899 and arrived in Kenawit on 12th March 1900. 

Kenawit is a tributary of the big Rejang river. He stayed there only a few months. 

Whilst bathing or learning how to swim, he drowned in the Kenawit river. This 

accident was the reason why the headquarters of the Mill Hill Missionaries was 

moved from Kenawit to Kuching, the capital of Sarawak.  

Father Bernard Mulder was born in Oldenzaal, the Netherlands, 20th August 1872. 

In 1901 he was ordained a priest and sent to Sarawak. He was appointed to Dalat 

among the Melanau people. He started a new parish and a boys’ school and a girls’ 

school. He wrote a book about the Melanau. It was called Caeleste Palmetum. It was 

printed in 1920. He also wrote a dictionary of the Malanau language. A Scottish 

student borrowed it and the wordlist disappeared. Fr. Bernard was nicknamed Toean 

Grudaar. His brother Antoon was a Mill Hill missionary too. Antoon resided in Mukah. 

Father Bernard died during a midday conversation. The pipe dropped out of his 

mouth. He suffered a stroke, 9th March 1928. His brother Antoon held the funeral 

oration. 

Father Anthony (Antoon) Mulder was born 10th March 1874 in Oldenzaal. He left 

for Sarawak 19th September 1903. He started that mission station after first having 

stayed for some time at the original Cut-Oya mission. That station was cut into two: 

Dalat and Mukah.  In 1905 he started the Mukah Boys Band. Father Anthony was 

interned by the Japanese. He became the handyman in the camp. He came out of 

the camp with a shattered arm. He returned to his country of birth in 1949 and lived in 

Oldenzaal. On 10th October 1965 he died in Vrijland, Oosterbeek, Holland. 

The sixth Provincial Chapter of June 1921 suggested that Rome be requested to 

raise the Prefecture to the status of a Vicariate with a bishop in charge. Father F. 

Henry, the superior General, declined to approve the report, because he had not 

been consulted, and because the Chapter had not thanked him for the special gifts 

amounting to 1,000 guineas. It is to be noted that between 1919 and 1924 not one 

single priest or brother was appointed to Borneo. In 1924, Bishop Biermans 

succeeded Fr. Henry as superior general. Bishop Biermans boosted the staff of the 

Borneo mission by 28 new members during his time in office. 

Bishop Biermans sent the recommendation for a Vicariate to Rome. On 7th February 

1927, Rome divided the prefecture on political grounds. North Borneo, Labuan and 

Brunei were cut off from the old Prefecture. They constituted the Prefecture of North 

Borneo under Mgr. Wachter (26th July 1927). The remainder was designated the 

Prefecture of Sarawak under Mgr. Dunn. 
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Mgr. Dunn developed prostate problems and neglected to see a doctor. Since he 

would attend the 1934 Mill Hill Chapter in London, he left Borneo on 11th December 

1933 by boat after having appointed Fr. Hopfgartner, his pre-Prefect, to run the 

mission in his absence. Fr. Dunn died at sea on 30th December 1933, in the Indian 

Ocean.  

Fr. A. Wachter received considerable subsidies, but was not a financial wizard!  He 

was openhanded, a beggar’s delight, a soft touch. Almost yearly, the office of 

procurator changed hands. Stability was achieved only in 1938 with the appointment 

of Fr. A. Antonissen. He remained procurator of the Vicariate until his retirement in 

1965. During the Japanese occupation, Mgr. Wachter acted as his own procurator. In 

the 1930s he began to build a huge cathedral at Penampang. North Borneo earned 

the nickname of the four Popes, because of the way Wachter, Weber, Stotter and 

Goosens all ignored one another and did what they liked. The people of Penampang 

loved Mgr. Wachter and to remember him, they raised a monument to him in the form 

of a bell tower added to Michael’s Penampang in 1979.  During the Japanese 

occupation, the church only had its walls completed. It happened to be a blessing, 

because the Japanese could not use it as military barracks and the Australian army 

saw no point in bombing the building site. When Father A. Antonissen became the 

rector of Penampang, he completed the building by putting on a roof. Although Mgr. 

Wachter did not speak Chinese, he was very conscious of the need to influence them 

and invited Chinese priests to the prefecture. 

Between 1927 and 1929 twenty-one Mill Hill priests and four lay brothers were sent 

to North Borneo. This permitted the opening of stations at Kudat and Tuaran in 1930 

and at Keningau and Kuala Belait in 1936. 

After Fr. Dunn’s death on 30 December 1933, Fr. Hopfgartner took complete charge 

of the Prefecture, until he was officially appointed. Missionaries described him as a 

hard working not very effusive priest, self-effacing and humorous in a quiet, gentle 

manner. But during his tenure, the Prefecture survived the slump of the 1930s, it 

weathered the Japanese occupation and began the slow task of re-opening and re-

building the old stations once Sarawak became a colony in 1946. He died quietly as 

he had lived, on 15th May 1949. Fr. John Vos succeeded him  and was officially 

appointed his successor in November 1949.  
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 Local languages 

The Churches, while often considered culpable in the demise of older performance 

traditions, have in fact made conscientious efforts to sustain and cultivate them. A 

grasp not merely of the religion but also of the religiosity of a community is necessary 

to help guide our efforts to preserve, perpetuate or propagate both the local language 

and the traditional music.  

Sometimes, it is suggested that missionaries contributed to the demise of local 

culture, including the local languages. To do justice to the missionaries, it may be fair 

to show that they often were the first to put the local language in writing. They had to 

invent the orthography and later to constantly improve upon it, to make a choice for a 

standard among regional differences and to invent or borrow words from other 

languages so as to express rightly Christian concepts. 

When State papers later talked about indigenous language to be used in primary 

education, they were thinking of Malay, whilst Catholic mission sources were in that 

case talking of Iban, Kadazan, Melanau, Dayak or anyone of the Chinese languages. 

I’ll copy the information given by Fr. Rooney in order to show how the early 

missionaries in Northern Borneo felt pressed to use the local language as their 

means of communication. In doing so, they contributed to the realisation and 

conservation of wordlists, local stories and history. By using the local language, the 

pastoral workers made the population feel proud of her own culture, a prerequisite for 

true development. 

The earliest vocabulary lists were far from perfect. The 1958 publication of Fr. A. 

Antonissen’s Kadazan Dictionary and Grammar seemed finally to have provided a 

near perfect orthography, which made adequate provision for the various word forms 

in the different dialects. Fr. Antonissen’s system was accepted almost immediately as 

standard by the government and the newspapers. About the same time, however, the 

Borneo Evangelical Mission began to publish scripture books in an almost completely 

different orthography. A deplorably situation. 

Some of the following authors worked in N. Borneo (Sabah), others in Sarawak. So 

the missionaries of the following publications wrote their researches in various local 

languages.  

1. Fr. E. Dunn: “Thought on Death”  of St Alphonsus Liguori in Iban, 1886 

 

2. Fr. E. Dunn: Dayaks of Sarawak, Borneo, 23 Nov. 1887 

 

3. Fr. E Dunn: Sural Penganjaran. 1887 (Little catechism), in Iban. 

 

4. Fr. A. Prenger: The Dusuns of North Borneo and their riddles (Geneva, 1894) 

 

5. Fr. A. Prenger: Dictionary of the Dusun language. 

 

6. Fr. J. Stotter : Surat Orang, Iban Prayer Book, Brixen 1904. 
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7. Anthropos: Religious Rites and Customs of the Sea Dayaks: the Mengap Bungai 

Taun, 1912-1914,  

 

8. Fr.  L Barry: English Iban phrasebook, Kuching. Undated 

 

9. Fr. A. Mulders: Caeleste Palmetum: prayer book, Sarawak, 1920 

 

10.  Fr. Mulder (Bernard): Dictionary of the Malanau language. 

 

11. Fr. A. Klerk:  1. Surat Embayang kena Anak Biak  

      2. Tuku Sacramenta, Kanowit. 

      3. Jerita Empakat Lama unggau Empekat Baru, Turnhout.  

 

12.  Fr. A. Goossens: A Grammar and vocabulary  of the Dusun language (1924) 

 

13.  Fr. A. Antonissen: Kooimaan Ngaavi di Tuan Jesus, Daughters of St Paul. 

 

14.  Fr. J. Staal: The Dusuns of North Borneo, (Anthropos, 1923-1924). 

 

15.  Fr.  J. Staal:  Dusun Drinking Songs, Anthropos, 1926. 

 

16.  Fr. J. Staal: Dusun Love Songs, anthropos, 1926. 

 

17.  Fr. J. Staal: A heathen Dusun Prayer, Anthropos, 1927 

 

18.  Fr. W.  Smit: Suat Ngaavi de tadau Minggu om Tadau Tongobitus, Penampang. 

 

19.  Vazaan doid Surga: Kadazan Prayer book. (successive editions) 

 

20.  Fr. Antonissen + Fr Verhoeven: The Kadazan Dictionary and Grammar.  Batu 

Lintang camp, 29 Jan.1943 

 

21.  Anonymous: Undang Undang do Pisasavaan do Tuhun Kadazan; Kadazan 

marriage law and customs: Sabah Church Archives (no date). 

 

22.  Fr. G. Lampe: Testamentum Haid, Penampang, 1948 

 

23.  Fr. A Reyffert: Vocabulary of English and Sarawak Land Dayak (Singhi tribe),   

Kuching, 1950 

 

24.  Fr. P. Aichner : Some Customs and Practices among the Land Dayaks, 1950 

 

25.  Fr. A. Antonissen: Katechismus, Melanau catechism and prayer books 1950 + 

1953 
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26.  Fr. A. Verhoeven: Folklore et chansons Dusun, Hong Kong Mission bulletin,1955 

 

27.  Fr. A. Antonissen:  Borneo’s Bobohizans, Mission Bulletin, 1955 

 

28.  Fr. A . Antonissen: Kadazan Dictionary and Grammar, Canberra, 1958 

 

29.  Fr. L. Schwabel: Buk Sembayang (Patna 1958) 

 

30.  Fr. Arie Mak: Semiang Adat Kristen, (Hoorn, 1958) 

 

31.  Fr. L. Schwabel: Katechisom (Bau), 4 publications), Patna, 4 publ.Bau,1960  

 

32.  Fr F. Baartmans : Mud Healing Rites, 1966. 

 

33.  Fr. G. Bruggeman: Tususa Sanbayang Misa ngemaJake Iban, Kanowit,1966                      

 

34. Fr. S. Pichler + S. Lading:  Cherita Sempekat Lama unggau Sempekat Baru 

ditusi ka Anembiak. (Marudi, 1967). 

 
35.  Bishop Galvin: Vocabulary of Kenyah, 1967. 

 
36.  Iban Liturgical Commission : Datai Tuan, Kuching, undated.    

 

37.  Fr. J. Meehan: Surat Semiang inya Bidayu,  Kuching 1969 

 

38.  Fr. B. Welling:  Simayang Bidayah Katolik, Patna (undated).   

 

39.  Fr. B. Welling: Tapa Ngajar Manusia  (Bidayuh), Patna, undated.                                                                                                                                          

 

40.  Anonymous : Wa Posaia Eklesia Katolika Jegum Adat Kristian, Kuching, 1969 

 

41.  Fr. H. van Erp: Katekism Adat Kristen, Sadong, Patna, undated. 

 

42.  Fr. F. Baartmans: Marriage among the “Lepo’ Tau” Kenyah Long Moh, Baram, 

Sarawak, 1971. 

 

43.  Bishop Galvin: Sebayang Singget Tau. Prayers for every day.( On the Banks of 

the Baram), Singapore, 1972. 

 

44.  Bishop Galvin and Fr F. Baartmans: Sebob Dirge, Brunei Museum, 1972 

 

45.  Fr. F. Baartmans: Balan Nyaring mejong Muan  (Synopsis). 

 

46.  Anonymous: Pejong ne Allah, Miri, 1974 

 

47.  Anonymous: Sembayang Putung Dau, Miri, 1974 



74 
 

 

48.  Fr. Gerrit Bruggeman : English-Iban dictionary (awaiting publication) 1976 

 

49.  Fr. Piet de Wit’s collection of Malay Christian terms is probably the most 

comprehensive Borneo collection of its kind; it keeps close to the basic Malay 

words, but evidences two linguistic qualities, which may be described as 

refinement and borrowing. By refinement, an ordinary Malay word is endowed 

with a specialised meaning as in the terms persaudaraan segala orang kudus 

(communion of saints, literally: kinship of holy people) and kasambutan suchi 

used to signify two different uses of the Christian term ‘communion.’ Borrowing 

occurs when the Christian idea cannot be expressed in Malay or when the Malay 

term is misleading. An example of this is the use of the Arabic word rahmat for 

grace instead of the Malay term ridzwan with its heavy Muslim overtones. Such 

borrowings  are made generally from Latin, only occasionally from Arabic. The 

strong links Borneo languages have with Malay may seem sufficient justification 

for the extensive  Malay borrowing  which has characterised much of the Christian 

terminology chosen by the missionaries, but there is another factor which 

demands consideration, the distinction between the arcane and common forms of 

Borneo languages. For there is a marked difference  between the language  of 

tribal ritual and the language of  everyday work. Early missionaries were afraid of 

the arcane language as they thought it to be so layered with pagan overtones as 

to be an unsuitable vehicle for Christian expressions. The Malay borrowings are 

normally accompanied by a certain technical level of refinement, but other 

refinements seem to have occurred in the use of such words as the Iban nimet for 

grace, which is found in different forms in Dayak, Melanau, Kayan and Kenyah 

missionary texts. The last decade has, however, seen a revised missionary  

interest in the arcane language forms, which seems to aim at the reversal of the 

approaches of the past hundred years. (The work of the Iban liturgical 

commission is notable in this respect) (Rooney, pages 114-115).   

‘Discussions of social change demand consideration of the language of the agents of 

such change. It was not until the seventeenth century that catholic missiological 

thinking actually formulated the principal that the indigenous language must be used 

in evangelisation. It seems appropriate to consider here the catholic mission’s 

contribution to studies of Borneo languages, but it is not possible to assess 

accurately the impact that these studies had on the enrichment of the languages or 

on the changes in indigenous attitudes in the move from an unwritten to a written 

language and culture.  

Additional writing about the region: 

A History of the Catholic Church in East Malaysia and Brunei (1880-1976) by John 

Rooney (June, 1981). 

 

Chapter VIII 

       The Japanese occupation  
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This chapter describes the period of the occupation by Japan before the internment 

in the infamous camp, Batu Lintang, 

The beginning of the occupation of Borneo has been described amongst others by 

the Mill Hiller Father Gerrit Bruggeman, by Brother Vitalis of the Huijbergen Teaching 

Brothers and by Mill Hill man Father Buis.  

 

1. Narration by Father G. Bruggeman was stationed at Kanowit when Japan 

declared the war on the world.  

It was Christmas day 1941 when he writes: 

“Yesterday, we heard that the Japanese conquered Kuching, the capital of Sarawak, 

where many Mill Hill missionaries worked. We cancelled the midnight Mass and we 

advised people to leave women and children at home and not take them along for the 

Mass on Christmas Day. We were afraid that the Japanese would bomb our mission 

station. At the same time, bombs were dropped on Sibu. There was not much 

damage. But panic broke out. The Resident and government officials fled. People 

started to plunder. The Dayaks started their head-hunting. In and around Sibu thirty 

heads were gathered. Chinese and Malays feared the most. After some days the 

Chinese organised themselves, arrested the head-hunters and put an end to the 

chaos. 

Father Leo Barry and myself, we had a busy day. In the afternoon at around four 

o’clock, I started the outboard engine to visit the family Kidd and wish them a happy 

Christmas. They lived some fifteen minutes from the Mission station. Whilst we were 

there celebrating Christmas, we received a telegram from the District officer saying 

that Sibu had been bombed. At half past five, I went home, where Fr Barry and the 

District officer stood in front of the house together with some important Dayaks of the 

Kanowit District. The Dayaks decided that the Sisters and the Fathers had to leave 

the Mission and should move to Dayak houses, The Dayaks were convinced that the 

Japanese would bomb Kanowit Mission too. As it was too late for us to leave in the 

evening, we promised the Dayaks to leave next morning. We informed the Sisters to 

be ready next morning at seven o’clock. The seven Sisters from Sibu with some forty 

Chinese girls and babies had already occupied our boys’ school. In the evening we 

agreed that Father Barry and the Kanowit Sisters with their children would go upriver 

to Empan-house, at half an hour’s rowing distance. I would take the Sibu Sisters and 

the children to Grammai, a trip of one hour by outboard engine.  

Next morning, I left with two invalid girls and a bigger girl. They would take care of the 

babies. I wanted to prepare the Sisters’ arrival first. After our arrival, the local Dayaks 

were very helpful. They were worried about the Sisters and the children. The first 

thing we did was constructing a provisional kitchen building. They all would stay in 

the chapel. I would move to the Dayak longhouse. At ten o’clock, the boat arrived 

with the Sisters, the girls and the luggage. At first, the girls did not feel at ease being 

at the mercy of the ’head-hunters.’  Slowly their fear dissipated. In the evening, I 

relaxed knowing that the Sisters and their Chinese girls were safe in the new chapel. 
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In the afternoon of the following day, we received the news that Father Barry and his 

flock were fine in Empan-house. In the evening we got the message that Frs Buis 

and Dekker had arrived from Sibu. The Resident had advised them to consult us 

about the new situation.  

At night we got the news that all the Sibu government officials had fled to the interior. 

For the Dayaks, the situation was clear: we all had to move further upriver. However, 

the Sisters preferred to go downriver, to Empan-house.                                                             

People started lining up for confession. They suspected that it could take long to see 

a priest again. 

I thought that we would move upriver. But Frs. Buis and Dekker convinced the 

Dayaks of the dangers implied in a further trip. Father Dekker came to Grammai to 

keep me company. A couple of days later, I went downriver and visited some 

outstations. Fr. Buis came to our place now and again to leave some children. We did 

not have any idea what was going to happen in case the Japanese would find us.  

Very soon I heard that the Dayaks had taken up their old trade of headhunting. I 

called the Dayaks together and pleaded with them not to inform the Sisters about the 

headhunting. If they would know, they surely would return to Kanowit and to Sibu. All 

that time, we had not seen any Japanese. But the Malays sent a delegation to 

Kuching requesting the Japanese to come to Sibu immediately. They wrote that they 

feared a battlefield, since three hundred Dayaks had gathered at a tributary of the 

Rejang to launch an attack on the Chinese and the Malays. For that reason, the first 

Japanese arrived at Sibu on 27 January and on 29 January at Kanowit, 1942. 

They invited us. We were told that we would not be interned. However, we were not 

allowed to go downriver to Sibu, except with the permission of the government. We 

could move around in Kanowit and continue our work.  

On April 1st 1942 we received the message that we had to close the school and that 

all teaching had to stop. However, we still could visit people and administer the 

sacraments. Two weeks later, the Japanese called us up. They interrogated us and 

told us not to move around anymore. We felt that this was the preparation for our 

internment. We protested and after much discussions and beating on the table by the 

Japanese, they allowed us to administer the last sacraments. On weekdays, the 

church had to be closed. On Sundays only, the church could be open. But every 

morning, I said Mass at the Sisters’ convent.  

May 13th 1942. The Indian physician arrived from Sibu. Father Barry took him to the 

mission hospital. I went to the school, when a local government official arrived with a 

sombre looking Chinese secretary. This man confided me the message: ”All 

Europeans to Sibu on May 18th.” This was what I had been afraid of all the time. I 

went to warn Fr. Barry who took the two strangers to the Sisters. We could not do 

anything. In no time everybody knew. The Dayaks had a meeting from early in the 

morning till late at night. They decided to send a delegation and ask the Japanese to 

allow us to remain. It was for us no option to hide in the forest, because we would 

endanger the local population. 

May 17, 1942: This is our last Sunday at Kanowit.. Lots of people have come to say 

goodbye. On Monday morning May 18th, at nine o’clock in the morning we left 

Kanowit: three Sisters, Mr. and Mrs. Kidd, Father Barry and myself, Father G. 
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Bruggeman. At twelve o’clock we arrived at Sibu and saw the other missionaries. We 

tried to forget the horrible circumstances and enjoy the evening. Now and again a 

sulky Japanese dropped in to observe us. The next day, we went onto the boat to 

Kuching. The boat was packed, we were pushed onto the boat making more room 

where there was not any. The boat was permitted to carry sixteen persons. On our 

boat we were eighty. I did not care for myself, but the way they treated the Sisters 

was terrible.  We arrived in Kuching on 20 May. At 14.00 hours we were behind 

barbed wire.  

2. Brother Vitalis.                                                                                                                      

Brother Vitalis of the Huijbergen teaching Brothers was in Pontianak, Kalimantan 
at the start of the war. He and twenty one of his fellow Brothers were also interned 
in Batu Lintang Camp. He wrote letters to his relatives in Labuan, where, in 
September 1945, he and his colleagues were recuperating after their internment. 
His story was found in the Mill Hill archives at Oosterbeek, Holland. 

“8th December 1942, the war started between Dutch Indies and Japan. All the 
Japanese were arrested and interned by the Dutch military and carried off. The 
Japanese had been all over ‘Indonesia’ as dentists, photographers or with other jobs. 
In fact, they functioned as spies. On 19 December of that year, a great bombardment 
took place. It began at midday without any sirens sounding. Nine planes flew over 
Pontianak. Our whole building was shaking. Everything hanging on the walls fell 
down. Shrapnel spread all over the place. Monsignor van Valenberg’s leg was slightly 
injured. The first thing I did was to quit our home, I fled to our refuge (trench). 
Everything shook and boomed like when an earthquake shakes. The bishop and the 
children started praying. Then the Monsignor heard confessions and blessed people. 
It was the first time in my life that I made my confession in public. I could not care, 
most people did not understand Dutch anyway and I really could not bother. 

When the noise died down, I went outside to observe the situation. I was shocked to 
see that, in dozens of places, homes were on fire. Every time I went back to 
Monsignor to report the situation. Our fire station was ready to sally forth as was the 
rule. But the crew waited in vain for the message to get going. Later it appeared the 
chief’s house and complete adjacent streets were on fire. Even the telephone did not 
work anymore. I ran to the place of disaster. I had not yet moved one hundred 
metres, when the nine enemy aircraft reappeared. They were busy releasing their 
bombs, while I was still looking for a refuge. Where I was, all the structures were 
made of wood. Too dangerous to hide in. Whilst boards and pieces of wood were 
passing overhead, I threw myself flat on the ground. That I remembered from the 
instructions given every night on the radio. When I stood upright again, it was a sorry 
sight to see. The road and the buildings were in pieces. Around me, there were 58 
dead and wounded. Apart from the ruined buildings, trees lay flat on the ground or 
were snapped like matches. Huges pits and holes in the road, one was like a pond 
with the dimension of five by six metres. Lots of shards flew overhead. Through my 
presence of mind to throw myself immediately on the ground, I survived the 
onslaught. Later I searched where the shards had hit their targets: some shards had 
hit doors a few yards from the spot where I walked. They were severely damaged 
with holes of one decimetre in size. When I rose from the ground, I noticed that my 
mouth was filled with mud. I hurried off to seek help for the wounded lying in the 
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street. Near me lay a woman with an awful wound in her upper leg. The baby 
strapped on her back was alright. Monsignor gave me a compliment that I had done 
the right thing at that critical moment. Later on he taught people to follow the example 
of brother Vitalis.  At the back of our house rows of houses were on fire. I kept 
Monsignor informed of the danger that threatened the presbytery, the church and the 
school. When the fire came into our direction, the fire hydrant drove to the scene of 
disaster and saved our buildings. In the meantime, the Japanese came back time 
and again. I kept running to our air raid shelter. After the bombardments the enemy 
machine gunned people and buildings. It was awful to hear. I was leaning against a 
wall of sandbags and was convinced that my last hour had come. I prayed until the 
enemy disappeared. In the meantime our own aircraft arrived from the airfield that 
was situated some 200 km from Pontianak. They attacked and chased the Japanese 
planes. 

Monsignor and I went to look around town: streets with houses on both sides were on 
fire. Many mission buildings were reduced to ashes. The damage was enormous. 
Happily enough, our churches, presbyteries, the Sisters’ convent and the hospital 
were intact. The primary school of our Brothers had been bombed and some ten 
boys had been killed. Rows of dead and wounded were lying on the streets. Trucks 
came round to pick them up and transport them to the hospital.  There was no time to 
eat that day. Towards the evening the hospital asked for more helping hands. Four of 
us jumped on a bike. The square in front of the hospital was filled with dead and 
wounded people. What a misery! The hall, the office, the clinic, the wards, the 
operation theatre, all filled with dead, wounded and dying people. Even outside on 
the way to the morgue, also there wounded, dying and dead people. Most of them 
bled to death, because there were not enough helping hands. Some injured people 
had arrived at three in the afternoon, but at 11.00 o’clock at night no one had come to 
tend to them. In the morgue there was no more space to depose the corpses. They 
lay piled up in one great heap. Physicians and nurses were everywhere busy to 
bandage the wounded and to amputate arms and legs. I baptised some people dying 
giving them the name of my father, namely Edouard. Around ten o’clock in the 
evening, I went to have something to eat at the convent. Monsignor had insisted that 
I should not stay on too long. The work could be too much for me, because I had 
experienced the bombardments too. But we continued till midnight. My nerves were 
still fine. Even in the midst of terrible wounds, once you are on the job, you continue 
all the same.  

If people who cause such butchery of innocent men, women and children, would see  
all this misery, they would do otherwise. Later I noticed that our situation was still 
peanuts compared to the bombardments in the big cities after the onslaught  by 
thousands of planes and even bigger bombs and artillery. 

At midnight I went home. Nobody there. Everyone had taken up his bed and had 
gone to the air raid shelter at the university. My bed was already there. That’s how 
we spent the night.  

From Batavia doctors and nurses came by plane to take care of the seriously 
wounded. They and those who had had limbs amputated died all the same. The 
whole town was deserted, people had fled into the forest. Father David and myself 
went at night to the Sisters’ convent to make sure the Sisters were safe. Dutch 
women and children were evacuated to Java.  
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The sabotage service started its designated job: ferries, motorbikes, factories, 
electricity, cars, trucks were either dismantled or destroyed. Big warehouses and 
stores were emptied, the stuff being carried off. Then the warehouses and factories 
which would be useful to the enemy were set on fire. Big stores of rubber went up in 
flames and terrible columns of black smoke were visible for many days. Next day, the 
enemy planes came back machine gunning the town. Soon a Japanese on a bike 
met the three of us.  We raised our hands. Half an hour later three more Japanese 
arrived. They were kind. We gave them some drinks and cigarettes. They went off 
again. Half an hour later a Japanese with a Malay spy approached us. The Japanese 
put a pistol to my head, menacing to shoot me. With our hands raised we walked 
from street to street, not knowing what was going to happen. Finally we arrived at a 
great building where Japanese came from all sides with cars, bikes, motorbikes 
which they had exacted from the people. 

3. Father Chin 

Father Chin was the son of Chinese parents in Sarawak. At the time, he was the first 

and only local priest in British Borneo. He was the protégé of Father Quadekker.  

During the Japanese occupation, Father Chin took care of the Rajang and the Mukay 

regions. He was imprisoned twice, flogged three times. Once he underwent 

‘waterboarding’, one of the most painful torture the Japanese applied to their 

prisoners. Once he was condemned to death but later freed by a Japanese lieutenant 

who had studied in Europe and who sympathised with Father Chin. Also the thirteen 

Chinese nuns remained free. Many Catholics, notably the most influential, were 

murdered by the Japanese.  

Father Chin wrote his own story: 

At the internment of the European missionaries, I felt myself like a bird which had lost 

contact with its flock. What to do with the different parishes, the thirteen Chinese 

Sisters and their boys and girls?  For three and a half years, I was a lonely priest 

along the Redlang river. I thought at first to be completely free.  But in fact I was 

constantly followed by the terrible Japanese Police.                                                                   

On 10 January 1942  I received an order to clear the Sibu boys’ school within twenty 

four hours. This implied that we had to take out the school benches and take them to 

the Sisters’ school. One day later, we had to empty the presbytery, also within twenty 

four hours. The Sibu Sisters and all the boys and girls were busy the whole day.  I 

understood that the Japanese wanted to house their troops in those mission 

buildings. In the meantime, the Mukah Sisters arrived in Sibu also. During the first 

year of the Japanese terror, rumours had it that all young women and girls would be 

married off to Japanese soldiers and policemen. Therefore out of fear some girls of 

the Sibu Sisters hurriedly contracted a local marriage.                                                                   

In July 1942 Japanese troops started visiting the Sibu convent. That’s why I sent all 

the Sibu nuns with their girls and two boys to Sungei Dassan. It was a difficult 

departure, because it had to happen at night.  

On 15 August 1942 the feast day of our Lady’s assumption, the Japanese arrived, 

just when I left the sacristy to say mass. There were nine of them, eight Japanese 

policemen and one Javanese friend of theirs. They stood, with all their weaponry, in 
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front of me as if they were going to arrest a band of robbers. I had to come along. I 

expected to be shot. In fact I was locked up for thirty four days.  

The Japanese searched all the buildings and robbed everything they could use. 

Brother Andrew went quickly to the Sisters in Dassan. The boys fled and hid. Many 

Christians became scared and removed all religious images from their homes, 

because, they thought, why else did the Japanese incarcerate me? I was accused of 

cooperation with the British National Funds and of making anti-Japanese 

propaganda. Twenty four of my countrymen were arrested also. From 18 September 

1942 till November 1944 I was called up at least once a week, to be subjected to a 

terrible interrogation by the policemen. I was constantly asked about Europeans and 

mission business, whilst being threatened to be beheaded.  

On 18 September 1942, we, twenty five Chinese, would be beheaded. But Mr. 

Tahida who had enjoyed a European education, was in favour of more gentle tactics. 

He gave us a severe warning not to mention the rude behaviour of the Japanese.  

We were released on condition to stay in Sibu for a period of two months. We should 

always be present and ready to be interrogated. Three times I was beaten up awfully. 

Twice I underwent waterboarding with dirty water. They did this to force a threefold 

false declaration out of me: 

a. Where did I hide a wireless or a transmitting device? 

b. Who were my helpers to inform the Europeans?  

c. How did I know that the allied forces would land in September 1944 and 

would come back to Sarawak? 

I managed to save my life by admitting to have spread rumours and by paying a fine 

for myself and for Paul Toyat. He too was set free. In September I was set free. In 

November 1942, the Japanese needed the Sisters’ school. I found refuge in the 

Convent. But in April 1943 I had to quit. I was not allowed to take anything along 

except for some personal things. At night though, I smuggled the church vestments 

out of the compound. Three days later I had to disappear. Before I left, they searched 

my suitcases and boxes, even slips of paper were examined. My pillow was ripped 

open.  

Towards the end of the war, Sibu was bombed and machinegunned. During a couple 

of months I had to play hide and seek for the Japanese. I never slept in my own bed, 

always elsewhere, in gardens and in different homes. Honestly, I would rather meet a 

tiger than a Japanese. Thanks be to God: my life has been spared. I thank the 

Sisters for their yearlong prayers for the safety of all of us.  

Father Anton Mulder asked me to visit the parishes of Mukay and Dalat. A few times I 

tried to do so, but I did not manage. In March 1944, I managed to reach Mukah and 

Dalat. I cried when I saw the devastation. With difficulty, I held a prayer service in 

both places. The dynamo of the local electricity installation got damaged. A certain 

Jolly was claimed to be the culprit. Whilst being tortured, he admitted to have heard 

from Paul Toyat that the Europeans would be back in six months’ time. Paul Toyat 

explained after having been tortured that he had heard the news from me. I had to 
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appear before the crude policemen. They were glad to have a reason to condemn 

me. 

4. Fr. Frans van den Schoor.  born 10-1-1913 in Baexem, ordained 9th July 1938 

and who died 22-3-1980, at the age of 67 at Oosterbeek, the Netherlands.                                     

He wrote the following report:  

“On 8th December 1941, we heard about the attack on Pearl Harbour on 7th 

December 1941. We did not expect the Japanese to come our way so rapidly. But 

when the Japanese conquest spread so quickly, we knew that we could expect their 

arrival. One day, the government called up the parish priest and myself to distribute 

ration cards for rice. We went round the villages with some Chinese. This had to 

happen at night. We started at 8 p.m. and we walked with difficulty from house to 

house over rough and mountainous terrain. We visited small Chinese farmers. At 

midnight we reached a Chinese who presented twenty five eggs to us. We ate them 

all. At 5 o’clock we walked back to the main road and waited there to catch the first 

bus to Tawau. I was back at the mission at half past six. I went down to the river to 

wash away the sleep, because at nine I had to be in school for the Christmas 

exams.” 

“We heard on the wireless that Japanese troops came nearer and nearer until we 

heard that they had landed in North West Borneo. Dutch soldiers had gone to 

Tarakan to destroy the boats of local Japanese enterprises and to intern the 

Japanese living in Tawau and to carry them off. One needs to know that all big 

enterprises were owned by Japanese. They possessed a great rubber business and 

coco palm plantations. The town had many Chinese shops. Their personnel 

consisted of Japanese. A few thousand Japanese were living in town. On 12th 

January we heard coast batteries in Tarakan, which meant the end of Tarakan. Two 

torpedo boats were sent to the bottom of the sea. A few days later, a doctor in the 

hospital informed me that the Japanese had landed in Sandakan. 24th January, a car 

with Japanese soldiers passed by. Some weeks passed without any trouble. We said 

Mass but the town was deserted. One day two Japanese came to fetch our 

motorbikes and also the petrol we had in stock. We had not given anything to people 

to hide our belongings so as not to endanger them. But long before the Japanese 

came, we had confided the chalices to one of our best parishioners. The Japanese 

got hold of them two and a half years later. They sent them to our camp in Kuching. 

On May 12th a truck came to our mission station. The truck transported four soldiers. 

Two officers descended from the cabin. Also a Tawao Japanese whom I knew, was 

in their company. They noted down everything that was in the house. Their boss 

ordered a dish of eggs; on that dish there was one egg for me and one for the parish 

priest. We declined the offer thinking that soon we were going to have our lunch. I 

was told to go upstairs and stay in my room. 

Only the cook was allowed to go to town and buy vegetables. There were seven of us 

at the mission station. From the Japanese, who confiscated our money, each of us 

received 20 cent to buy food. We were happy to have plenty of rice in stock. Four 

Japanese guarded the house. Each day they were replaced by another team. The 
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very first day a soldier beat Father Mulders, because he walked up and down in his 

room whist saying his office. At other times the soldiers behaved a bit kinder.. One 

day we were allowed to take a bath in the river. We dragged our stay in the river. The 

Japanese guards destroyed lots of things in the house. They terminated our chickens 

which our cook had to prepared for the guards. During the night they made a lot of 

noise, preventing us to catch sufficient sleep. Saying Mass was forbidden. This kind 

of life lasted three and a half week. The boys who managed to slip out in the dark, 

heard rumours that we would be transported to Sandakan, where other Europeans 

were interned.   

One morning the Japanese came to collect us. We had one hour to pack our 

belongings. After that we were taken to town and locked up in the police barracks. In 

the evening some ten Europeans arrived from a plantation some hundreds of miles 

from Tawau. They had been at sea the whole day without receiving drinks. There 

were some kids in the group. We gave them drinks. After midnight we took a rest.  

The next morning, we departed. We could take along one suitcase. The rest we had 

to abandon. Our valuables like rings and watches they had confiscated already. Rain 

was pouring. All of us were soaked. We were put in the hold of the boat. We sailed 

for two days before we landed at Sandakan. We arrived on a small island called 

Berhala situated in the Sandaka Bay. 

We were all in a bad shape. I suffered from a persistent constipation After six weeks 

the Chinese cooks disappeared. We ourselves had to cook; that was a great 

improvement. I became a cook myself. We had three teams of four men. So each 

team cooked for a week every three weeks. 

However, the Japanese diminished our food supply. It became intolerable and it set 

our minds on smuggling. I had an American friend, who on the arrival of the 

Japanese, fled from Manila. He had been apprehended near Sandakan. He was an 

engineer working in the dock of Manila. He proposed to go and see the Chinese at 

the other end of the island and buy food there. It was quite a trip but famine pushed 

me to go and look for food. When dark had set in, we departed. First we had to wade 

our way into a mangrove. It was knee deep in the mud. In the dark it was difficult to 

hold our direction. Moreover there were plenty of branches lying in the deep water.  

When we had traversed the mangrove, we had to walk for about one kilometre on 

rocks. Then some 500 metres on a sandy beach. We arrived at a Chinese house. We 

had no idea what kind of people we would find. We found a young fellow who was 

very surprised to see us. He knew the difference between missionaries and other 

Europeans. We received coconuts and other eatables. But we made an agreement: 

he would go to town by boat and buy food for us. Of course, we would pay him. This 

smuggling we kept up till the last day. We enjoyed the smuggling trips: we got more 

food and encountered different surprises. 

We had arrived there in the early morning. After we landed, our luggage was checked 

again. What the Japanese could use, they confiscated. The camp was situated some 

one hundred metres from the coast. The first person I recognised was Father Grent, 

who had come from Kudat together with a Brother. We met also three priests from 

Sandakan parish. Now we were seven priests and a Brother, a far more pleasant 
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company than like we were the two of us in a small room in Tadau. The women and 

children were lodged in another camp. Three of our Sisters were there too. In the 

men’s camp we were eighty. We lived in a two-story building and we slept on planks. 

Around the building there was a space of ten yards and barbed wire, three metres 

high. The food was terrible, especially for those Europeans who were not 

accustomed to eating rice.  Moreover the rice was very bad indeed; they had mixed 

the rice with grains of chalk to keep the rice from spoilage. The Chinese cooks did 

not care and did not wash the rice in order to remove the chalk. We got fish but with 

lots of flies and sand in it. We had two meals a day. But food was cooked only once a 

day. Therefore our food in the evening was cold. It did not take long for 30 people to 

become ill en bedridden. At first we thought the cause of the illness was dysentery. 

But I think the illness was caused by the chalk in the rice. In the beginning the rules 

were very strict. We were not allowed to go beyond the barbed wire.  

Later on things improved. We could go to the beach every day for half an hour. After 

some time the beach was divided between the men’s camp and the women’s camp. 

In that way, we could spend half a day on the beach. It was marvellous to swim and 

dive with my colleague Toon Mulders. The civilians were not so enthusiastic, 

because they suffered on account of the famine. They had no more energy to do 

sports. I found it an extraordinary distraction, even though I felt more hungry after the 

swim. All those years Toon and myself were the fittest men in the camp. In Camp 

Berhala, we did not know forced labour. Only the last couple of months we had to opt 

for gardening or fishing. I joined the fishing club. We started by cutting trees in order 

to build a big fish trap. We had been busy for a couple of weeks, when we were 

transported to Kuching. 

We left Sandakan for Kuching on March 7. We were eighty people on a very small 

boat. When we wanted to sleep in the evening, 75% of us could lie down check by 

jowl. Everybody had to sleep on his side. We were all so close to our neighbour that 

we didn’t have any space to turn around.” 

“The first day we sailed to Kudat. We arrived there at midnight. We paused for one 

hour only. We continued to Jesselton where we arrived the next day at 5 p.m. There 

also we took one hour’s rest. No question of going ashore and stretching our legs. 

We sailed down to Labuan where we arrived in the dark next morning. We stayed 

there the whole day; again no way of going ashore. We sat there in the blazing sun. 

In the evening, we set sail to Miri. Arrival in the morning and departure in the evening. 

That night we had rain. We could not close an eye. The next night the same story. 

After six days we arrived in Kuching where the rain continued. We went ashore.  

We arrived at our new camp. We, the missionaries, were put together with other 

missionaries from Sarawak and from the Dutch Indies. We were welcomed with open 

arms by the bishop of Pontianak who stood at the gate. Notwithstanding all the 

misery, we were glad to be in their midst. We knew already the Mill Hill missionaries 

from Sarawak. The capuchins and the Huijbergen Brothers were new to us.”  

 

Chapter IX 
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Forced labour in  Batu Lintang  Camp: 

a. Here are data supplied by Google under the title “Batu Lintang camp.” After these 

data we will show the writings of the internees themselves (under b). 

“Life in the camp is summed up by Keat Gin Ooi: "The trying conditions of life 
under internment at Batu Lintang camp tested to the limits of the human struggle 
for survival. Food shortages, diseases and sickness, death, forced labour, harsh 
treatment, and deplorable living quarters were daily occurrences in camp." The 
civilian internees were treated less harshly than the POWs; of those POWs, the 
other ranks were subjected to far worse treatment than the officers.  

 

Work 

"Banana money", the currency introduced by the 
Japanese administration in the areas of Borneo that 
had previously been under British control. 
Denominations shown: 5 cents, 10 cents, 50 cents, 
1 dollar, 10 dollars 

The male civilian internees' regulations stated that 
"Any persons who are not performing some useful 
work in war-time are failing in their moral obligation. 
Internees should therefore do their best to do such 
work as agriculture, farming, and stock-breeding, in 
order to increase the supply of foodstuffs to the 
camp."  

Some male civilian internees chose to cultivate land 
around their compound in order to become self-
supporting; however, the other work imposed on 

them meant that they never cultivated the land to its full effect. Some refused to carry 
out this work, even though it was for the common good. Work included wood-
gathering parties, latrine duties, working as cookhouse staff and medical 
orderlies. Sundays were a rest day, but these were later cut to one in every three 
weeks.  POWs and male civilian internees were forced to work as stevedores and in 
timber yards at Kuching harbour on the Sarawak River and from October 1942, on 
the extension of the two runways at the Batu Tujoh landing ground to the south of 
Kuching, where a small sub-camp was constructed. Another sub-camp was made at 
Dahan, where the Japanese re-opened an old mercury mine, and used POWs to 
construct access roads.                                                                                                                
Such work was prohibited by the 1907 Hague Convention to which Japan was a 
signatory. Although it was against international law to force prisoners to work on 
projects with a military objective, they were informed that refusal to work on these 
projects would result in their execution. Other forced labour included refuelling 
the Zero fighters that used the runways; however, this happened only once as the 
men sabotaged the operation by adding urine and water to the fuel.  

The work party men were paid in what the prisoners called "camp dollars", the printed 
paper currency introduced by the Japanese administration. This currency was known 
colloquially as "banana money" because of the banana trees pictured on the 10 dollar 
notes. At one point, the rate was 25 cents a day for officers and NCOs and 10 cents 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unfree_labour
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sarawak_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mercury_(element)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hague_Conventions_(1899_and_1907)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A6M_Zero
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sabotage
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Notes_issued_by_the_Japanese_Government_during_the_occupation_of_Malaya,_North_Borneo,_Sarawak_and_Brunei,_used_in_Batu_Lintang_camp,_Sarawak_(1942%E2%80%931945,_obverse).jpg
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a day for other ranks. As time went on, the working parties became smaller, as there 
were few men still available due to sickness and death. 

The women were at first allowed to undertake domestic tasks around their 
compound; later they were forced to undertake work for the Japanese such as 
mending uniforms, for which they were also paid in camp dollars. In the later part of 
the war, when the food shortages had become critical, all internees, male and 
female, were also used as agricultural labourers on the land around the camp, to 
produce food for their Japanese captors. The prisoners referred to themselves as 
"white coolies". 

Only 30 men were fit enough to attend the final work parties in 1945; the others were 
either too ill, or already dead.  

 

Food 

After liberation, ex-POWs threw away the pig trough, in which the daily ration of 
boiled rice for 1200 men was served. The ration only half filled the trough, and was 
mixed with sweet potato tops. 

Rations were always meagre but decreased in both quantity and quality as the war 
progressed. Women and children drew the same rations as the men. The Japanese 
controlled all food supplies, releasing only what was needed for the day. At the 
beginning, the rations comprised rice and local vegetables (such as kangkung), with 
every 10 days or so some pork (such as offal, a head or some poor-meat bearing 
part of the animal). The daily rice ration in late 1943 was 11 ounces (312 grams) a 
day; by the end of the war the rice ration was about 4 ounces (113 grams) per man 
daily. In September 1944, children were recorded as receiving 50 millilitres 
(1.8 imp fl oz; 1.7 US fl oz) of milk a day.  

A black market emerged in which the main merchants were a Dutch-Indonesian 
couple, who obtained goods from a Japanese guard and sold them for a profit to 
those with cash or tradable goods.  

At the times of greatest hardship, the internees were so hungry that they were 
reduced to eating snakes, rubber nuts (which were believed to be poisonous), snails 
and frogs, rats, cats and dogs, if they could be caught. On special occasions, an 
extra ration would be introduced. In the British POW compounds, 58 chickens were 
provided for 1,000 men for Christmas 1942; the next Christmas, the women received 
a single turkey to share between 271 women and children. At Christmas 1944, their 
last in captivity, the internees received a single egg each.  

Only one Red Cross supply of parcels was received by the prisoners between March 
1942 and September 1945. This arrived in March 1944 and worked out at one sixth 
of a parcel per person: a single tin of food. Prisoners occasionally were able to buy or 
barter chicks which they raised on worms and beetles and rice sweepings from the 
quartermaster's store floor (other edible food scraps being too precious to use). The 
female chickens provided much-needed eggs. 

 

b. The internees speaking: 

“When we arrived at Kuching, we were put in our Padungan convent and we were put 

on very short rations. I must give the Yaps all credit for succeeding where experts 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coolies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ipomoea_aquatica
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_market
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_Cross
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fail. Ten, twenty stone were reduced to eight stone, so thorough were their methods 

of slimming. In the beginning of July, we were taken to another camp about two miles 

and a half from our Mission. There, the first symptoms of beriberi and other diseases 

due to ill-feeding began to show themselves.”   

From March 1942, the European missionaries except the Tyrolese Mill Hillers, were 

arrested by the Japanese and put in Batu Lintang  camp near Kuching. In this way, 

the two Apostolic Prefects who were Tyrolese, namely Mgr. Hopfgartner and Mgr. 

Wachter, remained free. Germany and Austria were so-called allies of the Japanese. 

Once Germany surrendered, the friendship was broken and the Tyrolese Mill Hillers 

were butchered by the Japanese forces (see chapter X  pg. 107-109). 

The prisoners in Batu Lintang camp were housed in buildings that were originally 

British Indian barracks. Life in the camp was harsh, with POWs and internees alike 

forced to endure food shortages, disease and sickness, forced labour, brutal 

treatment and lack of adequate clothing, lack of medical care and awful living 

quarters.  

Catholic priests, brothers and other members of the Church of mostly Dutch and Irish 

nationalities, had their own barrack with a plot of land, where they could cultivate 

vegetables. They were 110 persons, among whom 44 Capuchins, 5 Monfort 

priests, 22 Brothers of Huijbergen, and 30 Mill missionaries (Wikipedia). No list 

seems to exist of the names of all the missionaries who were interned. Various 

missionaries wrote later reports on their stay in the Japanese ‘Kuching camp’. They 

happen to mention various names. But some missionaries are never named like the 

name of the Mill Hiller Fr. Alexander v. d. Drift. 

 

Fr. Frans van den Schoor continues his story (see pages 81-83) 

“The next day i.e. in Batu Lintang, we could say Mass again. Later we could do so 

every three or four days, a few months excepted. Later on, there was only one Mass 

a day by lack of light. The reason was that we had to pray before dawn, because 

when the day dawned, we had to start working.” The Austrian Mill Hiller, Mgr. 

Hopfgartner, in Kuching provided us with Mass wine. 

“The women’s camp where 200 Sisters were lodged, contained 280 persons. The 

number of English soldiers amounted to 1500 men. Dutch officers counted 30 men, 

English officers 100 men, Australian officers 40 men, with later an additional 130 

Australian officers from Sandakan, after the Japanese discovered a wireless set in 

their midst. Then there were 51 British Indian military, 100 Dutch Indian soldiers. 

Seven miles away from us there were 200 Dutch troops at the airport.”  

“We were not allowed to contact people in the other sub-camps, though we were 

separated by barbed wire only. The food supply was better than in the Sandakan 

camp. The first six months, I did not experience famine. We did not have much meat, 

fish or vegetables, but we had plenty of rice. At that time, we had plenty of coco oil so 

that we could fry something if we had been lucky.” 



87 
 

“The work was not too bad. We had to supply 25 people every day for work in the 

garden. Mind you, there were lots of sick people who could no longer work, because 

before our arrival, the food supply had been bad. Quite a few Capuchins were too old 

to do the heavy work like cutting trees outside the camp and carry the wood inside. 

That was my job and the job of my parish priest. Sometimes both of us worked in the 

kitchen together. The Nips paid us 15 cents a day. Later when the prices increased, 

the monthly payment of forty persons was just sufficient to buy four bottles of salad 

oil. There was more work to be done: we had to keep our camp clean, to daily empty 

the toilet buckets, to look after the sick. We did repairs in the other sub-camps, One 

of the Brothers was a tinsmith, another was a standard smith. We had architects and 

a couple of carpenters. Everybody had to take turns in doing jobs for the Nips. In the 

beginning some forty of us worked on the airfield. That was heavy work indeed. But 

the bishop of Kalimantan, Mgr. van Valenberg, managed to obtain a change for the 

better. Dutch soldiers replaced us. On Sundays and feast days we could say Mass in 

all sub-camps except in the camp where Australian officers lived. They had their own 

two Catholic chaplains.  

In our sub-camp only, we had forty people suffering from beriberi on account of the 

lack of vegetables. They could hardly stand on their feet. Later on, the tide changed 

for the better on account of the eggs which the English soldiers smuggled into the 

camp and sold to us.” 

“One day, we could buy a few chickens. We ate half of them. The rest we kept in 

order to have eggs to keep the sick alive. In the end, we had twenty chickens. 

Indeed, the eggs helped the sick to overcome their illness and to stay alive. The rest 

of us got one or two eggs a month. It is little, when one does not have the opportunity 

to eat any meat or fish. But the eggs made the difference. Notwithstanding the fact 

that our camp had the greatest number of sick and old people, we were a healthier 

lot than the prisoners of the other sub-camps. Some of us were above sixty and even 

seventy years of age.”  

A young Capuchin priest, strong and healthy, died a few months before the end of 

the war. He passed away in four days’ time due to dysentery. Ten Sisters died, all old 

and sick at the time they were interned.  

“The work party men were paid in what the prisoners called "camp dollars", the 

printed paper currency introduced by the Japanese administration. This currency was 

known colloquially as "banana money" because of the banana trees pictured on the 

10 dollar notes. At one point the rate was 25 cents a day for officers and NCOs and 

10 cents a day for other ranks. As time went on, the working parties became smaller, 

as there was a lack of available men due to sickness and death” (Google). 

We had few distractions. In the beginning we played volleyball. But soon we stopped 

playing, because the ball ceased to be usable and in the evening we were all dead 

tired. In the barracks we often played cards. However, the last two years, our                                   

enthusiasm faded away. When there was time, we sang together. But from the 

beginning of 1944, the Yaps forbade all singing, humming and whistling. Later we 

received permission to sing one hour a week. The Japanese became more and more 

strict on talking during work or with people from other sub-camps. If you did it all the 



88 
 

same, you risked to land up in prison. In prison you were beaten up twice a day. It 

was terrible to hear people moaning and crying. Sometimes, when the watchmen got 

bored stiff, they would take a prisoner out into the open and torture him.  

At the end of 1944, work would become exhaustive. Our food rations had become 

really small: a small bowl of rice and a couple of green leaves. We survived thanks to 

our garden. We still enjoyed vegetables when the Japanese did not supply them 

anymore. In those days, we had to furnish a work force of 40 people, even though we 

had many sick and weak people. One morning seventy of us had to carry wood. Even 

the elderly had to turn up. It was a tough job. The Japanese pointed out the piece of 

wood one had to pick up and carry off. We needed to carry the wood for about 1500 

metres and that barefoot. 

At the end of 1944, we were working in a field where rubber trees had been cut. We 

had to develop that piece of land. Next to us, English soldiers were at work. The 

Japanese called those soldiers “Setanga matti” (half dead). They looked like 

skeletons. They had all kinds of skin diseases. The only thing they wore was a small 

piece of cloth to cover their genitals, and no shoes. They could hardly lift a spade, 

whilst the Nips spurred them on. They were beaten far fiercer than we were. It 

happened often that they fell down and were buried in the afternoon of the same day. 

At first we could hardly stomach the sight but gradually we got used to it. 

In the last month, five prisoners died every day. Sometimes even 14 deaths a day. At 

that time, conditions in the camp deteriorated. Everybody was losing weight. I felt 

fine, but I slimmed quickly like everybody else. Most of the time I was hungry. The 

last months I was responsible for our vegetable garden and worked hard to grow 

many vegetables as possible. It was the rainy season. Nothing would grow quickly on 

account of the cold nights. Yet we managed to put some greens on the table. 

Towards the end of the war, conditions improved due to the warmer weather. Nearly 

our whole plot was covered with green beans. 

We had very little news from beyond our barbed wire. A Japanese Newspaper, 

printed in town, was sometimes smuggled into the camp. In this way, we heard about 

attacks in North Africa, Italy and France as well as confusing reports about Holland, 

notably about Eindhoven and Arnhem. In the camp of the civilians, eight people were 

caught smuggling the newspaper. They did not survive their arrest. In the last few 

months the electricity was cut off. At night we didn’t have any lights. We didn’t know 

about the wireless in the military camp until 15 August 1945. Father Daves, who said 

Mass with the civilians, brought the news that the end of the war in the East had 

been proclaimed publicly and officially. We all became very excited, but we could not 

believe it. We had heard so many rumours and had undergone just as many 

disappointments.  

Only one week later, we were sure when Australian planes dropped pamphlets. I 

managed to catch a whole bundle of them and threw the papers quickly through an 

open window of our barracks. I then hid the bundle in order to read them later at a 

moment when no Japanese were around. I read that the emperor of Japan gave the 

order to his troops to lay down their arms. We started receiving food from the air and, 

on 11th September 1945, Australian troops landed. The Australian officers took over 
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the camp. That was the end of three and half years of prison life. The worst had been 

the monotony and the lack of any positive perspective. On liberation day of the 1500 

soldiers whom we had at the start of our camp life, only 700 were left of whom 200 

could still walk. 

Fr. Father Piet de Wit:  

Piet was born In Bovenkarspel, the Netherlands, on 28 March 1914 in a family of 

sixteen children. He was ordained a priest in Mill Hill, 9 July 1939. He was a 

classmate of Jan Dekker, Arie Mak and Willem Smit. All four left Europe for Borneo 

on October 1039 with the ship the ‘Slamat’ from Rotterdam. Piet went to work in the 

independent state of Brunei. 

It is December 1941. Japanese threaten to occupy 

North Borneo. Women and children of the technical 

staff in the oil fields off Brunei take their precautions 

and flee and fly to Europe. The Australian oil 

company offers us tickets to be evacuated to 

Australia. But we decline the offer, because we want 

to stay with our flock. The attack on Pearl Harbour 

on December 8th shook as if the bombs had hit us 

too. The owners of the oil installations executed a 

pre-emptive strike, they blew up their own oil tanks, 

and put fire to the gas pits. The technicians were 

evacuated. Only the Resident and the forest 

manager stayed behind. 

 Father Piet, he too, was interned by the Japanese in Camp Batu Lintang from May 

1942 till 11 September 1945.  

The Catholic Mission ran most of the schools. When the Fathers and Sisters were 

arrested and interned, the schools ceased to function for about three years. Moreover 

many people hid themselves in the forest in order to escape arrest and death 

penalties for trumped up charges. 

Father Arie  Grent 

Arie Grent was born in Oosterblokker (the Netherlands) 30 October 1913. He was the 

eldest son of a very pious family. From the first World War, the family lived in the 

village of Onderdijk. Three of his five sisters became nuns. He was ordained a priest 

9 July 1938 in Westminster Cathedral, London. On 4 October 1938 he sailed to 

Jesselton, Borneo, with a German cargo ship. From 1938 till 1952 he worked in the 

Prefecture of North Borneo; from 1952 till 1964 he was stationed in the Vicariate of 

Jesselton (Kota Kinabalu). 

He specialised in working there with Chinese settlers. He learned both Chinese and 

Malay. His good-natured and simple care for everybody in need made him to be well 

appreciated. Like all other missionaries he too was interned by the Japanese in Batu 

Lintang camp near Kuching. The Japanese internment camp undermined his health. 

His mother died in 1941, as he heard much later. 
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After the internment, Father Arie Grent wrote the following humorous and pitiful story: 

“ Peter’s house was little, bare and dark. He possessed a table, a chair and a bed. 

On the wall Peter had pinned a very old picture of St. Peter. Underneath his bed 

there was a Chinese coffin made from beautiful hardwood which was splendidly 

painted, deep-red and with black varnish. What for Western people a luxury was in 

the form of an electric heater, that coffin was for the Chinese a real showpiece. That 

coffin was Peter’s meditation book, his biggest treasure. Because when the coffin 

was in the home, one will not be buried a poor soul, but, so to say, one will sail under 

one’s own steam into the heavenly abode of the ancestors. Whenever I visited Peter 

and brought him a pouch of tobacco - he smoked like a Turk - , I had to admire his 

coffin. He then would lift with quivering hand, the lid and laugh, happy that one day 

he would lie there in all his glory. “It is long and broad enough, Father”, he would say. 

Then he would close the lid. Peter, in all his poverty, felt like the king of kings. 

Peter used to receive three dollars a month from the government. Now and again a 

clan member brought him a little gift. Whenever I visited him, he was as happy as 

Larry. Though he had become an old man, nothing escaped him. Once I had 

baptised an old lady, still older than Peter was and she resembled a discarded 

chamois leather cloth.  “Father”, Peter said when I visited him, “You have baptised 

the old aunt, didn’t you?” He did not wait for my answer. “She probably thought: that 

baptismal water will dry up. Then I profit from the devil and from the Father.” And 

right Peter was. In turn she came knocking on my door and also on the temple’s 

door. 

Peter leaned on his cane on the roadside when the Japanese carried us off. He knelt 

down to receive the blessing. The Jap ridiculed him. The curse Peter pronounced 

cannot be printed here. When the Japanese destroyed the village by breaking and 

burning down one hundred houses to enlarge the airfield, Peter had to quit his house 

too. They grabbed his table, his chair and his dear hookah and threw them into the 

open, but Peter sat down on his coffin and stayed where he was. The Japanese 

soldier barked at him like a wild dog, but Peter remained sitting where he sat. In the 

end, they let him sit there. His hut was just outside the circle they needed. They even 

brought back his pipe. To punish him they took along his chair, his table and his bed. 

Anyway, Peter used the coffin as his table, his chair and his bed. He stayed and 

prayed until there wasn’t anybody around. The Australians threw bombs day and 

night and machinegunned the whole town as if the emperor was living there himself.  

Peter sat on his coffin and prayed. The bullets whistled past his ears- I counted the 

holes whilst sitting in the tree next to his hut. If someone had been near, he would 

have heard Peter’s murmuring voice and the tick-tick of the beads of his rosary.  

Peter continued to pray that peace may come soon and that the missionaries would 

be back in Kudat. The Almighty heard his prayer. On 26 November 1945, exactly 

three and a half years after my arrest, I brought him holy communion. In the 

meantime, he had become blind, but he recognised my voice. After the thanksgiving 

he gripped my hands. “Ka shun fu” and what followed was s Chinese curse of 

gladness. A tear rolled down his cheek. He sat down next to me on the coffin. “We 

are still there”, he said and knocked a few times on the coffin’s lid. 
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Fr. James Buis narrates about the camp life: 

Every day, we were put to work, even on Sundays. Monsignor protested against 

working on Sundays. But our protests were in vain.  

At first, we had to work at the airfield. We left the camp at 6 a.m. and arrived back at 

5 p.m. We spent our days in trying to do the least possible amount of work. Japanese 

methods were queer and difficult to understand even for Orientals. Slapping, kicking 

and the like were their punishments for minor transgressions. 

It was found necessary to take risks and not to save expense in smuggling food into 

the Camp. I, Fr. Buis, was the Quarter Master of the Priests’ Camp and was never 

caught once. A few times I was nearly caught, but with luck and bluff I managed to 

get out of scrapes. In one month, we got as many as 25.000 eggs into the camp. We 

had a good time then and it helped many of the brothers and priests to get over the ill 

effects of insufficient food. We had one period of about a year when it was absolutely 

impossible to smuggle, but by that time, we were used to a very low diet. After 

January 1945, the shortage of food became so acute that we held a succession of 

Novenas to St. Joseph and he helped us visibly. Although we were without money, 

we managed to find so much of it by selling fountain pens, watches and other things 

for fantastic prices (paid in pretty useless currency!) that we had 4000 Nip dollars in 

hand when liberated. 

 

    Russian Prisoners 

The Nips were at that time different from what they had been and traded freely with 

us. They brought the most necessary foodstuffs for very high prices of course. We 

did not mind to pay these prices as we got it out of them again on the articles we 

sold. We could work in our own garden to cultivate extra food, whilst the English 

soldiers had to work for the Yaps. 
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Arrival of 1500 English soldiers:  

The soldiers arrived on Sunday 4 October 1942, on the feast of St. Francis. The 

missionaries had to move to other barracks. By the good offices of Monsignor, the 

Mill Hill missionaries moved into the barracks of the priests and religious. The Sisters 

and other European women had their own quarters a few minutes away. A few days 

later, we received more space to make large vegetable gardens. That kind of work 

was not that arduous; moreover the gardens were nearby. The gardening took place 

on an old football pitch. Fr. Mak was in charge. We planted lots of cassava. All 

around the area, at least twenty of us dug a trench to drain the plot. Each individual 

camp had a fence of barbed wire and was guarded over by Japanese watchmen. 

In the beginning, the English soldiers were full of spirits, full of life, in tropical attire. 

They had to work at the airfield. They came marching home singing and whistling, 

looking happily to the future. One day, they stole 75.000 cigarettes from the Yaps. 

Very soon after that, the singing and the whistling stopped. The food rations became 

smaller and the quality became worse. At work, rain used to drench them. Evidently, 

they were not used to the tropical climate. They had to put up with itching and 

wounds that turned into awfully big sores from top to bottom. Those wretches were 

forced to work all the same. Later, many soldiers wore trousers from bale bags.  

The soldiers were faced with more and more cases of diphtheria. Some died, 

because there was hardly any medicine available. A very sad plight indeed. They did 

not have any beds; they were lying on the floor next to one another in their own filth, 

waiting for death to come. Hundreds died there. Of the 1500 men 800 were buried. 

Another source says that of the approximately 2,000 British POWs, over two-thirds 

died during or as a result of their captivity. Sometimes, ten to fifteen men died per 

day. In the last couple of months, more than one hundred died in one month’s time. 

In the beginning, they were buried in a coffin; later on that was no longer the case. 

The dead were indeed carried off in a coffin, but the bottom of the coffin was hooked 

onto the rest. At the grave, the bottom of the coffin was loosened and after the burial 

the coffin was returned to the barracks for reuse.   

Life in the camp 

The gravediggers were hardly ever jobless. There was still another group of sick 

prisoners, who, in Malay, were called ‘half dead.’ They too had to present themselves 

for work every morning. They were thin; you could count their ribs, having plenty of 

sores and pimples. On the way to work, some would drop out and were carried back 

to the barracks. Once at work, some would faint in the heat; they were put in a hut 

and covered with a bag. Some of this group, notwithstanding the fact that they were 

weak, thin or crippled, were punished. When they stopped working, they were forced 

to stand upright on a tree stump or stand straight with their hands high above their 

heads, holding a spade. I have seen myself that some people were beaten with a 

piece of wood from their feet right up to their heads, blood flowing down their skin. 

When diphtheria broke out, we had to stay inside our barracks. Nobody was allowed 

to leave the camp. Dozens of people became infected, some in a serious way. Some 

people started getting eye problems and could not read anymore. Others had sore 
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feet and could not walk any longer. Others turned deaf. Small wounds turned into 

tropical sores that lasted for months on end. Hardly any medicine was available.  

After the diphtheria was over, a Japanese doctor came to disinfect all our belongings. 

We had to carry all our stuff out of the barracks into the open. We placed our 

prayerbooks and other small things underneath our clothes so that the disinfectant 

would not wet and spoil the books.  

A wireless set. 

The British soldiers had technicians among them. They constructed and had a secret 

wireless set for over 2½ years, from February 1943 until the liberation of the camp. 

The possession of that contact with the outside world was a precious morale booster 

and allowed the prisoners to follow the progress of the war. Discovery of the wireless 

set would have resulted in certain death for those involved. Even after so many 

searches, the Japanese never discovered the radio, though the Yaps lurked at night. 

But the English watchmen, whom they posted, always sighted the Japanese spies. If 

they would have discovered the radio, the Japanese would have killed at least ten 

people. Later we heard that elsewhere, in camp Sandakan) they did catch people 

red-handed. The poor men were beheaded. In the beginning of August 1945, we had 

no more electricity and therefore no more wireless reception. On August 5 1945, the 

English technicians managed to produce electricity from a dynamo activated by 

means of foot movement. That electricity was enough to have radio reception. We 

got our war news again. We heard that in Europe the war was over but we did not 

know when the war had ended. 

In the beginning of our internment, we received a Japanese newspaper, but when the 

war took a bad turn for the Japanese, we did not receive newspapers anymore.   

In our own barracks, we had a so-called fire-pot, because for a long time we did not 

possess matches anymore. We took turns to keep the fire-pot going with small pieces 

of wood. People made use of the fire-pot to light their cigarettes and pipes. Their 

tobacco had an awful smell. That tobacco was nicknamed stinky.  

Further life in Batu Lintang Camp  

Fr. Buis, who had become the quarter master in Batu Lintang Camp and Fr. Piet de 

Wit took the lead in our camp to organise our daily activities. One day after cleansing 

our barracks from diphtheria, the Japanese offered us still more green space so as to 

further enlarge our vegetable garden.  

We also spent time to improve the art of speaking Chinese and Dayak languages 

more fluently. The Dutch priests from Kalimantan were more fluent in Chinese than 

the Mill Hillers were. They  were ready to teach us. However, towards the end of our 

stay in the camp, the abominable situation became more and more dire.  

The Sisters and the other women stayed in the western part of the camp. ‘The 

quarter mistress was an English Roman Catholic nun, in fact a Mill Hill Sister, mother 

Bernadine, until she fell ill and was replaced.’ Later one of the Sisters did not weigh 

more than 35 kilo’s. The daily food ration p.p. was down to two ounces of rice.  
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Brother Vitalis, one of the Brothers of Huijbergen, penned down most of the 

following information: 

One day, we had to work at the airstrip. We went there in open wagons at six in the 

morning and we were back at the camp at five in the afternoon. On the way in the 

train, we had to be careful so as not to be slashed by branches of nearby trees. The 

train had difficulty to confront the steep hills. Two men had the job to throw sand on 

the rails. This would help the train to mount the top of the hill. From there, we walked 

with scythes on our shoulders for about half an hour. Once on the airfield, we were 

put in groups of ten persons. Every group had a Japanese watchman. After putting 

down the scythes, we received spades and baskets. We had to excavate the top of 

the hill and deposit the soil and sand first in the baskets and then in potholes and in 

the swamp. 

One day, we received there the visit of a high ranking Japanese officer. He gave a 

speech. But English and Dutch men strolled to the front and protested in name of 

their governments, saying that prisoners and internees cannot be forced to work at 

an airport. To work for an enemy is against international war conventions. The officer 

flew into a rage and drew his sable and cleft the air with it. But the resident 

Verheulen, who represented the Dutch government, came to the front and stood 

erect before the officer and formulated his protest. The Japanese hit him in the face 

and pushed him backwards. But the heroic patriot jumped back and stood straight in 

front of the officer. But nothing doing, we had to obey the Japanese.  

At noon, we could take a break for a meal. When the food arrived, we had to line up 

like nursery kids. We had brought with us our own plates and spoons. There was 

plenty of food. And the food was better than what they served in the camp. After the 

meal, we continued to excavate and to carry off the soil. We did so in the blazing 

tropical sun, on a terrain without any shade. Within no time, our faces, arms, legs and 

necks were scorched, Mind you, we did not wear our habits, we wore a small shirt 

and shorts. The civilians and soldiers wore shorts only. I had one monastic habit only, 

which I wore for Mass and at festive occasions. My habit was nearly twelve years old, 

discoloured and full of holes. 

Towards the evening, we used to leave the airport by train. The dirty coal smoke 

blackened our wet faces. Once arrived at the station, we marched for twenty minutes. 

Along the road, Christians stood ready to hand us some gifts like tins with fish, meat 

and sweets. But the Japanese would not allow us to accept their gifts. When the 

guard would go after those kind Christians, we would take the opportunity to quicken 

our steps and receive gifts from other people hiding in the bushes. In the beginning, 

we would march home singing and whistling. In the prison compound, the Sisters and 

other women would wait for us and show us their pity. I must confess that I had pity 

on myself too, asking myself the question: when will we ever be free again?  

In our barracks, we made tables, chairs and banks. We pulled nails out of doors and 

windows. We fabricated nails from barbed wire. We made our own rubber from the 

rubber trees in our plot. We needed rubber to stick a piece of old cloth on a hole in a 

coat or on a pair of trousers. Yarn (thread) we got out of discarded pieces of cloth. 
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We were not allowed to contact the inmates of other sub-camps. The whole 
compound had different camps: the officers’ camp, a camp for Australian officers, 
one for Englishmen, another for Dutchmen, another one for ordinary soldiers being 
Englishmen, Dutchmen, Punjabis, and a camp for the hospital with doctors and 
nurses, a camp for sisters and women, and a camp for priests and religious and the 
last one at the airport. A Catholic priest from the nearby priests’ camp went to the 
women’s compound daily at 7 a.m. to say Mass. The Japanese head of the camp 
allowed us to say Mass. He even took care to provide Mass wine and hosts from the 
parish church of Kuching. When they too ran out of hosts and Mass wine, the 
Japanese head went out of his way to fetch us the necessities from another parish. 
Priests were allowed to say Mass and to preach in the various camps. The Sisters 
received two priests: one for the English speaking community and the other one for 
the Dutch speaking Sisters. Sometimes, the Japanese head of the camp would pop 
in. Also Anglican priests did their services and even a Bishop. Once that Bishop gave 
money to a soldier, without prior permission. The bishop was punished: he was 
dismissed from all services, even forbidden to say Mass. If a prisoner was dying, the 
Japanese would call a priest. In other camps in the region, priests were not allowed 
to say Mass for five months. Over there, Sisters did not receive Holy Communion for 
all that time. 

Our priests served as chaplains for the Dutch and English soldiers. For the Australian 
troops, there was one chaplain for 500 men. As mentioned earlier, at the airport, 
there was a sub-camp also. The troops there were treated considerably tougher and 
rougher than in the other sub-camps. The men were beaten and kicked every day. 
The tension was very high. It is indescribable how inhumanely the Japanese treated 
those troops. True, some Japanese never participated in beating and kicking their 
prisoners. But the big majority was completely insensible and uncivilised.  

In our own camp with priests and religious, twenty six persons were beaten or kicked. 
One day, a Japanese physician kicked our Monsignor in such a way that he got 
wounded. Others were slapped in the face. Happily enough, I, Brother Vitalis, have 
never been beaten or kicked. That does not mean that I behaved better than the 
others. It all depended on the circumstances. Of course, one had to be awfully 
careful. One day, a Japanese guard kicked Fr. Crowther, because he did not bow to 
him. Every time one passed a Japanese guard, one had to bow in front of him. 

The Punjabi soldiers were one day enticed to enter into Japanese service. They all 
refused. They had to pay dearly for their refusal. The first punishment was to forsake 
any food and drink during a complete week. Terrible! Then they had to subdue 
beating and kicking three times a day. Though we in our camp were far off, we could 
hear them weeping, crying and shouting. They were treated terribly. Sometimes, for 
hours on end, they had to position themselves on hands and feet only, without their 
belly touching the soil. The Japanese beat them in the face with their fists so that 
their teeth came loose or flew out of their mouths. Some people’s faces were so 
badly swollen that they could not eat for a number of days. Sometimes, the hands of 
soldiers were strapped to a rafter so that they were hanging in the air. At other times, 
victims were stretched out on the soil. Then, a bucket of water was poured into their 
mouths. Another punishment was forcing a person to sniff very hot pepper. 
Notwithstanding all the cruelties, the Punjabi soldiers remained faithful to their 
commitment and to their country.  
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Food:  

In the beginning, we received some meat and fish, the meat consisted of a pig’s 
intestines, legs or bladder. The fish used to smell awfully. Sometimes, we got salted 
fish in pots, the top third of which was filled with crawling maggots. “Have a good 
bite.”  We had to pay for this delicacy. No wonder people lost weight. We hardly ever 
saw salt. In normal life, a person would eat 6 ounces of rice with meat and eggs. We 
received two ounces a day with some vegetables boiled in water without any trace of 
fat. They did add some tubers, a sort of potatoes, boiled in water also.   

The food problem in the camp was and became dire. Very often, I would throw away 
my portion of food, because it smelled like pig’s fodder. The last six months, we did 
not throw food away any longer, because we received so little and what we got had 
none or hardly any nutritious value. We all grew thin. I myself lost ten kilos. For me 
that was a lot of weight. A certain citizen weighed more than 100 kilos before the war. 
At the critical time, he had lost half his weight. Some Sisters weighed between thirty 
and forty kilos. An English soldier weighed twenty kilos the day before he died. Many 
could no longer work, they were completely exhausted. They could only sit or lie 
down. Finally we traded fountain pens and watches with the Japanese for good 
money. With that money, we could buy very expensive eggs and other food items. If 
the internees could catch cats, dogs, snakes, rats and snails, they ate them. In the 
end, some were so weak that they could not read any longer. 

The worst thing about the camp was that there was plenty of food. Sufficient rice, 
sufficient oil! All over Borneo there were coconut trees. Fish? The river was full of 
fish. Meat? The Japanese next door had 600 pigs. Eggs were available by the 
thousands. Chickens, ducks, cows, everything was there. The potatoes, in the fields 
we had laboured together under the surveyance of the Japs, were rotting away. We 
suspected and, in the end, we were convinced that the Japanese had one big plan 
namely to starve us to death. We presented to them hundreds of protest letters. But 
all in vain. 

Labour. 

Let me write about the labour in our sub-camp. Monsignor was the head of our camp. 
One of us was the interpreter. Some of us had to turn up as kitchen personnel, others 
were vegetable cleaners. We furnished two lumberjacks for our own kitchen and for 
the Sisters’ and the women’s camp. We had tailors and carpenters for reparation 
work. In the Sisters’ camp, we had often to repair the roof, windows, doors and 
bridges. Every week, some thirty of us had to carry firewood some twenty minutes far 
off. In the morning, we walked four or five times up and down. That was the toughest 
day of the week. We were accompanied by a Japanese. At every crossroad stood 
another Japanese. They were afraid we would make contact with the outer world. 
When the food was cooked, we all had to line up. When there was food left over, we 
could line up a second time. 

Lumber: Very often, we had to collect lumber in the forest, we, i.e. priests and 
brothers. Needless to say that the Japanese counted us before we left the camp for 
the forest and also when we came back. The forest was at one hour’s walk. We 
walked there pushing two or three carts. We had to bring along our own midday 
meal. At first, the road was quite good, but then the road turned into a track with 
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potholes. Sometimes, we had to wade in water right up to our waist. It was a real 
tropical forest. The trees were thirty or forty metre high, at the bottom five metres in 
diameter. Some trees were covered by roots and vines which grew right to the top 
and then back again. They lay criss-cross on top of one another. The most beautiful 
sorts of moss was growing on the trees’ bark. I admired God’s rich nature, quite 
different from the barbed wire in our deadly camp. The scene was very picturesque, 
very varied. Out there we sometimes forgot camp life, if we were not hunted down by 
a Japanese watchman.  

It was hard work indeed. The forest was mostly impenetrable; we had to cut our way 
through. In the rainy season, the soil was full of water and mud. We had to be very 
circumspect where to put our feet down. We had very bad or no shoes at all. The 
Japanese did not furnish anything: no clothes and no shoes. Shoes being constantly 
in water and mud, do not last long. When they did furnish shoes, those shoes were 
made of rubber of a very poor quality. In the field and in the forest, they disintegrated 
immediately. The consequence was that many of us incurred wounds that lasted for 
months. Another reason attributing to the poor healing process was the poor 
nutritious value of the food and the absence of medicine and bandages.  Once, the 
Red Cross sent us lots of medicine and bandages, but the Japanese confiscated it 
all. We did not get anything.  

After cutting down the trees and dragging them out of the forest, we had to load the 
wood on our carts and pull them. One person would pull quickly, another one slowly, 
another sinking knee-deep in the murky water. We would progress step by step, in 
the tropical sun and being hungry. And that with the Japanese watchdog behind us, 
ready to shoot us down. Often we would get stuck, we needed to offload the wood, 
pull the cart out of the pothole, load then the whole lot again, push the cart up the 
hills, get soaking wet by the rain, having to wait a long time before being allowed to 
enter the compound. We were in fact and felt also being real slaves.  

Twice we had an accident. One day, a priest cut his hand with an axe. He fainted. 
Four of us dragged him out of the forest and put him on a cart. Luckily enough, 
English soldiers helped us and put an emergency bandage on his hand.  

The second accident happened when we were pulling a loaded cart. One of us fell 
into a big pothole, the load on the cart fell on top of him. We carried him home. One 
week later he was fine again. 

Once, during our midday meal in the forest, one priest and I had to fetch water. We 
were accompanied by our Japanese watchman. We happened to arrive at a house of 
Christians. They had pity on us: they gave us money and sixteen eggs. The 
Japanese agreed that we accepted the gifts. When we were going to eat and thought 
that each of us would get half an egg, the Japanese watchman claimed fourteen of 
the sixteen eggs.  

The only advantage was that the Kuching climate was not too bad. Kuching is 
situated higher up than West Borneo and also more to the north, near the sea and 
mountainous with plenty of rain. Once we had a continuous heavy downpour of three 
days and three nights. It was a real deluge. We had also very long periods of 
droughts. We usually received piped water from the mountains. Once there was a 
problem. For days we had no drinking water. In order to have water, we dug pits. 
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What we got was brackish water. I once saw one of us washing himself with the dew 
obtained from a banana leaf. We did have electric light. But when the Japanese were 
short of bulbs, they came and took ours. 

Clothing: Talking about clothing: the same story. Hundreds of soldiers had scarcely 
enough to cover their private parts. After the tough job of working in the fields and in 
the forest for weeks and months on end, our clothes disappeared thread by thread. 
The soldiers also lacked towels and blankets. In the rainy season, the situation 
became catastrophic. When we suffered from big wounds, we could stay in the camp, 
but for the soldiers there was no pity. They had to present themselves and go to work 
with gaping wounds, without bandages and bare footed.  Poor fellows. 

Liberation?                                                                                                                                                          

Often, we expected the arrival of our liberators. But nothing happened. Finally that 
day arrived. That day was Mary’s annunciation, the feast day of the one whom we 
beseeched so often and so intensely: March 25th 1945. The first airplanes of our 
friends came flying high over the Sarawak mountains which we admired every 
evening, except on rainy days, on account of the most beautiful colours, far more 
beautiful than I had ever observed in the Netherlands. If you could paint those 
colours, you would say that a Rembrandt had painted them.                                                  
How welcome the planes were! They came during late Mass. The Mass was 
shortened and the communion consumed. We all were forced to enter the trenches. 
Nobody knew whether we were safe. The planes dropped leaflets. This first time, 
they came in twenty four aircrafts. They were just beautiful. In the following days, 
they dropped their bombs everywhere, except on the camp. Those were frightening 
moments when the planes appeared above our trenches. The Japanese, they too, 
crept underground. The Japanese planes did not match those rapid and modern 
American aircraft. We noticed different kinds of planes. Even flying fortresses came 
flying low over. Those days, we ran one hundred and twenty five times in and out of 
our trenches. In the end, we did not bother any more to go to the trenches, being 
sure that the Americans would not bomb our camps. The airport and the shipyard 
were their targets. But freedom had not come yet.                                                                                                          

Here once more the story of our forbidden and hidden wireless. For some time, we 
had no more electricity and therefore no more wireless reception. On August 5 1945, 
the English mechanics managed to produce electricity by means of a dynamo 
activated by means of foot movement. That electricity was enough to activate the 
wireless reception. We got our war news again. We heard that in Europe the war had 
ended but we did not know when it had ended.”  

On August 6, 1945. America dropped the first atom bomb on Hiroshima. Three days 
later another plutonium bomb on Nagasaki. We were not aware of it.                                                            

Over the Sarawak mountains came the salvation for which we had been hoping and 
praying for three and a half years. Our situation was black, sombre and hopeless. 
That day, the Japanese were pulling their ammunition, troops and foodstuffs into the 
forest. And worst of all, they intended to take along those prisoners of war who were 
strong enough to carry food and war material. After accomplishing that job, the 
prisoners would be murdered. The Australian authorities discovered documents that 
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on 17 August all prisoners of war, including Sisters, women and children, were going 
to be killed.  

On August 15th 1945 happily enough, on the feast of the Assumption of Our Lady. 
the Japanese emperor Hirohito announced on the wireless that he accepted the 
unconditional surrender. The second world war ended officially September 2nd 1945. 
We had crawled through the eye of the needle. We claimed to have been saved by 
our fervent and constant prayers. Saint Joseph had often helped us in the most 
critical moments. That is why we said many prayers of gratitude. On that 15th  August 
we heard on the wireless that the war had ended. But we could not yet express our 
joy, because, in our camp, the Japanese did not know yet. But with parachutes the 
Australian military started providing us with food and clothing. Our Japs did not 
object. Everything was calmly distributed among and in the different sub-camps. 

On September 11th 1945, a big white car drove into the camp with Brigadier 
Eastrick of the Australian Fleet and Captain Jenning of the American Fleet. It was 
half past four in the afternoon. At five everybody was present on the square in the 
middle of the camp. All came to listen to the Brigadier who had come to announce 
our freedom. A mighty roar and deafening cheers rose to the skies and did not stop 
for a long time.  

In a letter dated 14th September 1945, an Australian officer with the liberating force 
described the conditions in the camp, and stated that "Judging by the quantity of food 
available in Kuching when the Relief Force arrived and by the adequate supplies 
which were then in stock in the Japanese storehouses, it is considered that the PW 
food ration could easily have been maintained at a level which would have kept the 
PW alive and reasonably healthy. However, a policy of slow starvation was carried 
out instead." National Archives WO 325/52. 

Father A. Mulder wrote his experiences: 

On 1 April 1942, the Japanese closed all our schools. On 14 May they arrested us 

and carried us off. Our Christians cried aloud. We were allowed to take along the 

luggage we could carry. In the Kuching camp, there were 238 Priests and 

Religious: Mill Hill Fathers, Capuchin Brothers (Mgr. van Valenberg), Monfort 

Fathers, Brothers of Huijbergen, 160 Sisters of various Congregations. Also 

138 civilians, 150 Dutch soldiers, and 1200 English soldiers. We were divided 

into sub-camps, separated by barbed wire. 

By the intervention of Monsignor and the Japanese camp superior Major Chuga 

(some write Suga), we could have daily Mass, celebrated by a few priests in various 

barracks. Before the arrival of Major Chuga, life in the camp was really terrible. The 

food was awful and insufficient. It was useless to protest. Very soon all kinds of 

diseases showed up. Some of the missionaries could no longer read. Others could 

no longer walk. Of the English soldiers five hundred died. There were days that we 

had ten burials, one day even twelve burials. 

Twice a day a group had to go for work, and heavy work at that in the heat of the 

day. Many Europeans did not wear clothes, even less than the Dayaks wore. 

Fortunately, we cultivated vegetables; otherwise many more people would have died. 
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I wore many hats: I was a toilet cleaner together with the Anglican Bishop and others, 

I was a nurse, a wood carrier, sweeper and so on. We ate cats, dogs, snails and 

snakes. We faced about 120 aerial attacks, but luckily enough our camp was never 

hit. 

Father A. Verhoeven wrote:  

Life in the camp consisted of hard labour, little food, overpopulated barracks,  hard 

and cruel masters. Mgr. van Valenberg was with us and exerted his influence to 

make the situation a bit more bearable. 

Mgr. Wachter and seven other Austrian Fathers and a Brother, who could work freely 

during our internment, were arrested by the Japanese on May 10th 1945. They were 

never heard of again. It appears that they were all executed.   

In our area, Fathers A. de Klerk and J. Staal died in the camp. Father Quadekker was 

dismissed from the camp. 

P.S. The archives in Oosterbeek indicate that Father A. de Klerk died on 6/6/1941 in 

Borneo, that is one year before the opening of the Batu Lintang camp. 

Father P. J. de Wit writes: 

In the Kuching camp, there were 2.500 prisoners of whom 266 missionaries, 

namely 160 Sisters and 106 Priests. Five Priests and ten Sisters lost their lives. 

I remember the joys and the misery of the three year internment. The misery is soon 

forgotten, the beams of light will keep burning in our memory and will give rise to 

gratitude. Many wrote about the vicissitudes of the camp. Let me concentrate on the 

joyful moments. 

The biggest source of solace was our daily Mass, which gave us much strength and 

consolation. The second biggest advantage was that we religious lived together. 

Undoubtedly, we could have been a blessing for the civilians with whom we lived 

together the first few months. At that time, we lived with government officials, 

business people and plantation owners. But soon we religious were put in one 

partition. However, every Sunday one of us could go to the Catholic civilians, to the 

Dutch and to the English.  

We supported one another, we were an example and a source of edification for one 

another, though we were not a saintly gathering. At times, we grumbled openly and 

were often in a bad mood. We were in complete misery and looked forward to 

regaining freedom. Automatically, we descended into muttering and moaning. These 

were understandable shortcomings. But besides that, there was a beneficial 

abundance of religious and priestly virtue. Of course a priest and a brother pray a lot. 

And in need one prays even more. In the camp one suffers deeply: one’s thoughts go 

out to the flock left behind at the mission station. One knows that the sheep are in 

danger. One is convinced that God protects them. This consolation is overwhelming, 

one suffers and prays with complete surrender. This attitude consoles one’s 

confrères, who in reflection feel themselves strengthened. This process went on 

nearly unnoticed, but it strengthened others again. 

Prayer and surrender to God incited the internees to pay attention to others; the sick 

and the weak were looked after first and foremost. Some put their meagre rations 
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aside for the survival of others. That material ration became a spiritual ration for the 

donor. In other words, the internees supported one another at work in the field by 

replacing someone else, supporting someone whilst studying difficult languages and 

by encouraging someone in times of depression. This was Christian charity which 

helped us to survive and provided a good mood which the inhabitants of the other 

camps admired, even the Japanese wondered about us. They did not understand 

what made us to be so happy. In our neighbouring sub-camps people died, because 

there everyone just cared for himself, charity did not exist. 

In the midst of great misery, we did enjoy ourselves thoroughly. We were like big 

playful kids with equally long beards, who poked fun at one another and who told tall 

stories as missionaries used to tell. 

We organised beautiful concerts, composed excellent sonatas, we invented amazing 

plays and foolish songs. Whilst doing jobs, we whistled so much the Japanese 

forbade us to whistle. No birthday went bye unnoticed. After Mass we presented 

flowers to the birthday boy. That day confrères used to come together to smoke 

cigarettes consisting of dried leaves. Copper, silver and golden jubilees were 

celebrated in a big way. We felt urged to celebrate from time to time. We decorated 

the celebrant’s chair with greens and flowers. We loved bridge drives, tournaments of 

chess, drafts and tennis. 

When later Borneo missionaries gathered, they recalled happy moments of camp life.  

They remembered the capuchin Fathers (joyful and decent) with whom we discussed 

the greatest mission problems in an cheerful manner. We admired the old and grey 

Capuchin Brothers of the old style, really prayerful and heroes of charity. 

We talked about the youthful Monfort missionaries who made a perfect mix of joy and 

earnestness, skilful men with tough perseverance. We admired the learned and 

obliging Huijbergen Brothers, with whom we discussed teaching problems and local 

languages.  

We always looked up to the old men who during all the camp time stayed healthy and 

tough. The old missionaries won gloriously over the younger generation in 

endurance, in unflappable optimism, keeping our mood high. Last but not least, we 

praised our admired leader, Mgr. Tarcisius van Valenberg, Apostolic Vicar of 

Pontianak. He was extremely kind and showed us so much piety, wisdom and 

respect. His tactics and diplomacy gained us so many privileges from the Japanese 

Camp commander Suga. 

Another source of information tells us that Fr. Piet de Wit was beaten up once and 

locked up in a small hut for three days. 

 

“The Dutchman Fr. Joseph Feldbrugge was killed too. That happened in Long 
Nawang, making the total of ten Mill Hill men who died during and on account of the 
Japanese occupation.”  
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 Suga killed himself five days after the liberation. 

To them we bestow God’s abundant blessings. Yes, in our camp we experienced the 

Roman Catholic joyfulness, the fruits of continuous prayer and tangible charity. That 

was the joy of God’s children, children in need, in extreme need, but thanks to God’s 

goodness, joyful in the Lord.  

 

  

        Capuchin scoutmaster Father Leo de Jong in Borneo. 

 

None of us want to experience those three painful years again. We saw too much 

pain, too much misery and too much cruelty around us. But none of us will ever in his 

life stop thanking God for the many signs of His lovely-never-failing providence during 

all those long years. Everyone of us will show that heartfelt gratitude every day in the 

vineyard of the Lord, on his mission station. Camp life has not been in vain, it was no 

lost time. Every day we pick the fruits in the many conversions in Borneo. Deo 
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Gratias. What the Capuchin Father Leo de Jong of Spierdijk, the Netherlands, writes 

about Fr. Staal is something any Mill Hill man would be proud of: “Father Staal was a 

saint and, on top of that, he nearly worked himself to death for us in the camp’s 

vegetable garden. Besides, he was a good historian and an entertaining 

conversationalist.”      

The Capuchin Father Leo de Jong was born in Spierdijk (Netherlamds) in1903 and 

died in 1980. He had been appointed to Indonesian Borneo in September 1932. He 

too was an inmate of Batu Lintang Camp. 

 

P.S. 

Women’s sub-Camp in Batu Lintang: 

In the women’s camp 280 were interned: consisting of 35 children, 160 Religious 

Sisters, 85 wives of government officials and planters, a few nurses and two Anglican 

nuns. 

The 160 Sisters were working in hospitals and schools: 

- Veghel congregation:  70 

- Etten congregation:     37 

- Aster Congregation     15 

- Capuchin Sisters          8 

- Mill Hill Sisters:           30                                                                                                                     

Total:    160

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Of the Veghel Congregation the following seven Sisters died during their 

internment: Gertruda, Cajetana, Antonia, Sophia, Venantia, Fidelia en 

Franciscus.  

Of the Etten Congregation one Sister died: Elisabeth.  

 

Google:                                                                                                                                               

“A camp hospital was set up and run by a Japanese medical officer, Dr. Yamamoto. 

The prisoners believed that his policy was "live and let die", and the hospital became 

"a filthy germ-ridden death hole". Lionel E. Morris, a sapper with the British 

Army Royal Engineers, wrote that Yamamoto "never attended to sick or diseased 

men". 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Engineers
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The camp’s hospital. 

To the right, coffins 

ready for re-use.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yamamoto issued an order that no rations were to be issued to men in the hospital. 

The prisoners pooled their food and the sick were provided for even though it meant 

all others went short. Care of all prisoners was left to the camp doctors, such as 

Colonel King and Captain Bailey in the POWs' compounds and Dr. Gibson in the 

women's compound.”  

“Little medicine was available to the internees from the Japanese: they provided 

small amounts of quinine and aspirins. Morris recounts how Yamamoto, the doctor in 

charge, would quite often beat sick men until they fell down, especially if they 

approached him for drugs. Few Red Cross supplies were available and most 

medication was bought or bartered from the outside world or from the guards 

themselves. No anaesthesia was available for operations. The main source of 

medical supplies in early 1943 was a pro-Allied ethnic Chinese family who lived 

nearby and was assisting in the provision of materials for the construction of a radio.”  

 

Father Bill Smit writes: “In the camp, ten of us (Mill Hillers) died, of whom eight were 

killed; two died of misery. So, at the liberation, there were fifteen of us left over. 

Two of us were sent to Europe immediately to recuperate.”  

We heard later that of the Sandakan camp, where there were 1700 prisoners, only 6 

survived. In Singapore 13.000 person perished of hunger and misery. In Birma, 

15.000 were buried whilst doing road construction. 

Our Batu Lintang  camp which had existed from March 1942, was liberated on 11 

September 1945. Following the unconditional surrender of Japan on 15 August 1945, 

the camp was liberated by the Australian 9th Division only one month after their 

official surrender. According to the Japanese documentation found at the camp, if the 

camp would have been liberated two days later, more than two thousand prisoners 

would have been murdered by the Japanese by shooting and burning them.  

“At the liberation, 11th September 1945 there were 38 Mill Hill Missionaries in 

the camp” (Wikipedia: Batu Litang camp). In the Japanese stores, as was evident at 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Overseas_Chinese
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the liberation, there was plenty of food, but the Japanese practised a policy of slow 

starvation  

Father Piet de Wit  

He held a diary where he noted the number of the inhabitants of the Kuching-Camp 

alias Batu Litang Camp divided into the following eleven sub-camps: 

Prisoners of war: 

1. Australian officers:   170 

2. British officers:     60 

3. Dutch officers:     26  

4. British + Australian soldiers:       1200 

5. Dutch soldiers:    150 

6. Indonesian soldiers:   180 

7. British + Indian soldiers:     45 

8. Dutch + English civilians:   250 

9. Women and children:             280 

10.  Priests and Brothers:    105 

11. Staf of the camp Hospital:      28  

 

Total:  2494 

 

Camp of priests and brothers: 105 persons 

 

Capuchin Priests;             25  

Capuchin Brothers:             16   

Brothers of Huijbergen:      23   

Monfort Priests and Brother (1):     5 

Mill Hill Priests- Sarawak:   18   

Mill Hill Priests B.N. Borneo:   17 

Mill Hill Brother:      1  

          Total: 105  persons 

 

Deceased in the Batu Lintang Camp:  

3 Capuchin priests.  

3 Mill Hill priests:  Fr. Weber (Febr. 5, 1944), Fr. J. Staal (7 May 1944), Fr.   C. 

Quadekker (8 June 1944). 

 



106 
 

Further Statistics of the Kuching Camp 

Original numbers       2494  persons 

Those who survived:  1387      “ 

Lost or died elsewhere    378       “ 

Died in the camp:          729       “  
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      Chapter X  

           Tyrolese Martyrs 

The Tyrolese Mill Hill missionaries were not interned by the Japanese army. Those 
missionaries were free to continue their missionary work whilst all their other 
companions were interned in Batu Lintang camp. They were free on account of the 
alliance of Nazi Germany, Austria and Italy with Japan during World War II. But when 
Germany and Italy surrendered to the Allies,  the Japanese regarded the Tyrolese 
missionaries as their enemies. They too were arrested. Various sources give different 
accounts of what became of them: 

Father Gerrit Bruggeman writes after the missionaries’ liberation from Batu Lintang: 

 “We, the released Mill Hill missionaries, were surprised that Mgr. Wachter failed to 
turn up and meet us on Labuan Island. By the end of September (1945), however, it 
became clear that Mgr. Wachter, Mgr. Hopfgartner and seven other Tyrolese 
missionaries had perished. They disappeared in August 1945. How and where they 
died is unknown. The Japanese disposed of their victims at night in order to wipe out 
all traces. The Tyrolese missionaries were killed, because the Germans had 
surrendered on May 5, 1945. Their country Austria used to be an ally of the Germans 
during the whole of the second world war. That is why they were never interned. But 
the surrender by the Germans worked as a boomerang for them. Nine Tirolese Mill 
Hillers were killed.” “They must have died sometime between July 1st and August 
15th, 1945 at Tenom and Sapong.                                                                                                      

P.S. Mgr. Hopfgartner was not killed, he survived. Fr. Arie Mak wrote: “In Sarawak: 
Mgr. Hopfgartner and Aichner survived as well as Fr. Chin and 13 Chinese Sisters.” 

Another source writes about Mgr. Wachter and companions. 

Mgr. Wachter, six Fathers and one Brother were killed by the Japanese. That is 
certain. The circumstances of their death are still unclear. 

Father Anton Paulmichl had been arrested and transferred to various spots during 
at least one week, when he died at Tenom after a heavy attack of malaria fever. His 
grave has a cross. Father J. Klijn blessed his grave at the beginning of May 1945. (Is 
this date alright? A question mark since the liberation of the Batu Lintang camp 
happened only in September 1945. How could Fr. Klijn be in May 1945 in Tenom ?) 

Fr. Mak writes: Of North Borneo the following were killed in July 1945:  Mgr. 

Wachter, Frs. Reich, Unterberger, Hür, Keurt, Obertegger, Böhm and Br. Aegidius. 

Father Anton Paulmichl had been under arrest for at least one week and was 

transferred, when he died at Tenom after a heavy attack of malaria fever. 

The calvary of the Tyrolese missionaries started at Penampang. Fr. Verhoeven 
received the following information from the Carmelite Sisters.  

Met opmerkingen [G1]:  
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These Sisters from Jesselton (Kuching) were lodged in the boys’ school at 
Penampang. That building lies at the foot of the hill on the top of which lies the 
bishop’s residence.  

Together with Mgr. Wachter, the following persons were present: Fathers 
Unterberger, Jos Böhm, Marcus Obertegger, Jos Theurl and Brother Egidius 
Leiter. Other Fathers were stationed in the Papar district namely Anton Reich, 
Franz Flür and Anton Paulmichl together with Patrick Lee, Stanislaus Sabahai and 
Peter Wong. “These were collected by the Japanese one day after the arrest of the 
group of missionaries in Penampang. These arrests happened on 18th and the 19th of 
May 1945, shortly after the end of World war II was signed on 8th  May 1945 in 
Karlshorst, Berlin. They were all taken to the Japanese headquarters at Tenom.   

On May 20th , Fr. Raich, Fr. Flur, and Fr. Paulmichl were arrested at Kinuta, Papar. 
They joined those from Penampang. At Papar, there was no train that could travel, 
because the railway lines were destroyed. Therefore, the Fathers and friends were 
forced to march along the railway line until they reached Tenom. They were in Tenom 
by June.  

Fr. Paulmichl died in Tenom the same month due to an attack of malaria. The 
following month, the Japanese soldiers took the others to Sapong. What happened to 
them in Sapong is not known. The fate of the eight priests, one brother and three 
missionary friends remains unknown. The official explanation offered was that they 
died in a bomb attack or that they ran into the forest during a bomb attack. The 
catholic Mission, however, could not accept this explanation. There seems to be no 
way of knowing exactly what happened and when and how the missionaries and their 
friends lost their lives for the Church in North Borneo.” 

A letter written by Fr. Klijn, at the time still recently the local Mill Hill Society Superior, 
to Fr. General from Dapar, 15th November 1946. 

“The other day, Fr. Yong went to Tenom where the Tyrolese Fathers were seen last, 
and I hoped that he, being Chinese, would be able to find out something about 
Monsignor and the other Fathers. He, however, came back without further 
particulars. Even in Sapong Estate, where the grave is supposed to be, nothing has 
come to light. It is very sad but it looks as if we shall never find anything definite. Fr. 
Verhoeven (pro-prefect) has asked the authorities in Singapore where some of the 
officers of Sapong Estates were registered as war criminals, but these all keep to the 
story that they were bombed by Allied planes. It is a clear lie, but in the meantime we 
cannot find the truth.”  

“My time as acting Society Superior will be long remembered. It was altogether a very 
sad time, ending with the murder of so many innocent members of the Society. Let us 
hope that North Borneo will after its time of trial, get a prosperous future. 

Fr. Thomas Kim has gone to Tawau to Fr. Mulder (the present Mill Hill Society 
Superior) and Fr. Joseph Hew to Kudat to Fr. v. d. Schoor. All three Chinese priests 
are the first fruits of the seminary of Fr. Weber (who died during the Japanese 
occupation). A great pity that Monsignor Wachter and Fr. Weber were not there 
anymore to see the fruits of their labours. But from heaven they will send down their 
blessing on the work of these new priests. 
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Here more specific details about the Tyrolese martyrs (with the correct 

names) who died in Japanese Camp Batu Lintang (Sarawak, Borneo):                                        

Mgr. August Wachter, born in the Tyrol, 7th December 1878, ordained a priest on 
19th September 1903. He died 6th  August 1945, aged 66 years. Executed. 

Fr. Anton Raich, born in the Tyrol, 1893, ordained a priest in 1917, died 6th August 
1945, age 51 years. Executed. 

Fr. Franz Flür, Tyrolese, born 29 June 1906, ordained 14 July 1935, died 6th August, 
1945, age 39 years, executed. 

Fr. Jozef Böhm, Tyrolese, ordained 1927, died 6th August 1945 age 45, executed. 

Fr. Johan Unterberger, born in the Tyrol on 6th February 1884, ordained 1907, died 
6th August 1945, age: 61 years. Executed 

Fr. Mark Obertegger, born in the Tyrol, 18th April 18 April 1905, ordained 20th July, 
1930, died 6the August 1945, age: 40 years old. Executed.  

Brother Aegidius Leitner, Tyrolese, born 1902,  died aged 43. Executed. 

Fr. Jozef Theurl, born Tyrolese, 4th July 1907, ordained 8 July 1934, died 6th August 
1945, aged 38, executed.  

Fr. Valentine Weber, Tyrolese, 16th May 1876, ordained 20th September 1902, died 
2nd February 1944, age 65 years. On account of illness in Japanese Camp Batu 
Lintang. 

Fr. Anton Paulmichl, Tyrolese, born 25 November 1910, ordained 8th July 1934, 
died at Tenom, 6th  August 1945, age 34 years. Died under arrest.  
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       Chapter XI 

     Sandakan Camp 

In 1942 and 1943, 2000 Australian and 700 British POWs, who had been captured at 
the Battle of Singapore in February 1942, were shipped to North Borneo to construct 
a military airstrip and prisoner-of-war camps at North Borneo (Sabah). As on 
the Burma Railway the prisoners were forced to work at gunpoint, and were often 
beaten whilst receiving very little food or medical attention.                                                             

In August 1943, when the Japanese discovered that the Australian soldiers in the 
Sandakan had a radio in their possession, some officers were executed; the 
remaining officers were moved to the Batu Lintang camp near Kuching. The 
Australian soldiers at Sandakan remained without officers. Conditions for the 
remaining prisoners deteriorated sharply following the officers' removal. Rations were 
further reduced, and sick prisoners were also forced to work on the airstrip. After 
construction had been completed, the prisoners initially remained in the camp.                                                  

In January 1945, with approximately 1,900 prisoners still alive, the advancing Allies 
managed to successfully bomb and destroy the airfield. The former military airstrip is 
now known as Sandakan Airport, which serves Sandakan town. 

It was at this time, with Allied landings being anticipated shortly, that camp 
commandant Captain Hoshijima Susumi decided to move the remaining prisoners 
westward into the mountains to the town of Ranau, a distance of approximately 260 
kilometres. He claimed that this was an order of Lieutenant General Baba Masao, 
commanding officer of the 37th Japanese Army.  

The first marches                                                                                                                                         

The first phase of the marches across wide marshland, dense jungle, and then up the 
eastern slope of Mount Kinabalu occurred between January and March 1945. The 
Japanese had selected 470 prisoners who were thought to be fit enough to carry 
baggage and supplies for the accompanying Japanese battalions relocating to the 
western coast. In several groups the POWs, all of whom were either malnourished or 
suffering serious illness, started the journey originally with the intention of reaching 
Jesselton (Kota Kinabalu). Although the route took nine days, they were given rations 
for only four days. As on the Bataan Death March, any POWs who were not fit 
enough or collapsed from exhaustion were either killed or left to die en route. Upon 
reaching Ranau, the survivors were halted and ordered to construct a temporary 
camp. As one historian later commented: "Those who survived... were herded into 
insanitary and crowded huts to then die from dysentery. By 26 June, only five 
Australians and one British soldier were still alive."                                                                      

The second marches                                                                                                                         

A second series of marches began on 29 May 1945 with approximately 536 
prisoners. The new Sandakan camp commander, Captain Takakuwa Takuo, ordered 
the prisoners towards Ranau in groups of about fifty with accompanying Japanese 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Singapore
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Airstrip
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prisoner-of-war_camp
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sabah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burma_Railway
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unfree_labour
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bombing_raid
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandakan_Airport
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ranau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baba_Masao
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marshland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jungle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mount_Kinabalu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kota_Kinabalu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bataan_Death_March
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dysentery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Army
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Captain_(land)
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guards. The march lasted for twenty-six days, with prisoners even less fit than those 
in the first marches had been, provided with fewer rations and often forced to forage 
for food. Compound No. 1 of the Sandakan camp was destroyed in an attempt to 
erase any evidence of its existence. Only 183 prisoners managed to reach Ranau. 
Upon their arrival on 24th June 1945, participants of the second marches discovered 
that only six prisoners from the first series of marches in January were still alive.                      

The final march   

Approximately 250 people were left at Sandakan after the second march departed. 
Most prisoners were so ill that the Japanese initially intended to let them starve to 
death, forcing many to scavenge in the surrounding forest for food.                                                     

However, on 9 June 1945, it was decided to send another group of 75 men on a final 
march. The remaining men were so weak that none survived beyond 50 kilometres. 
As each man collapsed from exhaustion, he was shot by a Japanese guard. All 
remaining prisoners left at Sandakan who could not walk were either killed or died 
from a combination of starvation and sickness before the Japanese surrender on 15 th  
August 1945. Many Japanese soldiers also died of starvation, with some even turning 
to cannibalism in order to preserve their fighting effectiveness. The former military 
airstrip is now known as Sandakan Airport, which serves Sandakan town. 

Partial statistics of Sandakan Camp: 

March of 19 January 1945 

Died during the march    223 

Fled successfully                6 

Died of exhaustion later: 230 

March of 28 June 1945 

Died during the march:    353 

Died of exhaustion later:  183       

Of the 2.700 prisoners of war at Sandakan, only six soldiers who had managed to 
escape and to stay alive, survived. It was the worst atrocity in the Far East committed 
by the Japanese military.                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
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     Chapter XII 

                     Post-war situation                                                                                                                                                                                                            

“The Japanese in our Camp signed their surrender. We raised our flag and we 

shouted hurray, hurray, hurray, high into the sky. The roles were reversed. When in 
the evening, the English and the Dutch soldiers experienced the changeover, they 
thrashed the Japanese guards especially those who used to beat and kick us. To a 
few of them we gave a proof of good behaviour. When the Japanese continued to 
misbehave, their officer berated and beat them. In prison, they were beaten twice a 
day and thrashed with a piece of wood. They are a rough and uncivilised nation. Now 
things changed. The English and Dutch soldiers beat up the Japanese. They owed 
us something. The new prisoners were put in a row, holding their hands high up 
whilst being photographed. The first Sunday after the local peace accord, we 
celebrated a thanksgiving Mass. We all were present.                                                                                        

After liberation, ex-
POWs throw away the 
pig trough in which the 
daily ration of boiled 
rice for 1200 men was 
served.  

The ration only half 
filled the trough, and 
was mixed with sweet 
potato tops. 

 

 

 

Hilda Bates, one of the inmates of the women’s camp visited the sick POWs: 

 
"I was horrified to see the condition of some of the men. I was pretty well hardened to 
sickness, dirt and disease, but never had I seen anything like this in all my years of 
nursing. Pictures of hospitals during the Crimean War showed terrible conditions, but 
even those could not compare with the dreadful sights I met on this visit. Shells of 
men lay on the floor sunken-eyed and helpless; some were swollen with 
hunger, oedema and beriberi, others in the last stages of dysentery, lay unconscious 
and dying. They had no pillows or clothes, few cups, fewer bowls, or even medical 
supplies. There were three hundred desperately sick men, many unable to help 
themselves, or to carry food to their mouths. Throughout our internment, we women 
had begged to be allowed to nurse the soldiers, but the Japanese refused our offer, 
saying this would be indecent". 

The Australian military were jovial fellows and very nice to us. When we took the road 
to Kuching, they would stop and give us a ride. They took care of us very well, 
feeding us with Australian mutton and ice-cream. They handed us tins containing 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crimean_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oedema
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:AwmOG3516.jpg
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vegetables, cheese, meat and so on.  Very soon we began putting on weight. Our 
brownish colour disappeared. We had  people cutting wood for us and preparing our 
food. We were not allowed to work . We had to take a good rest in order to 
recuperate. The sick were immediately transported to the hospital. Soon we had to 
leave the camp to make room for the Japanese! Many of us left by plane or by boat 
for Labuan, an island opposite Brunei. The ride to Labuan by plane took two hours, 
by boat the journey took one day and one night.  

We, missionaries of Pontianak, the Dutch Indies, packed everything we wanted to 
take along. Our belongings were left at the presbytery in Kuching. The stuff would be 
sent on later. What we needed for the journey to Labuan, we took along as hand 
luggage. The trucks arrived and the suitcases went on top. Finally, we left the camp, 
where we had suffered so much. We took leave of the Japanese with our fists high 
up.                                                        

With enthusiasm we arrived in Kuching, where life had restarted. Shops were open 
again. Everybody was happy and friendly. Those who had fled into the forests, had 
turned up again. We had to wait for one hour. The boat had not arrived yet. It was hot 
on the quay. We walked up and down and talked with the Australian soldiers. All of a 
sudden, four destroyers arrived. They can develop much speed, so that they rise out 
of water into the air. They sail with their rear deeply into the water. Behind them they 
leave a great mass of white foam. The small local rowing boats had to get out of their 
way, otherwise the rowing boats would disappear into the waves. The destroyers 
were filled with Australian Marines. When they finished unloading the boats, we could 
board. They called us one by one by name. They provided us with help from all sides. 
The Marines were friendly and obliging. We were not allowed to carry anything at all. 
We parted with shouts of joy on all sides. We moved into the sea and breathed fresh 
and healthy air. We waved goodbye. We had to sit down on middeck, because the 
wind blew us nearly off our feet. Long strings of white waves followed the boats.  

We sailed to Labuan, an island opposite the town of Kuching. We had time to 
recuperate. We would stay in that camp for more than one month. In Labuan they 
had installed a great military hospital with 1200 beds. Six Fathers/Brothers were 
operated there for a hernia. They were looked after by Australian Sisters and nurses. 
The missionaries would leave Labuan for North Borneo on 25th October 1945.    

A note of gratitude: 

In August 1945, Japan capitulated, and Fr. Buis and his confreres were liberated. 
And soon the confreres were telling and writing with evident gratitude and 
appreciation about the great qualities of leadership which Fr. Buis had shown in the 
camp. His tact, foresight, and business acumen have been of immense value to all 
the interned Fathers and Sisters. His organising talents and savoir-faire have won for 
him the undesired post of universally acknowledged representative of the Mill Hill 
missionaries during the three years they spent in captivity. 
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.                                                 

Most of the Mill Hill Fathers of 
Sarawak and B. N. Borneo have 
now returned to their stations. 
Others are still waiting for 
transport. Sibu (Fr. Buis’ Mission) 
suffered badly. The house was 
badly damaged, but can be 
repaired. The church absolutely 
useless now, and the new school 
burned to the ground. Convent and 
the girls’ school badly damaged. I 
can say that all the Fathers spent 
their time in Camp for the benefit of 
the Mission. Frs. van Erp, Dekker 
and myself made great progress in 
Chinese reading and writing. Frs. 

Bruggeman and Mak learned a lot of Dayak and so everyone did his best to make 
himself useful to the Mission.  As noted earlier Father Anthony Mulder had been  
interned by the Japanese and was the handyman in the camp. He came out of the 
camp with a shattered arm. 

Fr. A. Verhoeven  

After the liberation from the Japanese, on 11 September 1945, he assumed the 
charge of the Prefecture of North Borneo. He writes: All our stations have reopened 
as well as the convents, except for Labuan and Sandakan. The prices have soared 
and the black market thrives. We have nothing to offer and we have no resources. 
Rubber prices are high, but Brother Aegidius, who ran a rubber plantation in Labuan, 
has been murdered together with eight Austrian Fathers. Our Fathers work hard and 
successfully to bring back the lost sheep. Spiritually the Mission had suffered a lot, 
materially much was lost, schools and churches were bombed or burnt.                                                           

The military authorities gave me permission to visit all our mission stations in our 
prefecture. The Japanese burnt down a terrible lot. The allied forces bombed the rest 
in North Borneo. This region suffered the greatest destruction in the Far East, 
perhaps parts of the Philippines excepted. If we do not start repairing, it will take ten 
years to arrive at the situation as it was in 1941. But we experienced a great 
consolation when we returned to our former posts. People welcomed us with tears in 
their eyes and with gratitude. People showed their appreciation which was very 
moving and encouraging.  Many influential Catholics, however, had been mercilessly 
murdered by the enemy. But the younger generation, which grew up in our absence, 
is our hope for the future.                                                                                                                
Our schools will receive our attention first. The war has had a bad influence on the 
morals of the youngsters. People were forced to live with the power of evil which 
exerted a  proud, cruel and pagan influence. The Japanese poked fun at Christianity 
and the Church, which they suspected to collaborate with the Allies. We still have 
faith in a future for our Mission, but we are anxious at the same time; the future will 
present a hard time for our missionaries. In general, the missionaries are in decent 
health, but most of us have been bedridden for some time. We wanted to restart full 
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speed, forgetting that we have spent three and a half years in occupation and 
internment. We still do not know how our Tirolean colleagues died. In August 1945 
they were still alive. The Japanese want us to believe that they died by the bombs 
and bullets of the Allies. I decided that the British priests should go to Europe first, 
and that the Dutch priests return immediately to their missions stations. Once the 
British priests would come back, the Dutch would be permitted to take their leave, if 
and when passages could be obtained.  

Fr. Gerrit Bruggeman:  

“After three and a half years we are free to return to our beloved Dayaks who, 
undoubtedly, have been praying for us unceasingly all that time. It is a pity that some 
of us went back to Europe and did not have or take the opportunity to first greet our 
parishioners. Father Leo Barry, my parish priest at Kanowit, he too returned to 
Europe. The first couple of months, I’ll be by myself. I’ll manage, my health is fine.”  

Fr. Henri Jansen:                                                                                                                      
“Well, it has been a real nightmare. Health relatively good. Just turned 70 years. I am 
the oldest priest and spent the longest period in these regions (nearly 46 years). Am 
curious about news from your side, did not hear anything since August 1941!” 

Fr. Hulsbosch writes:                                                                                                                  
“After our liberation from our camp on September 11, 1945, I did not want to join the 
crowd and go to Labuan. I had been long enough with my colleagues in that awful 
camp. Whenever my neighbour opened his mouth, I knew already what he was going 
to say. I longed to go back to my former parish, Serian, Sarawak. The people are 
very happy that we, Europeans, are back, not because there is much love lost 
between them and the Europeans, but because we are symbols of freedom, justice 
and prosperity. On the contrary, the Japanese specialised in oppression, brutality and 
poverty. The situation concerning clothing and medicine is terrible. “ 

“Father Lampe, when he returned to his parish, was welcomed with cheers and 
chimes.”         

Fr Wim Boon received an appointment from Kuching to Mukah and Dalat “to replace 
Fr Anton Mulder who is in poor health and 68 years of age. He should go to Europe 
as soon as possible.” “It would be very good, if we would send home all the Fathers 
who experienced the camp. All without exemption need a long break.”    

 “Next year we are going to build. First a presbytery. I received the construction plans 
from a brother-architect. Boards are hard to get by. Moreover, they are awfully 
expensive. We’ll first finish the frame and the roof, the rest we fill up with tree bark. 
When there are boards and we have got some money, then we replace the bark by 
boards.”  “To be honest, it is not easy. It is a great deal worse after the havoc brought 
about by the Japanese occupation. Spiritual life has suffered considerably. 
Rehabilitation applies also to the spiritual life. That is the first thing we should pay 
attention to. And then we have to undertake one thing at the time, otherwise we 
crack. In these regions, everything changes so awfully slow. In this, we differ so 
much from the people in Borneo. 
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Father Vos writes to Father Padberg in Roosendaal on 17th February 1946: 

 “In Kuching, schools are open again and functioning more or less normally. We are 
short of practically everything. Foodstuffs are about eight times the pre-war price. 
However, the Australians, while they were here, supplied us with army rations. Now 
they have gone, but we still manage to stay alive.  

Here in Kuching our enrolment is about 350 boys but no boarders yet. The thirst for 
knowledge is so great that we had to start evening classes in order to give boys who 
were at school before the war and are unable to resume their studies in the day 
school, an opportunity to quench their thirst for knowledge. Enrolment for the evening 
classes is now about 150. What we still want is a night school to have a regular non-
stop performance.  

Fr. J. v. d. Laar was appointed to Miri,  

Fr. Buis returned to Sibu. So the mission revived and continued to flourish. Fr. Henri 
Dekker revived the Sacred Heart School at the end of 1945. After a couple of years, 
the schools and the missions were back to a healthy growth. Fr. John Maher came 
in 1946 and taught for 5 years in Sacred Heart School. 

Fr. Arie Mak, born in Hoorn, the Netherlands, on 28/02/1913, one of twins, the other 
one being his sister Jo. He was ordained by bishop Rogan, on 9/07/1939. Four 
classmates were sent to Borneo: Frs. Dekker, Arie Mak and W. Smit to Sarawak and 
Piet de Wit to Sabah. In the camp, Arie Mak was the assistant of the quarter master 
and head of the vegetable garden.                                                                                         
Fr. Mak testifies that he met soldiers who worked and survived at the railroads and at 
the death marches of Sandakan, whilst thousands died.  

When the missionaries returned to their stations from their internment, they found 
their stations devastated. In Sibu, the school had disappeared, the church is still 
there, but on the point of disintegrating. The presbytery and the convent are 
damaged. In Dalat, all the buildings are still there, but dilapidated. All the buildings 
have been emptied. In Mukah everything is gone. “We have to start from scratch.” 

In the meantime, the missionaries built sheds as shelter for themselves, for class 
rooms and churches. Often classes were given in the shade of big trees. The 
missions received some subsidies from Rome, from Mill Hill headquarters and from 
the Commission for War Damages, which Fr Verhoeven had approached. He 
estimated the damages at between 250,000 and 300,000 dollars.  

Fr. Leo de Jong (Capuchin) testifies on Fr. Arie Mak : “The real missionary, a very 
good guy with whom nobody will ever have a row. Arie knows how to do a job, he is 
not afraid to start a new project; he lets the difficulties slide off his shoulders.”                                                     
Later on in life, Father Mak had an alcohol addiction. Was this a consequence of his 
long frightening stay in the Japanese camp?                                                                            

Went home to England from North Borneo: Frs. MacCarthy, Crowther and Walsh. 

Fr. David will go home one of these days after a hernia operation. 
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Fr. Verhoeven is now the Pro-Prefect of North Borneo.  

In Jesselton: Fr. van Haaren is the parish priest. Fr. van den Schoor is his curate.  

In Penampang  Fr. Anton Antonissen is the parish priest, Fr. Lampe his curate.  

In Papar Fr. Klijn is the parish priest and Frs. Parsons, Mulder, Terpstra and Douwe 

Bekema his guests. 

In Limbanak Fr. W. Smit is the parish priest and Fr. Grent his guest. 

In Labuan and Brunei: Fr. Piet de Wit (p.p.) 

In Tambunan and Tobo: Frs. Quin and Conolly. 

For Sandakan, Tawao and Kudat are appointed respectively: Frs. Parsons, Mulder 

and Grent.” 

“In Sarawak: Mgr. Hopfgartner and Aichner survived as well as Fr. Chin and 13 

Chinese Sisters.” 

Went back to England: Frs. Delanay, O’Brien, Leo Barry, Whelan. 

Went back to Holland: Frs. Wagenaar and Hol. 

Fr. van de Bergh left for Australia for an eye operation.                                                

In Kuching are the following: Mgr. Hopfgartner, Vos, van Erp, Aichner, Dominic 

Mühren, Hulsbosch. 

In Miri: Fr. Henri Jansen and Fr. Peeters. 

For Sibu: Fr. Buis, Dehlia en Dekker. 

For Kanowit: Fr. Gerrit Bruggeman (plus Fr. H. van Erp according to other sources). 

For Mukah: Fr. Anthony Mulder. 

For Dalat: Fr. Arie Mak.  

 

Fr Buis returned to Sibu. So the mission revived and continued to flourish. Fr. Henri 

Dekker revived the Sacred Heart School at the end of 1945. After some time, Fr. 

Buis, who had been an excellent quarter master during the internment, was elected 

to the office of Prefect on 18th January 1947, despite the fact that he was from 

another Prefecture. He took leave in Europe first and returned to North Borneo at the 

end of 1947. His strong points were his accessibility, diplomacy and his concern for 

the health and welfare of those who worked with him. On 14th February 1952 the 

Vicariate of Jesselton was erected and Mgr. James Buis was appointed the first Vicar 

Apostolic. In 1953 he was consecrated bishop. 

In 1967, when he became 65 years of age, he offered his resignation to the Prefect 

of Propaganda. Only in 1969, this was accepted. He retired to Limburg and later to 
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Vrijland, the Netherlands, where he died in 1980. In 1970 Father Peter Chung had 

been chosen to be the coadjutor to bishop Buis whom he succeeded at the end of 

the year. 

Fr. A. Mulder 

Soon after the Japanese occupation, Father Toon Mulder was back in Penampang. 

The Allied Forces had dropped 18 bombs on the Mission Station. Not one building 

had been hit, except the pigsty. But in the presbytery, there were about 3000 bullet 

holes. In the front door, 17 bullet holes. But parishioners had kept safe many of his 

belongings such as his wireless set and his motorbike. They kept these safe at their 

own risk. For some time, I was the only one in North Borneo who possessed a radio. 

A letter of Fr. A.  Mulder, the present society Superior in Br. North Borneo from 

Tawau, 5th January, 1947: 

“The Society archives and money were lost during the Japanese occupation. 

Monsignor and his eight Tyrolese companions were not allowed to draw on the 

general Mission account. They were allowed to use up the smaller accounts including 

the Society account. They had to live and everything became very expensive. So we 

lost our N. Borneo fund. You know the plight we are in. How much our Mission 

stations have suffered, how nearly all the Fathers have lost their personal belongings. 

Our people are helping us to some extent to rebuild the stations, although many of 

our leading Catholics were murdered by the Japanese.”  

Then Father Mulder mentions that, considering the poor state of health of most of our 

Fathers, the work of the last 14 months has been too heavy. “Notwithstanding our big 

losses due to the war, we have reopened practically all stations and out-stations 

which we had before the war. Many may have thought it advisable to start off again 

on a smaller scale and not to reopen all the stations. I think we have done the right 

thing, but it certainly has been hard on those who did it. I am sorry the new Fathers 

are not here yet.” (They have sailed in the meantime).  

Fr. Henri Jansen: 

He writes on liberation day, 11th  September 1945:  

It was on 16 December 1941, eight days after Japan declared the war that the 

Japanese arrived in Miri. “We were interned in various places in the following six 

months. Then we were interned in Kuching, in Batu Lintang camp. When liberated, I 

counted seventy years of age. 

J. van Haaren writes on 23rd December 1945: 

We have 200 kids in our school again. We have the only English school in the whole 

of Jesselton. The Carmelite Sisters, who had been evacuated to Penampang, were 

brought back to Jesselton by the Australian army. Their chapel is now used on 

Sundays for the parish, because we have no alternative. 

Other parishes have the following priests:  

Sandakan has two priests: Frs. Davis and Parsons. Most buildings are destroyed. 
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Kudat: Fr. Grent; two buildings intact but indescribably dirty. Repairs needed. 

Penampang: Fr. Antonissen and Fr. Lampe. Buildings intact but heavily machine-

gunned. They get many Mass intentions. People were well educated by Mgr. 

Wachter. 

Limbahau: Fr. W. Smit who looks his age (60). Buildings undamaged.  

Lambuan: Fr. Piet de Wit: and two outstations. He has the Australian headquarters in 

his parish and hundreds of Catholic soldiers who are very generous. 

Parpar: Fr. Jan Klijn: House and church intact. School burnt. The school was the best 

and the newest of the buildings. The two outstations in the interior badly damaged. 

Frs. Quin and Conolly. 

Tawau: Fr. Mulder alone. So far we have no news from him. 

P.S. All the church vestments have been recovered, They were kept safe by different 

families. All the rest of our personal and household effects are gone. We are greatly 

helped by the Australian soldiers. Thanks to them I have so far been able to eat 

without having to buy my food. 

P.S.    

1. The death of Father Jan Staal:   

Father Staal was a big and sturdy fellow, born in Haarlem, the Netherlands, on 16th 

April,1888. He was ordained a priest on 21st September 1912. During a previous 

vacation in Holland, he had received a malaria cure. He came back healthy. But in 

the camp, he suffered a lot on account of the bad food. In February 1943, he 

deteriorated. The physician discovered that he had a blood problem caused by 

malaria. After numerous appeals, the Japanese allowed him to receive several blood 

transfusions. I, Frans van der Schoor, was the last one to give him half a litre of 

blood. Then the doctor stopped the treatment, saying that we all needed blood 

ourselves. Father Staal reconciled himself with the fact that he had to face his 

unfortunate untimely death. He invited his best friends for his burial. Jan died on May 

5th, 1943, aged 58 years. The Japanese gave us permission to bury him on the 

Kuching Catholic cemetery. There we met Father Hopfgartner, who seized the 

occasion to give us a good treat. 

2. The death of Fr. Quadekker. Born in Maastricht, the Netherlands,  25th December 

1885. He was ordained a priest 23rd 1911. He died in the Japanese camp Batu 

Lintang 8th June 1944, due to illness. Age 58 years. 

3. The death of Jozef Feldbrugge, born in Groningen, 1 October 1901. Ordained a 

priest 18th July 1926, died 26th August 1942, age: 40 years. Executed by 

Japanese soldiers in Long Nawang. 

Here the awful story of Long Nawang. 

On 26 August 1942, 72 Europeans of Sibu, including women and children, including 

also one Mill Hill man, Fr. Joseph Feldbrugge, were murdered at Long Nawang.                                                                                                                                                 

In August, a number of American missionaries from the United States and a Dutch 
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Mill Hill priest, Joseph Feldbrugge, sought refuge in Long Nawang, situated in the 

highlands, some 300 miles distant, in Dutch-controlled Borneo, with the capital  

Pontianak. Soon a party of 70 Japanese soldiers reached Long Nawang. On arrival, 

the Japanese ambushed the whole post, despite a white flag of truce being shown. 

Once the Japanese had taken control, the surviving men were forcibly led to an 

execution ground. Rifle shots and grenade explosions punctuated the quiet, and 

before midday, the execution was over. A month later, the women were put into 

gummy sacks, dragged to a nearby location and mercilessly bayoneted to death. The 

children were made to climb nearby trees, then allowed to drop from exhaustion on 

upturned bayonets.                                                                                                    

The Long Nawang massacre has been described as one of the worst brutalities of 

the Japanese occupation of Borneo. It was never discovered which Japanese officers 

were ultimately responsible for the atrocities, nor was there any war time tribunal. 
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Chapter XIII 

 Archdiocese of Kuching:  

Bishops 

 

Archbishop Simon Peter Poh Hoon Seng 

 

The following are the lists of ordinaries (bishops of the diocese) and auxiliary 
bishops, and their terms of service. They are followed by other priests of this diocese 
who became bishops. 

 Apostolic Prefects of Sarawak 

1. Edmund Dunn, MHM (1927–1935) 

2. Aloysius Hopfgartner, MHM (1935–1949) 

3. Jan Vos, MHM (Born in The Netherlands; 1949–1952); elevated to 
Apostolic Vicar 

Apostolic Vicars of Sarawak 

1. Jan Vos, MHM (1952–1968) 

2. Charles Reiterer, MHM (1968–1974) 

3. Dato' Sri Peter Chung Hoan Ting (1975–1976), elevated to Archbishop 

 

Archbishops of Kuching 

1. Dato Sri Peter Chung Hoan Ting (1976–2003) 

2. Dato John Ha Tiong Hock (2003–2017) 

3. Simon Peter Poh Hoon Seng (2017–present) 

 

Former Auxiliary Bishops of Kuching 

• Dato John Ha Tiong Hock (1998–2003), appointed Archbishop of this 
diocese 

• Simon Peter Poh Hoon Seng (2015–2017), appointed Archbishop of this 
diocese. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mill_Hill_Missionaries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mill_Hill_Missionaries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mill_Hill_Missionaries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Netherlands
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mill_Hill_Missionaries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mill_Hill_Missionaries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Chung_Hoan_Ting
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archbishop
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Ha_Tiong_Hock
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simon_Peter_Poh_Hoon_Seng
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:KAGAPE_2019_(48388517932)_(cropped).jpg
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On 15 May 1949, Mgr. Hopfgartner died and was succeeded by his pre-Prefect Fr. J. 

Vos. Due to the extraordinary increase  in the number of conversions among the 

Kenya of the Baram district, it seemed opportune to establish a third vicariate in 

Borneo. Propaganda accepted the propositions and the new Vicariate of Kuching 

was erected on 14 February 1952 with Brunei becoming part of it. Mgr. Vos was 

appointed the first Vicar Apostolic of Kuching. 

The Chinese community 

The Sarawak Catholic mission has had a peripheral influence on the Chinese 

community. Mgr. Dunn argues in 1911 that the Chinese hesitated to become 

Catholics because of their fear of the Tongs. But their growth had been hindered  by 

the high mobility of the Chinese population in the 1920s and 1930s, when trade 

slump and crop failures in rubber and pepper, made whole communities return to 

China or elsewhere in South East Asia. The rise of communist China brought stability 

to the community in Borneo. The services of a number of Chinese priests became 

available to the mission in Borneo in the early 1950s after the rise of Communist 

China. Bishop Vos was the first to suggest to Mill Hill that Sarawak and North Borneo 

should welcome them. Twelve of them came to North Borneo. They proved to be 

very valuable to the mission on three accounts: 

1. The mission’s influence tended to be restricted to Chinese farmers and to 

those raised in English education. 
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2. In order to correct this deficiency, Marist Brothers were invited to establish 

Chinese medium schools in Sarawak. They set up a high school at Penrissen 

and one at Sibu. But they came late. That was a time of educational instability. 

3. Only the Sibu school survived by providing both English and Chinese 

secondary education. 

In 1967, when sixty-five years old, bishop Vos tendered his resignation. It was not 

accepted immediately. Fr. C. Reiterer was appointed auxiliary bishop on 6 February 

1967 to assist the bishop for one year. Bishop Vos retired to the Netherlands where 

he died at Hoorn on 29 June 1973.                                                                                       

Bishop Reiterer organised two synods in 1969. It was realised that there was need 

for cooperation with the vicariate of Miri: in the training of catechists, in priestly 

formation and the indigenisation. Fr. F. Vergeer of the Kuching Vicariate was 

assigned to work in close cooperation with Fr. Pichler of Miri to carry through  a 

common catechists’ training program. Fr. Plattner of Miri was assigned to work with 

Fr. Wassermann and Fr. Burke of Kuching to train candidates for the priesthood at 

the Kuching experimental seminary. A joint Iban liturgical commission was set up in 

1970 to prepare common texts for an Iban liturgy. They also saw the need for a 

pastoral council comprising priests, religious and laity to coordinate developments 

throughout the Vicariate. 

The last Vicar Apostolic of both Kota Kinabalu and Kuching was Bishop Peter Chung. 

He had been ordained by bishop Vos on 26 September 1954. He served nine years 

in Sarawak and found himself in Miri vicariate when the division was made in 1959. 

Bishop Galvin sent him to Rome to study canon law. In 1970 he was chosen to 

become coadjutor bishop to Bishop Buis and succeeded him at the end of the year. 

When bishop Chung arrived in Sabah, the church was in great turmoil.  The 

Mustapah persecution was in full swing. The missionary personnel was greatly 

depleted by expulsions and the government refused to grant a residence permit to 

the new bishop. Yet he managed to implement positive policies. The laity grew in 

stature and importance. Bishop Chung was the first president of the PAX. He had to 

enter the State on a series of temporary visitor’s permits. In 1975, after the sudden 

death of Bishop Reiterer of Kuching, he became the first Archbishop of Kuching on 

the establishment of the Ecclesiastical Province of East Malaysia. 
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Chapter XIV 

Vicariate/diocese of Miri 

A Mill Hill priest, Father Jansen, built the first Catholic Church in Miri in 1932 after 
many years of evangelising in the Baram. From a very humble beginning, the St 
Joseph’s church of Miri has been impacting the social and religious development of 
Miri, especially in education and character development.  

Indeed, the development of the Church was synonymous with that of the schools until 

the latter became separated from the church by regulation on education. In Sarawak, 

the history of schools and churches can provide a great deal of insight into the history 

of towns. Miri is, therefore, no exception. Indeed, the development of the Church was 

synonymous with that of the schools until the latter became separated from the 

church by regulation on education.                                                       

A church member mentioned that Bishop Galvin and Father John Dekker were very 

far-sighted and instrumental in expanding the schools by buying more land for 

educational purposes. Kindergartens were built for Catholics and non-Catholics alike. 

They started St Jude Private School so that the Church could help Form Three 

dropouts and also many young people until education was made compulsory up to 

Form five. 

 

1932-2017 

 
“Eighty-five years have gone by and in October this year, the 85th anniversary and 
reunion of St. Joseph’s School, Miri, will attest to the good work of the Roman 
Catholic priests, both local and foreign, teaching priests, local and foreign teachers 
and parents who have helped in the development of the schools.”  

“The years, the growth of Miri, the development of both church and schools have 
witnessed to the motto of St Joseph – to love and to serve – being translated into 
action for the community and the country as a whole. The schools have produced the 
present governor, a former Chief Minister, many ministers of state, many 
professionals and community and other prominent social leaders.” 

Bishop Anthony Galvin 

Anthony Galvin was born on 4th February 1919 in Ormesby, Middlesbrough, England.                       

He was ordained a priest on 29 June 1944.                                                                           

He was consecrated a bishop in San Pietro, Basilica, Rome by Pope John XXIII, 8 

May 1960.                                                                                                                                             

He became the titular bishop of Miri, 31 May 1976.                                                       
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Bishop Anthony Galvin 

 
Bishop Galvin was born 4 February 1919 in 

Ormesby, Middlebury, UK and ordained a priest 

of  St. Joseph’s Missionary Society of Mill Hill  in  

Glasgow Cathedral, 29th June 1944. He studied 

anthropology at Cambridge from 1944 till 1946. At 

that time, he learned to appreciate the value of 

local cultures with their own religions. In 1948 he 

was appointed to Miri, Sarawak. For many years 

he served as a chaplain to the Teachers Training 

College at Batu Lintang, Kuching.                                     

“However, in 1956, Mill Hill  appointed him to 

head their College in London, England. He 

possessed the wisdom and the skill to guide a great mix of theology students from 

Britain, Ireland, Tyrol and the Netherlands. The students  lived at a time when their 

contemporaries listened rather to rock bands than to their parents or their pastors. 

The Mill Hill theology students in their final years of preparation appreciated their 

rector’s leadership. He proved to be an able educator, accessible, kind and cheerful 

and an inspiring speaker when addressing us during his weekly conferences.” (Fr. 

Francis Baartmans) 

On 19 December 1959, the Fourth and Fifth Divisions and Brunei were constituted a 

new Vicariate namely the one of Miri. In 1960, Pope John XXIII appointed Father Galvin 

to head the newly-erected Apostolic Vicariate of Miri. He was consecrated bishop by 

the same Pope, in Rome, on May 8th 1960. In 1965, after the final session of Vatican 

II, bishop Galvin returned to Miri.  

Approximately 6 years later, on 2 January 1966, Father Anthony Lee became the first 

person from Miri to be ordained a priest. 

Pope Paul VI raised the Miri vicariate to the level of a diocese when he established a 

new Church province in East Malaysia on 31 May 1976.  

Bishop Galvin was a passionate anthropologist. He contributed to the Sarawak 
Museum Journal from 1947 to 1956. He also wrote a book titled “By the Banks of the 
Baram” about Kenyah legends.                                                                                           
According to Dato Sri Arni Lampan, then Resident of Miri, Bishop Galvin was a 
cheerful man, well-read and friendly. Bishop Galvin spoke Kenyah well. He invited 
Kenyah artists to paint the Bishop’s House and to do some carvings. Today, the 
Bishop’s House in Miri is still a very unique house. Even the car porch is painted with 
Orang Ulu art.                                                                                                                 

Bishop Galvin of Miri was a sturdy man, well fit to travel round the vicariate with few 
roads or modern communications. He was fluent in Malay and Chinese. He had a 
knack for learning languages; it was not long before he blossomed as a scholar of 
the Kenyah language. In this, he was assisted in his writings by Father Francis 
Baartmans. (See Chapter IV, pages 35-47, headings B-F). The post-Vatican 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Paul_VI
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relaxation of central Church control permitted a greater degree of indigenisation in 
liturgy and catechesis. Under the bishop’s guidance the missions expanded to 
embrace head stations at Tatau, Bintulu, Bata Niah, Miri, Lutong, Belait, Seria, 
Bandar Seri Begawan, Marudi, Long San, Long Lama, and Long Luyang.Kuala. 

Great stress was laid on socio-economic approaches which sought to provide 

cooperatives, medical services and training in agriculture. The missionary expulsions 

affected the bishop profoundly. He threw his weight behind Fr J. Pichler’s efforts to 

improve the education of catechists and saw to it that their status was officially 

recognised. Bishop Galvin was the first to officially commission the catechists who 

began to wear a distinctive uniform. 

 Miri town 

 

Bishop Galvin was the inspiration behind an experimental seminary for young men of 

special merit  who lacked the full formal educational background. Bishop Galvin pushed 

the idea of ordaining married men.                                                                                                                                                    

Anna Wong from the Baram remembers Bishop Galvin fondly. Her father Joseph 
Wong did carpentry and carving works for the Bishop’s House in Miri. According to 
Anna, the Bishop visited the people of the Baram and Tinjar regularly and spoke their 

languages. “My father also made the special cowhide-carved chair that the Bishop 

used on special occasions. He was always smiling. He also kept a very good 
garden,” Anna recalled.                                                                                                               

Bishop Galvin had a niece running the Long Loyang Clinic for many years. She, in 
turn, trained many local girls to be nurses and midwives at a time when infant 
mortality rate was high. “The Bishop had a special chapel in the Bishop’s House at 
Tanjong Lobang and my father made the benches there, erected native carvings of 
sea dragons as base relief on the base of the altar, at the Bishop’s request, and a 
long dining table for the dining room. 

http://www.google.nl/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&source=imgres&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiToMX74IvLAhVIpw4KHSB6C1sQjRwIBw&url=http://www.tripadvisor.com/Tourism-g303998-Miri_Miri_District_Sarawak-Vacations.html&psig=AFQjCNHsqevPrqZQNDTaMRSUBVph_PF9IQ&ust=1456243780749945
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However, Bishop Galvin, whilst on a visit to England, died suddenly at Hart Station, 

Hartlepool, Cleveland, 5 September 1976. Bishop Galvin was a priest for 32 years 

and one month, and a Bishop for 16 years three months. 

On 20th May 1977, Pope Paul VI appointed Father Anthony Lee as the first local 
bishop of the Diocese of Miri, and he was consecrated bishop in St. Joseph's 
Cathedral, Miri, on 20th November 1977. The Diocese of Miri was officially 
proclaimed on the same day.  

The diocese is currently a suffragan of the Archdiocese of Kuching. On 11th 
November 1997, it lost territory to the north of it (Brunei), to establish the Apostolic 
Prefecture of Brunei (Currently the Apostolic Vicariate of Brunei). 

As per 2021, the Miri diocese serves 240,575 Catholics (38.2% of 812,900 total) on 

19,173 km² in 12 parishes with 37 priests (26 diocesan, 11 religious), 82 lay religious 

(13 brothers, 69 sisters), 5 seminarians. There is a major seminary of St. Peter. 

Fr. John Rooney writes in his thesis (page 121): “In response to the Church’s recent 
reforms, liturgical texts continue to be produced in these languages. They are cyclo-
styled for each occasion and it will be some time before the final edited versions may 
be published. The modern approach to these liturgical requirements what may seem 
an unusual omission in previous Catholic linguistic studies, the failure during one 
hundred years to produce a complete Catholic translation of the Bible. No Catholic 
missionary thought he combined in himself sufficient grasp  of the indigenous  and 
biblical languages to qualify him for such a sacred task, and the examination of the 
brave but unsatisfactory efforts of some non-Catholic missionaries did not make them 
any more confident to attempt it.” 

“The richness of the mission’s language studies among the peoples on whom it had 
the greatest impact, should not make us think that such knowledge followed success, 
rather the other way round. The early missionaries studied Malay first and then used 
a native or a Chinese to act as a ‘grammar or dictionary’ of the indigenous language. 
The collections of notes and vocabularies which are still preserved on some stations 
suggest a pooling of the insights that came from daily contact with the people.”   

Mission schools 

“The earliest schools established by the mission were St. Joseph’s Kuching in April 
1882 and St Mary’s Sandakan on 24 July 1883. After false starts at Sari and Kapit, Fr 
Dunn opened a school at Kanowit, probably in 1883, but after that, school 
development was very slow. 

The story behind the slow progress is one of apathy and lack of interest on the part of 
the population. Attendance in rural schools, some with rolls of as few as ten pupils, 
was very irregular and often embarrassing to the mission. For Sarawak government 
officers often arrived to inspect the schools and found that all the boys had gone 
home. But the officers seldom made difficulties, since they judged that such 
experiences were all that could be expected in native areas. The early Sisters’ 
schools found it very difficult to find acceptance as few people appreciated that any 
good could come from educating girls.” 

“It is difficult to discover exactly how much money was spent on education at any 
given time. No salaries were paid to the missionary teachers, some Fathers used 
their private means to keep the mission and school afloat financially, and others had 
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personal benefactors who helped to finance their work. None of these sources of 
support appeared in any accounts books. The three official sources for school 
finance were the Holy Childhood grant, government grants and school fees. Seldom 
more than 30% of the pupils paid any fees at all” (Rooney). In North-Borneo, previous 
to 1920, only the Sandakan and Jesselton schools were directly government aided, 
but after 1920 a block grant was paid to the mission for the support of education in 
native areas. In the mission schools, the ideal is practical training for future use in life. 
In addition to the four R’s: reading, writing, arithmetic and religion, most schools 
provided instruction in gardening and carpentry. For some time after 1895, St. 
Joseph’s school in Kuching taught cobbling and tailoring. In the 1920’s, there was an 
industrial school at Mukah. Fr. Jackson thought  that the schools should be run by 
Brothers and he constantly complained that the Mill Hill Brothers were employed in 
the schools only to teach carpentry and gardening. But there were never enough Mill 
Hill Brothers to carry out such a policy. 

Several Mill Hill men served in that area, among them Father Francis Baartmans 
whom we have mentioned earlier in chapter IV, where you find his writings about the 
culture of the people living along the upper Baram River. He spent some years 
studying and admiring the culture of the people living along the river. He regretted not  
being able to stay in Sarawak longer than ten years. His congregation called him to 
mission apostolate in the Netherlands. Later he was sent to Varanasi, India, where 
he studied Hindu culture for 36 years. 

 

    Fr. John McAulay  
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Here also more details about the life of Father Ben Engelbertink. The report of his 
encounter with the Dutch reporter Habraken you find on page 168. 

Father Ben was ordained in Oldenzaal 30th June 1967. He was sent to Malaysia, to 
work in the diocese of Miri, in Sarawak. He worked among the Iban. He loved to 
respond to their invitations to eat and sleep in their longhouses. After one year he 
was asked to move on to Bintulu  and to prepare the formation of a new parish in 
Tatau, in a remote region which could only be reached by boat. The parish expanded 
rapidly. Brother Bernard from Tilburg built a number of churches. They engaged a 
social welfare worker in what was called “The Native Welfare Association Tatau.” 

Every year they organised a course for prayer leaders for Bintulu, Sebauh and Tatau, 
until there were so many Catholic longhouses that they organised two courses a 
year. The parish in Tatau, opened in September 1972, had 80 prayer leaders. 

When Father Ben’s work permit expired after ten years, it was no more renewed. He 
had to leave Borneo!  

For some time, he did pastoral work in Western Australia in the diocese of Geraldton. 
In Wiluna he founded a painting centre for dot painting  among the Aboriginals. At 
that time, he also wrote a dictionary of the Mardo language.                                                    
Once back in the Netherlands, he continued doing pastoral work in different places. 
In November 2022, he became the regional superior of the Dutch Mill Hill 
missionaries. 
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Chapter XV 

Archdiocese of Kota Kinabalu 

 

The Archdiocese of Kota Kinabalu, the capital of Sabah state, is the 
metropolitan archdiocese of the Roman Catholic Church in Sabah, Malaysia. The 
archdiocese is the oldest ecclesiastical territory in Malaysia, with a long history slowly 
rising along with the Catholic population from a prefecture to an archdiocese. 
Its cathedral archepiscopal see is Sacred Heart Cathedral, Kota Kinabalu. The patron 
saint of the archdiocese is St Joseph, Spouse of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

In 2013, Auxiliary Bishop John Wong Soo Kau has been elevated as the third and 
current Archbishop of this diocese, having taken over from John Lee Hiong Fun-Yit 
Yaw on 25 January. 

History 

Originally erected on 4 September 1855 as the Apostolic prefecture of Labuan and 
Borneo, created on territory split off from the then Apostolic Vicariate of Batavia 
(Java) (including the neighbouring Dutch East Indies). 

On 5 February 1927 it was renamed the Apostolic Prefecture of Northern Borneo, 
and lost territory to form the Apostolic Prefecture of Sarawak. 

On 14 February 1952 the prefecture was promoted to Apostolic Vicariate of 
Jesselton, hence entitled to a titular bishop. On 22 March 1962 its name was 
changed once more to the Apostolic Vicariate of Kota Kinabalu, after its see.  

Father Buis, a Dutch Mill Hill missionary, was the first Vicar Apostolic of Kota 
Kinabalu from 1947 to 1972. The last Vicar Apostolic of both Kota Kinabalu and 
Kuching was bishop Peter Chung, a Chinese from mainland China, where he did 
his studies. He was ordained a priest in Kuching in 1954. He worked in Sarawak and 
Miri. In 1970 he was chosen to become coadjutor bishop to Bishop Buis in Kota 
Kinabalu and succeeded him at the end of the year. It was time too for a change of 
leadership, because Bishop Buis had difficulties in accommodating himself with the 
Islamic Malaysian leadership. When Bishop Chung arrived in Sabah, he found the 
church in a state of turmoil, the Mustapha persecution in full swing, missionary 
personnel was greatly depleted by the expulsions and the Government refused to 
grant a residence permit to the new bishop. However, under his guidance, the laity in 
Sabah grew to the stature and importance that they have today especially via Parish 
Councils on all levels. 

In 1975 after the sudden death of bishop Reiterer of Kuching, his period of trial 
came to an end. Bishop Chung was transferred to take charge of the Vicariate of 
Kuching. One year later, he became the first archbishop of Kuching in the 
establishment of the Ecclesiastical Province of East Malaysia.  Bishop Charles. 
Reiterer, the last Mill Hill Vicar Apostolic of Kuching, died at Brixen, Tyrol, on 30th 
December 1974. He died only 51 years old. On 31st January Bishop Peter Chung 
was transferred from Kota Kinabalu to become the Vicar Apostolic of Kuching. On 
29th August of the same year, Fr. S.M. Fung was appointed to replace Bishop Chung 
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in Kota Kinabalu. In this way Malaysian citizens were in charge of two of the three 
Vicariates. The time seemed ripe for a change in the status of the East Malaysian 
Church. On 31st May 1978, Pope Paul VI created the new ecclesiastical province of 
East Malaysia. Kuching was made an archbishopric with Kota Kinabalu and Miri its 
two suffragan sees. A few months later bishop Anthony Galvin of Miri died suddenly. 
On the 30th May of 1979, a Malaysian Sarawakian, Fr. A. Lee, was appointed to 
succeed bishop Galvin as residential bishop of Miri.  

By the status of the three local bishops, the Mill Hill missionaries had become simple 
employees of the local dioceses of East Malaysia. 

On 31 May 1976 the vicariate was elevated to the full Diocese of Kota 
Kinabalu, suffragan in the ecclesiastical province of the Metropolitan Archdiocese of 
Kuching. 

The diocese lost territories twice, to create its present suffragans : 

• on 17 December 1992 the diocese the Diocese of Keningau with the 
appointment of Cornelius Piong. 

• on 16 July 2007 the Diocese of Sandakan with the appointment of Julius 
Dusin Gitom. 

On 23 May 2008, the diocese was elevated to Metropolitan Archdiocese, 
whose ecclesiastical province comprises the above suffragan dioceses, both formerly 
a part of the original territory of the diocese of Kota Kinabalu: namely the Diocese of 
Keningau and the Diocese of Sandakan. 

On 21 June 2010, Pope Benedict XVI appointed John Wong Soo Kau, director of the 
aspirants' formation house in Kota Kinabalu, as Coadjutor Archbishop of Kota 
Kinabalu. His consecration took place on 1st October 2010. 

As of 2013 the Archbishop of Kota Kinabalu is John Wong Soo Kau, appointed in 
2010. His predecessor was John Lee Hiong Fun-Yit Yaw, appointed in 1987 and 
retired on 1 December 2012. 

Prelates: 

Apostolic prefects of Labuan and Borneo 

• Don Carlos Cuarteroni (23 August 1855 – March 1879) 

Apostolic prefects of Labuan and Northern Borneo 

• Thomas Jackson (18 July 1881 – 20 October 1895) 

• Edmund Dunn (4 May 1897 – 5 February 1927) 

Apostolic prefects of Northern Borneo 

• August Wachter (26 July 1927 – 1945) 

• James Buis, MHM (18 January 1947 - 14 February 1952) 

Apostolic vicars of Jesselton/Kota Kinabalu 
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• James Buis, MHM (1 May 1952 – 1969) 

• Peter Chung Hoan Ting (15 Nov 1970 – 30 January 1975) 

• Simon Michael Fung Kui Heong (29 August 1975 – 31 May 1976) 

Bishops of Kota Kinabalu 

4. Simon Michael Fung Kui Heong (31 May 1976 – 16 November 1985) 

5. John Lee Hiong Fun-Yit Yaw (26 June 1987 – 23 May 2008) 

 

Archbishops of Kota Kinabalu 

• John Lee Hiong Fun-Yit Yaw (23 May 2008 – 25 January 2013) 

• John Wong Soo Kau (26 January 2013 – current) 
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Chapter XVI 

Sibu diocese 

Sibu (the seat of the diocese) is a town, and the capital of Sibu District (229.8 square 
kilometres) in Sibu Division, Sarawak. It is located at the confluence of the Rejang 
and Igan rivers, some 60 kilometres from the ocean. 

Sibu is the main tourist gateway to the Upper Rejang River, with its small towns. 

There has been a marked increase in public buildings in recent years. Sibu now 
boasts the largest town square in Malaysia, and the tallest building in Sarawak - the 
Sanyan, a newly refurbished waterfront, and a large number of public parks. 

The Roman Catholic Diocese of Sibu is the ecclesiastical territory of the Latin 
Church or the diocese of the Catholic Church in the state of Sarawak, Malaysia. It is 
headquartered in Sibu and covers the divisions of Sibu, Mukah, Sarikei, and Kapit. 

Erected in 1986 by Pope John Paul II and first led by Dominic Su Haw Chiu, this 
diocese is a suffragan diocese in the ecclesiastical province of 
the metropolitan Archdiocese of Kuching.  

The diocesan cathedral is the Sacred Heart Cathedral in Sibu. The current (2023) 
Bishop of Sibu is Joseph Hii Teck Kwong, having been installed in 2012. 

The Diocese of Sibu is located on the central part of Sarawak. When it became a 
diocese in 1986, it covered the Sibu, Mukah, Kapit and Sarikei divisions of Sarawak 
comprising the towns of Sibu, Kanowit, Mukah, Dalat, Sarikei, Bintangor, Julau, Kapit 
and Song. It covers an area of 58,542.3 square kilometres or 47 percent of 
Sarawak's territory. The diocese's population is made up of Chinese, Malays, Ibans, 
Bidayuhs, Melanaus and Orang Ulu, among others. 

History 

The Sibu Catholic Mission started in 1899 when Fr. Cornelius Keet first arrived. A 
small hut was built for the priest to stay on his travels to Bintangor and Sare (Sarikei). 
Although it was only a short stay, he managed to convert a few hundred people to 
the Catholic faith before he was recalled to Kuching. 

Fr. Vincent Halder arrived in Sibu in 1906. He built the old Sacred Heart Church on 
stilts which served the Catholic community until 1954. Fr Halder is described as a 
most lovable character. He was extremely well liked by his boys and by all the people 
in Sibu. A new convent school was opened in 1929 and 13 churches were built in the 
lower Rejang area as the Mission was called. Fr Halder left for Europe on 1st March 
1931 and on his return, he fell ill and died in Singapore on 16 August 1936 at the age 
of 57. The Catholics from Sibu had his body brought back and he was buried in the 
mission compound. When his body was exhumed 28 years later to make way for 
development, it was found to be incorrupt, so he was given a second funeral around 
Sibu town. 

Fr Keet returned to Sibu and was assisted by Fr. Aloysius Hopfgartner. This was 
the first push in the Rejang District towards work among the Chinese. Education was 
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of primary concern. Fr. Hopfgartner founded the Sacred Heart School and became its 
principal until he was transferred to Sandakan in 1908. 

Fr. William van Odijk took over from Fr. Halder and the mission continued to 
flourish, looking also after the Lower Rejang area. Since 1910, Sibu is mentioned as 
a separate mission. Fr Odijk died in 1936, aged 55. 

Fr. John Vos arrived and was mainly involved in school work. His stay in Sibu was 
short before he moved to Kuching. He was succeeded by Fr. James Buis in 1938. 
As the Sacred Heart School grew, priests like Fr. Thomas Delaney (1933–1937), Fr. 
William Wagenaar (1935–1938), Fr. Gerard Bruggeman (1937–1940), Fr. Francis 
Hulsbosch (1938–1939), Fr. John Dekker (1940–1942) were assigned to take up 
teaching posts. Besides school work they were also engaged in pastoral work. 

  

In May 1942, the European priests were interned by the Japanese at Batu Lintang 
camp, Kuching. Fr. Joseph Chin was the only remaining local priest in the whole of 
the Rejang region, and had to go underground to carry out his priestly duties. He 
went house to house offering Mass secretly. Twice he was caught and was flogged 
and jailed. He was highly esteemed by all who knew him. He was the builder of St 
Mary's church and was its first priest (1967–1968). He died of cancer in 1969. 

The Japanese surrendered in 1945. The interned priests were flown from Kuching to 
Labuan in September to recuperate for a short time. It was decided that some priests 
would go to Europe for a long leave, others would re-open the mission stations. Fr 
Buis returned to Sibu. So the mission revived and continued to flourish. Fr. Dekker 
revived the Sacred Heart School at the end of 1945. In a couple of years, the schools 
and the missions were back to a healthy growth. Fr. John Maher came in 1946 and 
taught for 5 years in Sacred Heart School. 

Fr. James Buis was appointed Prefect for North Borneo (now Sabah) on 18 January 
1947. Frs. John Dekker and William Wagenaar were appointed acting rectors 
during the period of 1947-1950. During those years, Frs. Clement Epping and 
Charles Reiterer arrived at Sibu to perform pastoral and educational work. 

Fr. Adrian Vos became the new rector of Sibu Mission in January 1950. He also 
became the principal of Sacred Heart School, which, by this time, had 600 students. 
In 1954, the Mill Hill Fathers realised they could not cope with their pastoral work and 
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the schools at the same time, so they invited De La Salle Brothers to take over the 
running of Sacred Heart School. Brother Fridolin became the principal. 

Fr Dominic Su was ordained by Pope John Paul II (now Saint) as Bishop of Sibu on 
6 January 1987 in St. Peter's Basilica, Vatican, Rome.  

Sibu became a new diocese. Fr David Bingham has worked hard for 14 years 
mostly in the Selangau area. Selangau mission has undergone a lot of development, 
not only in buildings but also the stations of the cross on the hill slope. Fr. William 
Bos served Sibu Mission in looking after the Than Catholics in town, along the Oya 
and Igan. He served the diocese as Vicar General from 1987. BEC was established 
in Sibu on 27 July 1987. They were divided into 5 zones.  

On 28 May 1991, deacon Joseph Sebastian of Kampung Tellian became the 
first Melanau to be ordained priest at the old Peter and Paul Church in Mukah.           

In 2008, Pope Benedict XVI appointed Fr Joseph Hii as Auxiliary Bishop of Sibu. He 
was consecrated in May 2008 and installed as bishop of Sibu in February 2012. 

The Catholic Church in Sibu, Malaysia declared 2024 as the “Year of Oil and 
Anointing,” marking the 8th year of the decade-long observance of ‘Creation Justice’.  

During the launch on Jan. 1, Bishop Joseph Hii of Sibu said the Holy Oil “gives 
strength and healing” and “arouses grace and dignity.” The prelate also noted that oil 
is used in four out of the seven Sacraments of the Catholic Church, adding that it is 
used “in invoking the Holy Spirit on the candidates”. “You and me, through baptism, 
have been anointed chrism oil; the same chrism oil that is used to ordain priests and 
the same chrism oil to consecrate bishops,” he said. 

Bishop Hii said if the same oil has been used to baptize, ordain, and consecrate, the 
faithful must not only “look up” to ordained and consecrated persons but also to 
themselves. “Do not just look up to priests and bishops, look up to yourself also as 
you also have been anointed by this same Chrism Oil, the holiest oil that was put on 
your head,”                                                                                                                                                      
The prelate, however, lamented the wrong use of oil and its impact on the 
environment, and how it symbolizes money and power struggles among rich nations. 
-“We also see that the pursuits for money and power have seen rampant explorations 
of oil without regard to the pollution and harm caused to our natural ecosystem,” he 
said. He lamented that corporations have been exploiting even the supposed to be oil 
reserves meant for “future generations”.                                                                                
The prelate criticized the COP28 Summit on Climate Change in Dubai for showing 
“no urgency” in phasing out fossil fuels, which he said, “is the main cause of global 
warming since the industrial age”. “We have failed as stewards in our responsibility to 
care for our common home and this is ‘a tragic and striking example of structural sin’. 
We need to realise the close relationship of human life with that of other living beings 
and with the natural environment,” he said. The prelate said the climate crisis “is a 
human and social problem on any number of levels,” adding that it “calls for 
involvement on the part of all on every level of society”.  
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The population is dominated by Chinese especially the Fuzhou as well as indigenous 
Melanau, Malay, and Iban. The district population (per year 2008 census) is 255,000. 

There is no known adjective for the people from Sibu, although there have been 
many unofficial suggestions: Siburian, Sibuian, Sibunite, Sibu-yan - none are officially 
recognised. 

Sibu has a reputation as a rough, frontier town on the riverside. Even today, it is one 
of the most bustling towns in East Malaysia. It was originally called "New Foochow" 
after the Foochow immigrants from the Fujian province of China, who settled in Sibu 
in the early 20th century at the invitation of Rajah Charles Brooke. However, there 
were many ethnic groups immigrant from China at that time, such as Heng Hua, 
Hokkien and others. These people brought a lot of positive changes to Sibu town. 
The new settlement was located next to a small Melanau village that had been 
established in the 1850s. The first group of Chinese immigrants from Fuzhou, China, 
led by Pastor Wong Nai Siong, reached Sarawak in year 1900. 

With the Rajang River becoming increasingly bustling with economic activity, Sibu 
served an important role in the Brooke administration as a trading centre between the 
coast and the vast upriver hinterland. Sibu continues to fulfil this role today. 

Sibu also has university-level courses offered by United College Sarawak, which has 
built a campus on the site of the old Sibu airport. 

Sibu Jaya, located 25 kilometres away, is being developed as a satellite town. Sibu 
Airport, built during the World War II, was relocated to its present site in 1994 

 

Rev. Father John McAulay at Belaga's St. Francis Xavier church. 

 

Belaga is a remote, rural town, a place one would least expected to encounter a 

foreigner and certainly not a Scottish. For Father John McAulay it has been his home 

for nearly two years already. He is serving at Saint Francis Xavier Church, Belaga 

since the middle of 2018. Before that, he was serving at another remote place, Lapok 

Parish where he spent two years living with the Iban, Berawan and Kenyah people.  

 
  According to Fr. John, his first missionary work in Asia was in Pakistan, Sindh area.  
Asked what it was like in Pakistan, he remarked: "It is a much dangerous place 
compared to Belaga". He then quipped, "they would not harm a priest, certainly not 
someone like me anyway".  Fr. John admitted he knew very little about Sarawak prior 
to this arrival here. In his mind, he said he was expecting to see a heavily forested 
state, with limited to no rural road networks. "I was thinking of it would involving 
moving at around by perahu (longboat) a lot, " he said. "That is the impression that 
people gave me." Fr. John said he was rather surprised when told to drive to Belaga 

Regardless of its remoteness, Fr. John seemed to be enjoying the slow, easy and 

relaxed lifestyle of Belaga town. He said people are charmingly friendly and the town 

has a decent internet connection speed. Belaga town is located 110 km to the 

southeast of Bintulu, the nearest major towns and connected by a paved road until 
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Bakun hydroelectric dam site. The remaining 20km going to Belaga is the only 

unpaved portion of the road. The town has nearly 6,000 year-long residence and the 

farthest town up the Rejang River. It was started as a Fort with a few rows of 

shophouses in early 1884. There are about 500 Roman Catholic in Belaga according 

to Fr. John. Besides road, an express boat is still plying the Rejang River daily from 

Kapit. The journey between Belaga and Kapit takes about six hours.  

 

The first impression that I got meeting Fr. John is - his language skill. He is 

unbelievably fluent Malay speaker - far better than the average apek one encounters 

in the urban areas. He delivered his Sunday sermon flawlessly in the national 

language - with a strong Scottish accent, of course. Father John McAulay is hailed 

from Glasgow, Scotland and it is his work with the Mill Hill Missionaries that brought 

him to Sarawak. We're praying he will be serving in Belaga parish, to spread the 

God's scripture to rural communities for many more years to come.  
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Chapter XVII               

Diocese of Sandakan 

 

The Roman Catholic Diocese of Sandakan is located in east Malaysia. It is a 
suffragan diocese of the Archdiocese of Kota Kinabalu. The diocese is subdivided 
into 5 parishes and one mission district.  

History 

The diocese was created on 16 July 2007, from some territory of the Archdiocese of 
Kota Kinabalu. Julius Dusin Gitom was appointed as the first bishop of the diocese.  

The diocese covers the Sandakan and Tawau Divisions located in the East Coast 
of Sabah state. 

List of parishes 

Five parishes and one mission are located in the Diocese of Sandakan.  

• St. Mary's Cathedral Parish, Sandakan 

• St. Dominic's Parish, Lahad Datu 

• Paitan Mission (St. Francis of Assisi's Chapel), Paitan, Beluran 

• St. Martin's Parish, Telupid 

• Holy Trinity Parish, Tawau 

• Our Lady of Fatima Parish, Beluran 

 

      
 

         St. Mary's Cathedral in Sandakan, seat of the diocese. 

 

On 17 March 2024, the Sandakan Catholic Nurses Guild (CNG), together with the 
Parish Pastoral Council of St. Mary’s Cathedral Sandakan and the Duchess of Kent 
Hospital Blood Bank Unit, conducted Blood Donation Campaign 1.0. 
 
The main objectives of the Blood Donation Campaign are to help thalassemia patients 
in Sandakan district obtain blood supplies for their survival and to raise awareness 
about blood donation, which in addition to CNG can also save the lives of others in its 
mission to follow in the footsteps of Jesus. Donating blood is an act of what Jesus did 
for us when He shed His blood so that we might live. With every drop of blood, we 
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donate a part of our life to save someone’s life. It is an act of obeying one of the Bible’s 
greatest commandments: to love others as we love ourselves (Mark 12:31). 
Lidwina Giduan, the current chairperson of CNG Sandakan, stated that an increase of 
75% in the blood bag target was achieved, i.e. 57 blood bags were collected under the 
blood donation program, which is the highest achievement of CNG Sandakan 
compared to 2017, the blood donation campaign could only collect less than 20 bags 
collected. 
 
P.S. 
 
Thalassemia is an inherited (i.e., passed from parents to children through genes) blood 
disorder caused when the body doesn't make enough of a protein called haemoglobin, 
an important part of red blood cells. Thalassemia is a treatable disorder that can be 
well-managed with blood transfusions and chelation therapy. 
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       Chapter XVIII 

      Religious Sisters  

The earliest Borneo Christians were young men. So long as the women resisted 
religious change, there could be no hope of establishing Christian families. For this 
reason, Fr Jackson sought Sisters, who could educate young girls who might become 
suitable spouses for the young converts. He found a new group of Sisters with Alice 
Ingham later called Mother Francis. They were ready to go to Borneo. The first group 
of five nuns arrived in Kuching on 5 July 1885. There was no convent, no furniture, 
no accommodation. Fr Jackson had to build a convent. He did not fancy the Sisters 
being forced to sleep on the floor as the Fathers do. The Sisters spent the first six 
months learning the language. They opened a small school for girls. Their first intake 
was a small group of orphans only. The Sisters were underemployed and the group 
had to be split up to stations outside Kuching. But the Sisters wanted to live in a 
community. Fr. Dunn accepted the Sisters at Kanowit in 1888. It was not until 1891 
that there were sufficient Sisters to open more convents, one at Sandakan and one 
at the Singhi.  In the beginning, the Sisters helped in the domestic arrangements of 
the mission stations and were dependant on the rector of the station for their upkeep. 
In 1920, the Sisters became financially independent. They had the right to own 
immovable property, the income of which could be used for the furtherance of their 
work. Convents were started in Sabah at Inobong and Jesselton; in Sarawak at 
Mukah and Sibu.  

In 1926, a beginning was made towards the foundation of a local congregation of 
Sisters in Sarawak and by 1930 moves were afoot to establish a similar congregation 
in Sabah. On 10 June 1930, the Mill Hill Sisters received the Decretum Lausi, that 
gave them the status of a pontifical congregation and the final degree of 
independence from the Mill Hill missionaries. Officially they are called the 
Franciscan Sisters of Saint Joseph.  

The local Congregation was named the Little Sisters of Sarawak. They would 
stay under the supervision of the White Sisters. Until the Japanese occupation, they 
were working hand in hand with the White Sisters at Mukah, Sibu and Kanowit. 

The Sisters looked after the education of girls, female and younger boy orphans, 
dispensaries, cottage hospitals and any mission work that was exclusively the 
domain of women. 

Girls were indeed taught to read and to write, but the greater part of their time was 
spent on acquiring domestic skills such as needle work, laundry, cooking and child 
care. As late as the 1930’s, it was still common enough for young men to sue for 
marriage with girls who had been trained in the convents. The Sisters helped to draw 
up the marriage contracts and to assess suitable dowries, which were used to 
provide the brides’ trousseaus. These marriage contracts were taken so seriously 
that it was not unusual for a young husband to return his bride to the convent for 
further training if her domestic skills did not live up to his expectations. After the 
Second World War, it became more common to give the girls a full academic training, 
but even then standards of child care in the convent schools’ catchment areas were 
said to be higher than elsewhere in the country. 

The Mill Hill Sister Theodora Slot worked in Penampang (Sabah) from 1966-1969. In 
that last year, Sister Slot was chosen to head her congregation. Whilst in 
Penampang, she worked together with Sister Robert Galvin in the polyclinic and 



141 
 

maternity ward. Sister Robert Galvin was a sister of Bishop Galvin, who led the 
vicariate of Miri. At that time, once or twice a week, a medical doctor would come by 
road from Kota Kinabalu to visit and see the medical conditions of their patients. Also 
a dentist would come and treat people in town. When a pregnant woman would come 
to give birth in the maternity ward, she would bring a live chicken and some rice. After 
the birth of the child, the chicken and the rice were prepared in order to feed the new 
mother.  

1. Sister Mary Joseph 

The Mill Hill Sister Mary Joseph took care of widows and orphans. 

Formally I thought that mission work consisted of receiving, baptising and of raising 

small orphans.  Now that I have been in Borneo for half a year, I think differently. I 

like to narrate about widows and orphans who have been confided to my care.  

The two separate buildings, where they abide, are rather rundown as the result of the 

Japanese occupation. The inhabitants have been neglected as well.  They were left 

to their own devices, because most of the Fathers and Sisters were interned.  

Three of our orphans are blind. They are hypersensitive. I have to be careful not to 

favour them. When I treat everybody the same, they nearly forget that they are blind. 

They want to see everything, that means to feel everything. They stand in front of the 

window when I go off: they want to hear my steps. 

The biggest girl has seizures and is paralysed on one side, because her mother hit 

her on the head.  But she always says: “If I had not had that accident, I would not 

have been baptised.” “I find it a pity that I can do so little.” Every morning she calls 

the little blind Laurentia and then they pray together. Laurentia is very obedient and 

answers in a bit of English. Mary is very proud of her and is delighted that she can 

pray well. 

Odilia follows catechism and when she returns home, she calls us from afar. I give 

her many small tasks so as to keep her busy. At that time, she tells what she has 

learnt in the catechism. “The police forgives our sins, if he speaks Absalon’s words.” 

The other day she sang the “Dies Irae” according to the sounds she remembered. 

We understand each other perfectly, because she talks some English and I have 

picked up some Malay.  But when she does not like something, then she does not 

understand me! 

Most of the girls go to catechism class. It is not always easy to pass the message. 

They are not stupid though, but language is a great barrier. The other day, one of the 

Sisters told them about the Little Teresa. The Sister stopped her story, when she 

thought that the girls had understood it meaning. Then one of them asked whether 

the Little Teresa had been baptised.  

The habitation of the widows is like a covered alley, giving to doors on both sides. 

When I go round and open a door, they all peep inside. The widows love to be 

treated and to be spoilt. One day, one of them stood on a staircase and would not 

move. She told a long story in Chinese. I had to come along. I did not understand 

what she was saying. So I asked an interpreter to help me out. She had pain 
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everywhere. I decided to massage her arms and her legs with some rheumatic 

ointment. She delighted and asked me to continue. She suffered also from belly 

ache: whether I could massage her there also.  

Number two was too ill to get up. I had entered her room with a big basket and a 

syringe. When I took a bucket of water to wash her, she stood up and sat down on a 

small bench. After having put her in bed, I began collecting the rags, tins and all kind 

of rubbish lying around in her room. But then she got out of her bed and began 

emptying my basket and putting the rubbish back where it had been. She wanted all 

her things back. Quickly I fled with my basked, being afraid that she would empty the 

whole basket. 

Number three had a sore foot. Attentively she presented me a small bench. I sat 

down and nearly tumbled backwards on to the floor. Next time I’ll kneel on it.  

Number four was dizzy and nauseous. I gave her something to swallow on her empty 

stomach. Next morning she greeted me from afar. She was fine! 

2. Sister Monica  

On 25/1/1944 she wrote the following story: 

I was born in 1909. I entered the convent of the Franciscan Missionaries of St. 

Joseph at Patricroft. The day was the 16th March 1926. I was seventeen. On 4th 

October 1928 I made my First profession and in May 1930 I set sail for Sarawak, 

Borneo from Southampton.  

We were five weeks on the boat without a Catholic priest. There was an Anglican 

minister aboard. Sister Clare, who had been in Sarawak since 1889, was returning at 

the age of 69. She was in charge of the new missionaries: Sisters Dominica, Joan, 

Marie Thérèse and myself. We made a stopover in Singapore, then a fine city. We 

went to a place called Eden, but we did not find a garden. 

We took a small ship to Kuching. St. Theresa’s was a lovely large convent. Here I 

met the old Sisters, the first to go to the missions: Sister Helen, the leader of the 

pioneers, Sister Mary, also a pioneer of 1885 and Sister Sebastian who had been on 

Singhi Mountain. I saw the small Chinese people, the women and girls with their tiny 

feet squashed into tiny slippers. It was thought by them to be a sign of beauty. 

Several weeks I stayed in Kuching until I was given my mission. I was to go to 

Mukah, a small convent right in the heart of the jungle. Sister Alphonsus was the 

superior. Sister Lucilla and I made up the community. Later two of the Chinese 

Sisters (Little Sisters of St. Francis of Sarawak) joined us. These Sisters were trained 

by our own Sister Frances. What I missed most was a fireplace.  

The people in Mukah were Chinese and Milanoes and some other indigenous people 

who were Muslims. I had to learn the language of the Milano people. Not one of them 

spoke English. It was great fun teaching the young children the three Rs. Later in the 

day, the grannies came to learn the ‘Our Father’ and the ‘Hail Mary.’  We squatted on 

the veranda for many months, until we could understand each other. It was lovely to 

hear the children and the old folk laughing heartily at the mistakes we all made. That 
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was in 1930. The food was below ordinary: rice, sweet potatoes, our own chickens, 

wild pork and green weeds (vegetables). 

Sister Alphonsus had been back to Ireland to beg money for a maternity unit and a 

small kitchen. Her appeal was a huge success and a brick building  was built like the 

convent. We three Sisters took it in turns to make bread. The bread made by the 

Sisters Alphonsus and Lucilla rose “sky high” but my dough never moved. I took 

drastic measures: I prayed, laid holy pictures on the stuff, but in spite of being shown 

how to knead the dough, it was always a disaster. But greater disasters were to 

come.  

1942 was the year of rumours: the Japanese were on their way, but we, Sisters, 

asked ourselves: “Why would they come here to this little place? No, of course, they 

would not come.” We settled down. Then, one day, the natives came and told us that 

a big boat had already sailed up the Mukah river and was positioned on the 

sandbanks. Still we did not really believe that they would come to visit us until one 

day our parish priest, Father Anthony Mulder, came to the convent and told us the 

truth. “Be ready”, Father said, “the Japanese will come and be careful what you say.” 

They came all right with their bayonets fixed and told us to get a few things ready 

(only a few things). In a few days they would come and take us aboard their big ship. 

All the local people were upset, so were the Sisters. Tears were falling. We told them 

that we would not be away for long, perhaps six weeks at the most. How wrong we 

were. I asked one Japanese soldier who could speak a little English: “Why are you 

taking us away? We are not your enemies!” His reply was: “All white people are our 

enemies.” We hugged our two Chinese Sisters, we knew they would hold the fort for 

us and so they did splendidly.  

We, three European Sisters, were marched to the boat, but we were told where we 

were going. The two Mill Hill missionaries and we, the three Sisters, travelled huddled 

together on the deck. The only time I was really scared was when the engines 

stopped and everyone  was quiet. “They are going to throw us overboard”, I said to 

myself. I cannot describe the mixed emotions that came over me then. There we 

were in the middle of the ocean (South China Sea) not drifting still. Then the engines 

started up again. One of the crew told me that they had to stop until they heard 

where the emperor wanted them to take us. That was a relief.  

We eventually reunited with our Sisters in the Kuching convent. House arrest. “Now 

we will settle down until the war is over.” So we thought. One Monday morning, 

washing day, having just pegged our clothes on the line to dry, two Japanese officers 

arrived. They told us to pack up our small bundles and be prepared to be interned. 

Lorries came to take us to the Prisoners of War Camp at Batu Lintang, a few miles 

from the convent. We made sure we did not leave our wet clothing behind. In no time, 

we were in the camp with hundreds of men, women and children, civilians, priests 

religious and Poor Clare nuns (Slot Sisters) from Kalimantan in the Dutch part of 

Borneo. 

Our Mother Alban led her twenty Sisters from North Borneo and our Mother 

Bernadine led our Sisters from Sarawak. Over forty Franciscan Sisters were placed 
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in our barrack, wives and children in another barrack. At first the civilian men 

prisoners were with their families. But they were later separated.  

Female civilian internees (including nuns) and children  (Google) 

 

This compound was located at the western part of the camp, slightly removed from 
the other compounds. The internees were mostly Dutch and British, with a few 
Eurasian and Chinese women, and four American women, including Agnes Newton 
Keith. Their quarters were described by an internee as "new and fair" and "they had a 
reasonable area for cultivation."  

The camp mistress was initially Mother Bernardine, an English Roman Catholic nun, 
but when she became ill, Mrs. Dorie Adams, wife of the master of the men's camp, 
took over the role. The women were housed in five very small barracks and each 
person was allotted a space of 6 feet by 4 feet (1.8m by 1.2m) in which to live and 
store their possessions. A chapel was constructed at one end of one of the huts.  

 

In March 1944, the women's compound comprised 280 people: 160 nuns, 85 secular 
women and 34 children. By September 1944 the population had declined to 271; at 
liberation there were 237 women and children in the compound. Of the nuns, the 
large majority were Dutch Roman Catholic sisters, with a few English sisters. Initially 
there were 29 children in the compound, but by April 1943 there were 34. The oldest 
of these was seven when she entered the camp. None of the children died in the 
camp; the women often went without provisions to ensure the children's survival.  A 
Roman Catholic priest from the nearby priests' compound came to the women's 
compound daily at 7 am to say mass, and the children were taught by the nuns.                       

 

Sister Monica continues: 

The barracks were wooden huts, one side was raised so that we could eat and sleep 

on the planks. Porridge- rice and water- was our first meal of the day. Then we went 

out into the fields to plant purple tubers, we called sweet potatoes. We went out to 

work in the fields wearing wide straw hats like the ‘coolies’ wore. The hats sheltered 

us from the tropical sun and the scorching heat. We toiled from 9.00 a.m. to noon; 

then we were marched back to barracks for dinner, never meat, occasionally tiny 

silver fish with rice and vegetables, these being leaves of the potato plants. Tea was 

hot water with a few green leaves floating on top. 

After a week or two, we were very hungry. I used to lie on my tummy with hunger 

pains and would have stolen anything to eat, but there was nothing to eat. When we 

had to plant the very food we were longing for, we did steal: we put the ‘tatties’ down 

our habits and in pockets hoping to keep them hidden from our captors. We were 

very naïve as every time we met a Japanese, we had to bow and the potatoes came 

tumbling down. The guards were furious and came towards us brandishing their 

bayonets and shouting at us. They expressed horror that nuns would steal! We just 

stood there, feeling sorry for ourselves and our extra rations. 

We all slept on the wooden floor with whatever covering we had brought with us: very 

little. Kuching is on the Equator and although scorching during the day, the nights 

were cold. We were often called out at midnight for roll call. We stood shivering for 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agnes_Newton_Keith
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agnes_Newton_Keith
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ages and before we called out our names, we were warned that for every one trying 

to escape, two people would be shot. The men, women and children were also called 

out. It must have been difficult for them. They had been used to much more 

convenience than the missionaries, who had lived very simply in the jungle missions. 

Although there were many of us in our hut, we managed to wash and to bathe beside 

the water pumps. Before long we heard of some elderly women who had succumbed 

to the rigours of the camp life. 

As we marched out to work each day, we passed many of our soldiers stretched out 

on camp beds very ill. We were not supposed to look or speak to them, but we did it 

in our own way and we didn’t know whether they knew it. God bless them. As the 

weeks and months passed, the poor sick men we had become used to, were not 

there. They could not survive on the diet. We did not then just pass by, we prayed for 

them, believing that more things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of. As 

month by month we were escorted to work, more and more sick were laid out in the 

sun to die. How sad it was to witness such cruelty. Inside our camp we witnessed to 

the screams of our men being tortured. What must their wives have gone through! 

Our Sisters Dominica and Francis Mary took the children for lessons, which relieved 

the mothers a little and helped the children. The daily routine never changed except 

on an occasional feast day. We never had a feast of food, but we danced and sang. 

Some of the Dutch Sisters had lovely voices. And we did sketches. I do not know 

how we did it. It kept our spirits up. Although we were very hungry, we got energy 

from somewhere: Divine Providence. 

We knew nothing of the news on the outside but unknown to us our Tommies had 

made a radio, we heard later, out of milk tins. We got used to hearing the drones of 

the Japanese planes; and standing out in the sun and learning about missing 

prisoners who had been recaptured and severely punished or shot. We never had 

paper or pencil to write with. In our own hut, the Japanese had kept big bags of rice. I 

remember things running over my legs and catching glimpses of rats. Today, if I 

would see a rat, I would swoon.  

Major Suga, the commandant, was somehow protective of us. When he was away, 

the soldiers would be rougher but they did not touch the Sisters. Mother Bernadine 

once asked the Major why he was kind to the Sisters. This is what he said: “I was 

educated in America. When I was taken ill, I was admitted to hospital. One Sister was 

very good to me. When I was well and was leaving the hospital, I thanked the Sister 

and told her I would like to give her a gift. The Sister said it was her duty to care for 

me and she did not want anything in return. When I persisted, she indicated what she 

liked me to do. “If ever you come across a nun in distress, please, help her. ”So when 

he came across forty nuns, he did his best. 

The year is now 1945. We heard the sound of planes and knew that they were not 

Japanese. We could see the pilots as they flew low over the camp. The Americans 

had arrived. Thousands of red, white and blue leaflets were dropped. We scrambled 

to pick up as many as we could, shouting: “The war is over!” “No”, screamed the 

Japanese guards, bayonets at the ready. “The British Navy is on the bottom of the 

Red Sea.” We did not believe them. 
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Then came the Australians with their parachutes dropping food-food! Food! Glorious 

food! They dropped large loaves of bread. Mother Bernadine cut one loaf into forty 

slices so we all had a slice. I remember thinking: should I nibble it or eat it all at 

once?  I decided on the latter. The Australians landed and liberated us. We now had 

food and clothes. They flew us to Labuan  and offered us full English breakfasts. All 

we wanted was a good English cup of tea. For over three years we had survived the 

hard times in the camp. How did we emerge whole and entire, well almost, and 

without brushing our teeth!  At 90 years of age my teeth are still my own and they are 

jolly good ones too.   

Two more stories I would like to relate: 

When the Australians landed, one was heard to say: “Is there a Sister Hilda Walsh  

among you?” Yes, there was. Her religious name was John Bosco. So she was 

reunited with her uncle.  

Sister Padua had developed TB in the camp and was in a hospital barrack. She 

thought she was having a vision when our men came in. Then standing there beside 

her bed was her father, a serving  officer. An incredible meeting! 

Some of the Sisters had become invalids. They went home by troopship. I returned to 

Mukah with Sisters Lidwina and Nativity. None of us was in a state to rebuild our 

convent. It was in a dreadful state. Nothing was accomplished by us. Within a few 

months I had a very bad bout of malaria and was sent down river to hospital in 

Kuching. I was well looked after and it was decided that I be returned to England. 

When I left, mother Lidwina was very ill. She said to me: “Tell them at home, it has 

been too much for us, too much.”  She died on 4th July 1946. Mother Nativity was left 

alone. Our Chinese Sisters carried on working and you would not know the mission 

now. On arrival in Singapore, I was taken by Red Cross ambulance to the ship and 

felt very proud and elated as I was carried by two British soldiers up the gangway. 

At Tilbury Docks, my aunt, Mother Carmelle, with dear Sister Theophane and two 

other Sisters met me. This was the end of August 1946. What a contrast to see the 

beautiful green fields, the lovely pink and white children and to hear the English 

language spoken again. The highlight of my return to England was meeting my dear 

mother again. She greeted me with: “Oh, Monica, how thin you are! I should have fed 

you better.”  

P.S. At the age of eleven, when asked to write a composition on what I would like to 

be when I grew up. I wrote: “I would like to be a big star with my name all over the 

place, not a part time star or a Nun.” Sister Winifrede, my teacher, said: “I hope you 

are never the former.” 

In the women’s camp 280 were interned: consisting of 35 children, 160 Religious 

Sisters, 85 wives of government officials and planters, a few nurses and two Anglican 

nuns. 

The 160 Sisters were working in hospitals and schools:  
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Veghel congregation:   70                                                                                                                     

Etten congregation:      37                                                                                                                    

Aster Congregation      15                                                                                                             

Capuchin Sisters           8                                                                                                               

Mill Hill Sisters:            30                                                                                                           

Total:                          160   

Of the Veghel Congregation the following seven Sisters died during their 

internment: Gertruda, Cajetana, Antonia, Sophia, Venantia, Fidelia en Franciscus. Of 

the Etten Congregation one Sister died: Elisabeth. 

 

3. North Borneo (Sabah) 

When the first girls from North Borneo asked to be admitted to religious life, Mgr. 
Wachter sent them to be trained alongside the Little Sisters. As soon as they were 
trained and professed, they would return to North Borneo and set up a new 
congregation. Fr. C. Schut in Rome had to inquire how to establish a religious 
congregation in the Prefecture. Fr. Schut wrote a number of letters with advice. Sr. 
Rose became the mistress of novices. Whilst the Little Sisters followed the rule of the 
third Order of St. Francis, that North Borneo congregation was trained in the spirit of 
the Carmelite rule. The first postulants were trained in two groups, one in Sandakan 
under Sr. Rose and the other one in Limbahau under Sr. Eugenie. These were called 
the Franciscan Sisters of the Immaculate Conception. As part of their habit, they 
wore a blue scapular. Hence the nickname ‘The Blue Sisters’ or in short ‘The 
Blues’. The Blue Sisters are working in Sabah. 

The Japanese arrested the European Sisters and put them in the Batu Lintang camp. 
In the Mill Hill archives in Oosterbeek, little is found about life in the subcamp where 
the Sisters and the other women lived, excepted the story of Sister Monica. However, 
there is the text which says that, one day, the doctor kicked a woman. She replied: 
“Does a well-educated gentleman kick a lady?” A woman could say something like 
that, but we, men, we had to bite our teeth. One woman passed half a day in prison, 
because she had smoked at a prohibited spot. Prison in the camp was a place of 
tears and misery. 

When the European Sisters were interned in May 1942, there were five indigenous 
Sisters in Borneo. The Blue Sisters were at Sandakan and Limbahau and the Little 
Sisters were at Sibu, Mukah and Kanowit.  Very soon, Fr. J. Chin brought the Mukah 
Sisters to Sibu, but soon both communities moved to the school at Sungei Dasan, as 
they were intimidated by the Japanese soldiers. Those at Kanowit remained there for 
the duration of the occupation. The Blue Sisters at Sandakan worked there with Fr.  
A. Paulmichl, but when he was expelled to Jesselton, the Sisters were evicted from 
the convent and found sanctuary with a Chinese family at Mile 5, Labuk Road. Fr. 
Verhoeven reports that in 1944 they joined the Sisters at Limbahau. When the 
European Sisters were interned, only the Tirolese Sister Philippa was allowed to stay 
where she was. She was taken up in the community of the Blue Sisters in Sabah. 
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When the European Sisters returned in 1946, the Little Sisters returned to their pre-
1942 status under the guardianship of Sr. Francis. But the period of independent life 
and work had matured the communities. Sr. Francis realised that her work had 
ended. She returned to England in 1950. From then on, the Little Sisters lived and 
worked on their own and gradually took over sections of the work that had been 
handled previously by the White Sisters only. 

In North Borneo (Sabah), the untying of the apron strings was a much more painful 
experience. Sr. Rose, when she returned from the internment, took up her previous 
position  in Limbahau. The Sisters resented the return to submission. Fr McCarthy, 
the acting Prefect, decided to dismiss Sr Rose and appointed one of the Blue Sisters 
superior. When Bishop Buis arrived in Jesselton, he discovered that the Blue Sisters 
lacked a canonical status. There followed a great canonical discussion about who 
was in charge of the Blue Sisters: the White Sisters or the Prefect? In the end, Mgr. 
Buis decided personally to be responsible and thus achieved a regularisation of the 
canonical position of the Blue Sisters.  

The following fifteen years saw a gradual expansion of the Blue Sisters and of the 
Little Sisters. At the start of the 1970s, the White Sisters were at Kota Kinabalu, 
Penampang, Sandakan,Tobo-Tambunan, Tawau and Labuan in Sabah; at Kuching, 
Sibu and Kanowit in Sarawak and at Seria in Brunei. All the other convents were 
staffed by indigenous Sisters. 

The years 1968 to 1972 were difficult for the White Sisters in Borneo. The communist 
emergency in Sarawak put such restraints on the Sisters at Kanowit that the hospitals 
lacked patients. Moreover, the Sisters could not visit the longhouses. In early 1972 
there was a an action of daubing public buildings and convents. Two daubers were 
shot dead by the Sisters’ guards. The principal of the school, Sr Cecile, received a 
death threat. She went back to England. The Superior General in England decided to 
call back all her Sisters from Borneo. She ordered the Sisters in Sarawak to hand 
over their convents to the Little Sisters. 

4. Contemplative Sisters from Madrid 

Seven Spanish Carmelite Sisters arrived in Borneo in 1931. They carry black veils. 

Borneo girls were attracted to convent life, because they are naturally attracted to a 

contemplative lifestyle. The Sisters have the obligation to pray and fast and to stay 

inside their convent. Round their convent there is a big fence. They fast during six 

months in the year and rise at twelve o’clock at night to pray. It is not an easy life, but 

they are very happy living this way. The Sisters take care of a group of orphan girls.  

In different parts of the country, there are women volunteers who come together to 

sew. They provide clothing for the orphan girls. Their eyes are sparkling, when a box 

of new clothes arrives.  

The group of five Carmelites and one novice arrived at Jesselton. They were 
welcomed by bishop Wachter. At the beginning of the Japanese occupation, a dozen 
local girls had become professed Sisters. When the imprisonment of British and 
Dutch priest, brothers and sisters brought about the closure of the schools, the 
Japanese thought the Carmelites would take over where the other Sisters had left off. 
But the Carmelites stuck to their rule and resisted the temptation to give in to the 
Japanese demands. They resisted also the demand of the priests to change into a 
dress more suitable to the climate. Only when the Carmelite generalate ordered them 
to change their habit in the mid-1950s, they were ready to comply. Bishop Buis did 
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not allow Carmelite Friars to come to Borneo, unless they were fluent in English and 
knew at least one Borneo language and willing to be transferred within the region 
according to the needs of the mission. The only Borneo citizen to become a 
Carmelite was Fr John Mary Chin who joined the Carmelites in Manila. In ’42, Mgr 
Hopfgarner requested the Carmelite Sisters to open a convent in Kuching. They did 
so in 1948. In 1969,  the Kota Kinabalu (formerly named Jesselton) community 
opened a new foundation in Guam. 

“After the Japanese occupation, of the seven Carmelite Sisters that originally came 
out of Europe, two had died, leaving five European Carmelite Sisters. At present, 
there are 16 Asiatic members of the community, so that the community is complete. 
They have had a hard time during the war on account of bombing, but none suffered 
bodily harm.” 
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       Chapter XIX 

           Schools: 

 

Apart from the special case of the Mukah industrial school, the 1920s and 1930s  
saw a shift from the practical to the academic and the standard system was 
implemented. Ordinary station schools provided primary education as far as standard 
4. Standard 5 education was available in Kuching, Sibu, Jesselton (Kota Kinabalu) 
and Sandakan. Only Sandakan and Kuching catered for standards 6 and seven. 
Pupils who wished further education were directed to St Joseph’s Institute, 
Singapore.  

The Mill Hill Brothers catered for building and farming facilities in the mission stations, 
where there was at least one Brother in each station. Later, the Brothers moved in 
teams from one station to another to undertake the jobs needed to be done.               

In January 1950, the first teaching Brothers arrived from Ireland and took over the 
management of the St Joseph’s school Kuching. In the following ten years, they were 
entrusted with the responsibility for the Sacred Heart school in Jesselton and Sibu 
and with St Mary’s at Sandakan. They brought about great improvements in the 
education qualities and in the expansion in school facilities. In 1976, they moved into 
the interior and took over the school at Tambunan.  

As the years passed, the state took more and more control over the mission schools. 
This control had the advantage that the government subsidised partly the Catholic 
school system. (Akte Pelajaran). Direct government involvement in the schools 
occasioned the need to formulate religious education policies. Outside observers 
have often read into the methods in Catholic Mission schools a lack of interest in 
making converts. It is indeed true that general Catholic education thinking sees 
schools as supplementary to the Christian influence of the home and never a 
substitute for the home’s basic religious conditioners. Nevertheless, it was always the 
policy of the Catholic mission to use the schools to promote Christianity, but by gentle 
unforceful means. Though the methods might change from school to school, the 
general policy was the same, but it was not until the 1960s that any formulation of 
rules was deemed necessary. These rules laid down that no non-Catholic pupils  
need take part in prayers, but all must be encouraged to behave in a demure and 
respectful manner during prayers. Non-Catholic pupils must have the option to be 
absent from religious instruction, but they must be kept positively occupied during 
such absence.  

Although it was accepted as inevitable that the coming of Malaysia would bring about 
substantial changes in the education system, there were no immediately noticeable 
changes during the middle 1960s. The missions were, however, gravely concerned 
about paragraphs 36 and 38. Paragraph 36 (a) states: Where, in any school in 
receipt of grant in aid, there are fifteen or more pupils professing the Islamic religion, 
such pupils will be instructed in the tenets of that religion by teachers approved by 
the State authority.   

Pupils may follow religious instruction other than the Islamic religion provided that, for 
these instructions, no money provided by parliament be used and that the parents 
provide written consent in case a pupil wants to follow instruction in a religion other 
that which he professes. 



151 
 

Some teachers interpreted those regulations in such a way that Christian religious 
instruction could be given by the teachers, but only outside school hours.  

 

 

     Bridge in Penampang 

Music 

Previous to 1940, many mission schools took great pride in the standard of their 

music instruction and a number of them had their own bands to play on public 

occasions. The Kuching band played regularly for state occasions, until it was 

replaced by the Rajah’s Manila band. Both Fr. Anthony and Fr. Bernard Mulder 

composed especially for the Mukah band. The Sandakan band was known as the 

Blue Boys from the uniform its members wore. Little is known of the Limbahau band 

except that there was a row, when the Japanese tried to steal its instruments in 1944. 

The reports in the Sarawak Gazette give the impression that some of these bands 

were very competent, but none of the music they played survived and it is not known 

if the boasts made for them were at all justified. Simple as it might have been, it is a 

pity that this musical tradition did not survive into the post-war colonial period.  
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     Chapter XX 

                       Missionary Testimonies in the state of Sarawak 

 

a. Father Kees Keet 

Father Kees Keet was born in Schagen (the Netherlands), on 16 May 1873. He was 

a student in Weert and Hageveld. But the appeal of Cardinal Vaughan inspired him to 

come and study at Roosendaal. He was ordained a priest in Mill Hill on 25 

September 1898. He left that same year for Borneo, for the prefecture of Labuan. He 

longed to take the place of Father Felix Westerwoud, who had died five months 

earlier. 

The Sibu Catholic Mission started in 1899 when Fr. Cornelius Keet first arrived. A 
small hut was built for the priest to stay on his travels to Bintangor and Sare (Sarikei). 
Although it was only a short stay, he managed to convert a few hundred people to 
the Catholic faith before he was recalled to Kuching. 

He worked in Borneo for sixteen years, where he trekked from longhouse to 

longhouse, often on foot on slippery paths and on tree trunks, over rivers in small 

uncomfortable dugouts, sometimes across soggy rice fields. He stayed in Sibu where 

he learned Malay. Later, he was in Kuching among the Chinese. In 1900, he was in 

Sandakan in the company of Father Verbrugge, who was very often ill. In 1901, he 

was back in Sarawak and worked among the Melano’s. He lived from rice to rice, in a 

hut, one meter and a half above the soil, divided into three parts: a chapel, sleeping 

quarters and a sitting room. Everything he wanted to get rid of, he could drop through 

the many splits in the bamboo floor. There, pigs and other animals took good care to 

clean up the place. On 16th May 1902, he celebrated his 25th birthday anniversary 

with a meal of flour, salted fish, bananas, an egg and even half a bottle of wine. 

Then again, he is back in Sandakan as parish priest. His health is fine and his 

appetite not less. In those years, Sandakan was the capital and seat of the 

government. The church building was more like a big barn, not big enough for 650 

believers. Together with Father de Vette, who had become the parish priest, he built 

a new church. Father v. d. Besselaar wrote: “This is the best and most solid church in 

Borneo.” Not long afterwards, Father de Vette died.  In and around Sandakan, Kees 

gave catechism classes to some 250 Filipinos who had come to settle there. After 16 

years, Father Kees had to return to the Netherlands on account of ill health. That was 

in 1914. From 1919 till 1927 he worked at the procure in Roosendaal. Then, he 

retired to Purmerend, where he died on 26 December 1948, at the age of 74 years.  

 

b. Father Felix Westerwoudt. 

 

Felix was born in Amsterdam on 14 March 1861. Felix was the youngest son of F. 

Westerwoudt, a statesman and banker in the province of North-Holland. After the 

primary school in Amsterdam, Felix went to the diocesan seminaries of Hageveld and 
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Warmond. He signed up at St. Joseph’s College in Mill Hill, London, in October 1883. 

He was ordained a priest 1 March 1885. Before his ordination, he asked to be sent to 

the most poverty-stricken area of the world. In October of the same year, he went to 

Kuching, the capital of Sarawak. He travelled together with Fr. A. Reiffert. He arrived 

in Borneo on 29 December that same year. There also, he asked to have the 

privilege to be appointed to the poorest parish of the area. He received an 

appointment for the Singhi, a one day’s journey from Kuching. Four to five thousand 

Land-Dayaks were living on that plateau at the time. They were not very open to the 

Gospel. In fact, they were very indifferent. It struck Felix that most people were 

covered by skin diseases. After lots of adversity and hardships, the mission of the 

Singhi counted only twenty good Catholics and that after thirteen years of adversity. 

There happened to be a parish school. But in certain seasons, the school boys would 

leave the school and head home for a couple of months to go fishing in the forest. In 

1891 two Sisters arrived in the parish to take care of the education of the girls. 

“Don’t ask, don’t refuse” was Fr. Westerwoudt’s devise. His character exhumed a 

great prudence, an immense trust in God, patience, open cheerfulness and a very 

simple lifestyle. When a colleague would visit him, Felix would look for a few eggs 

and open a tin of vegetables. His colleagues regarded him as lacking hospitality. 

Other tins remained stored in his little cupboard. His visitor would plead Felix to look 

better after himself and to eat well. He worked there in solitude, in silence and 

poverty. After his death, he was compared to a passion flower than bloomed 

abundantly on the hard and harsh Borneo soil. Felix sowed in poverty and harvested 

little. His thin emaciated body was exhausted and wrecked by thirteen years of 

intense labour. He worked in God’s vineyard. He sowed God’s word without much 

visible harvest, but he never gave up. His relatives and his peers regarded him as a 

true saint. 

 

He died 13 April 1898 in Kuching, Sarawak, just 37 years of age. His parents in 

Amsterdam received the message of his demise on 22nd  April 1898.  

After Father Felix’ death, Father Reijffert took the few Catholics to another spot in the 

forest, to Saga so as to save the little group from their pagan environment.  Also the 
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Sisters moved. But when also Fr. Reijffert died, the leader of the Sisters called the 

Saga Sisters to Kuching.  

 

c. Father Arie Mak 

 

Father Arie was born in Hoorn (the Netherlands) on 28 February 1913 and was 

ordained a priest in Mill Hill, on 9 July 1939. 

Father Arie was a simple person; he needed very little for himself. Appearances he did 

not know. He became one with the people with whom he worked. From 1939 till 1942 

he worked in the prefecture of Sarawak. In 1942 he was interned by the Japanese. 

Those years were very difficult. The food problem was great. There was just enough 

food to survive. Together with other prisoners, Arie made vegetable gardens. In 1945, 

they were liberated. After the war, Arie writes about Mukah parish: “Father Mulder finds 

it hard, after four years internment, to see what is left of his parish centre. What was 

not burnt, has been stolen. Even the church has not been spared by thieves. The 

chalices and ciboria are gone, as well as chasubles and the altar linen. In January 

thieves were still active in Dalat. The thieves have been apprehended, but the linen is 

gone. Father Mulder is the parish priest of Mukah and Dalat.  Every fortnight, I go to 

Dalat for two weeks, where last week the schools have re-opened. Dalat will have to 

wait for some time for the religious Sisters to turn up again. The material damage is 

great. But from the spiritual point of view, things are not bad. Lots of people ask for 

baptism”. Arie encouraged people to start vegetable gardens, chicken farms, water 

supply, shortly with everything which would accommodate life.  

In 1952, he was appointed to the vicariate of Kuching. In 1984, a great family 

delegation came to visit Arie. “Very often, we felt ourselves very humble, because, in 

our judgment, we often forget to take off our Dutch spectacles. We enjoyed thoroughly 

the great hospitality.” Arie worked there till 1983. He returned home sick. After a 

months-long illness, he died in Arnhem on 28 April 1984, 71 year old. He worked 

actively in Borneo for 43 years. 

 

 d. Father Gerrit Bruggeman  

He was born in Oldenzaal 3rd September 1911. As a Mill Hill missionary he left for 

Sarawak 11th September 1937. He was stationed in Sibu. After three years he moved 

upriver to Kenawit. There he was known as  Apai Grog, Father Grog. His own name 

Bruggeman was too difficult for the Iban. After two years, he too was interned by the 

Japanese in Camp Batu Lintang, near Kuching. There he served as a cook. After 

their liberation, Gerrit went back to Kenawit until 1950. Then he moved to Long Akah 

in the upstream of the mighty Baram river. And stayed there three years among the 

Kenyah, quite a different people, another culture, a strange language. At that time, 

the king of the Kenyah, Temengong Lawi Jau had become a Catholic. He did not 

stay long and went back to ‘his’ Iban in Kenawit. There he built a new church with 

different other buildings. He started a small newspaper called the Torch, for the Iban 
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of the whole of the diocese. He published a dictionary Iban-English and in 1966 he 

published a missal in Iban-language for both the Kuching diocese and the Miri 

diocese. It was called the ‘Tusun Sembayang Missa ngena Jako Iban. 

Father Gerrit was known as a simple and hospitable man, very cordial and tireless. 

On 23rd October 1981 he went back to the Netherlands. At first he stayed with a 

brother of his, the parish priest of Groenlo. In the new year he would go to St. 

Jozefhuis in Oosterbeek to write his memoirs of Kenawit. A typewriter had been 

bought for the job. On Christmas day he died all of a sudden. 

 

e. Father Dominic Mühren:  

 

Father Dominic was born in Enkhuizen 1st February 1914. He was ordained a priest on 

8 July 1938, in Westminster Cathedral. From 1938 till 1942, he worked in the prefecture 

of Sarawak. During the war, he too was interned from 1942 till 1945. 

After the war, he worked again in Sarawak until 1952. Then, he was appointed for the 

vicariate of Kuching. He had just finished building a church and a school, when he died 

in 1956 in Mukah, 42 years old. 

Like his fellow missionaries, he endured the Japanese internment. Most of them died 

young. They suffered a lot, were often very hungry. They had just enough food so as 

not to die. No wonder they died young. They too were war victims.  

 

f. Father Willem Roetenberg 
 

Father Willem was born in Lonneker (the Netherlands) 7th of July, 1921. He was 

appointed after his priestly ordination 14th July 1946 to Sabah. After having studied 

the local language and the culture Willem started his great missionary agricultural 

project in Bundu Tuhan. It was a development project for the whole mountainous 

region. The agricultural grounds were levelled and made fit for vegetable growing. He 

and Brother Ben Snoeren were the leaders of the project of growing and selling the 

produce in Kota Kinabalu. Notwithstanding the ups and downs the project continued 

to be a source of income and happiness in life for the local population.  

Father Willem was a member also of the anti-tuberculosis commission of the Kota 

Kinabalu hospital. That project gained victory over the tuberculosis. Later on Father 

Willem worked some time for the Catholic Relief Services for the Far East in 

Singapore. In 1971 he became the secretary of the organisation Human 

Development of the Federation of the Asiatic episcopal Conference. 

 

When back in the Netherlands Willem accepted a number of important jobs and was 

the parish priest in Maasdijk for fourteen years. In 1997 he retired to Oosterbeek and 

tried to follow the missionary and ecclesiastical developments by reading a lot and 

discussing the topic with his fellow missionaries. There he died 19th September, 

2014. 
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g. Father James (Jaap) Mühren  

James was born on 14 October 1926 at Volendam, the Netherlands. He was 

ordained a priest 13 July 1952. He was appointed to Kuching.  He died in 

Oosterbeek, the Netherlands, on 1 March 2009. He was 82 years of age. 

Missionary societies in the old sense, to preach the gospel to the “heathens”, have 

had their day. And without due pride, we can say, that they have had a very good 

day. In so many countries, we have given over the leadership and the preaching of 

the message to local bishops and to local priests. It becomes now increasingly 

difficult to enter some countries. They are all going through a period of great 

sensitivity about the presence of foreigners in their midst. It is a hangover and a very 

understandable one of colonial days. They rightly want to be bosses in their own 

house. So more than ever before, societies like ours have to be flexible in their 

approach, and missionaries have to be ready to move and sometimes to keep on the 

move. Our bishop here hopes that those who are now here, may be able to stay for a 

few more years. But he does not expect any new missionaries to come out to 

Sarawak. 

He writes on 1/4/1976: 

As for myself. I will be leaving a little sooner 

than expected as I have to be in London to 

work on the Agenda Committee of the 

forthcoming General Chapter of the Mill Hill 

missionaries. That Chapter looks to me very 

much like a discussion on to be or not to be. 

Out here in this huge area of Belaga, the 

Fathers wonder who will look after the many 

new Catholics, when they leave. So they work 

hard to build up Christian communities, that 

can be truly Christian, even when they get a 

visit from a priest only two or three times a 

year. But I ‘d better leave my philosophising 

for another time. “ 

 

The following information comes from the writings, which Mill Hill missionaries left 

from their experience in the apostolate and from interviews which Mr M. Habraken, 

(Hugo de Grootplein 29, 5652 LK Eindhoven) had with the following Borneo 

missionaries: Frans de Vries, Ben Engelbertink, Dick Marcus, Arie Braak and W. 

Smit, in March 1984 at our college in Roosendaal. The result of those personal 

encounters was found in the Mill Hill archives in Oosterbeek. 

 

h. Father Frans de Vries MHM interview on 9 March 

1984 
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Fr Frans was born in Eindhoven on 15 March 1913, was ordained on 13 July 1941.  

I arrived in 1947 in Sarawak, in Long San. I came to stay with Fr. Janssen MHM. The 
latter had been in a Japanese camp for three years. He wanted to build a presbytery 
in Long San before returning to Holland. But he had been weakened for too long a 
time. The poor man died three months after my arrival.  

I did not know the language but the chief, Aban Lawai Jau, took care of me. He 
became a catholic and wanted that all his people, the Kenyan and also the Kayans to 
become catholic so that they all would follow one adat/adet.  

At that time, we did not yet possess any outboard engines. It would take us ten days 
rowing from Marudi to Long San. Much later with outboard engines it would take two 
days only. 

I stayed in Long San for two years. At that time I was kind of malnourished. That’s 
why I was moved to Kanowit, along the Rejang river among the Ibans. 

The life of an Iban was determined by dreams, the sacred egg and by the parang. 

In those years, they still practised headhunting. A number of Japanese became the 
victims. One could observe some skulls hanging in the homes. The skulls served as 
a protection to the owners of the house. At a few yearly feasts, the owner of the 
house would present food to the skulls. 

The local people did not fancy becoming Muslims. They would no longer be able to 
eat pork, their preferred kind of food. People also saw that the old adat was 
disastrous: if it rains at night, a pregnant woman is not allowed to sleep. She has to 
sit upright.  When birth approached, the mother’s belly was rubbed with hot stones. 
She was not allowed to lie down. For weeks on end, she had to sit upright, in front of 
the kitchen fire, with a straight back without a midwife and no hygiene. In that way 
many mothers and many children died. 

When in the morning, people would depart for the rice-fields with a fully loaded boat,  
a peculiar bird would fly on the wrong side of the boat. That was a bad sign. The boat 
would turn round and the trip was cancelled. No work that day. 

When a dream indicated a misfortune, people would heed the message. 

Hundreds of small prescriptions determined their day to day life. When people were 
building a house together with neighbours and relatives as their helpers, an 
unfortunate dream or a certain bird could stop the work or the job could even be 
abandoned altogether. The same held good when making a boat together, a bad 
omen would put an end to the work. 

Formerly when someone would talk about spirits in a derogatory way, the spirits 
would take revenge and that person would fall ill or even die. People had to offer 
sacrifices to the spirits in question. 

If people would abandon their own adat and adopt the Christian way of behaviour, 
they would no longer be limited or threatened in their daily activities. I, Fr. De Vries, 
regard it God’s way of directing people to accept the gospel and become happier 
people. Their own adat had become a burden and had turned against them. 

Fr. Janssen had lived in North Borneo for fifty years. But he never invited them to 
become Christians. He was not sure about their motivation. And he asked himself: 
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When the whole clan would switch over to a Christian way of living, who would 
accompany or teach them? If the whole clan would be converted, in fact they would 
follow their chief, their temonggong, who would say: “we are now following a new 
adat. His power is great, his father was a great pengulun and later our temonggong.” 

What is the difference between the different titles?  The first title is toean kampong 
the head of the longhouse, a small mayor. The head of a number of villages is a 
pengulun. Then, the one with power over the pengulun and responsible to the 
government is called temonggong. This person holds sway over the whole river, 
including over the Kajans and the Koelans who live among the Kenyahs. Those 
peoples have of course their own pengulun. 

What happened in Long San? People indicated that they wanted to become 
Christians. They made wooden crosses which Fr. Janssens blessed. People hung 
them above their doors. After that, we would visit those houses. The first thing people 
would have to do, was to take down the skulls, because these are part of the pagan 
adat. In the beginning, people did not dare to do so themselves, so I would do it 
myself. At first, I would throw the skulls in the river, later I buried them. Still later, I 
buried them in Marudi cemetery. Most people possessed also a great amount of 
charms relating to certain spirits, like beads and stones thought to radiate a certain 
power. Some of those charms were used to increase fertility. Of the discarded 
charms, I kept a few interesting ones myself and handed them to a collector. Also 
Bishop Galvin was interested in those objects. 

In each longhouse, there used to be a dajong, i.e. that is a man or a woman who 
contacts the spirits. That person blesses the sick and bestows a blessing before 
people start on a big enterprise. The dajong prays first and then gets into a trance in 
order to approach and contact the spirits.  

Very often, I would bless a sick person, because converted people did no longer 
have anything to fall back on. One cannot take away everything and not put 
something instead. When people intended to make a rice field, we would bless the 
area first. When the rice plant had grown halfway up, we would bless the field again. 
When a rice field showed a disease, we would go and bless the plot. People needed 
mental and spiritual support in their life and during their work. People strongly 
believed what a priest represented and what he blessed. When pregnant women had 
given up the objects to hold onto, they needed support which we gave by blessing 
them.  

For the instruction of the catechumens, we had a booklet with questions and 
answers. The text was in Malay. Old fashion style. Luckily enough, most men knew 
something of Malay; the women though did not understand that language. People 
learned the text by rote. In the evenings, we would talk on the veranda about God 
and Christ, the ten commandments as a rule of life and as a program. In the old adat, 
some things were fixed. We too showed a fixed set of articles: the twelve articles of 
faith. We talked about angels as protective spirits that took the place of the evil spirits 
of their adat. People were delighted to be able to go for confession as they felt that 
their sins were forgiven. That’s why I spent much time in the confessional. Our 
priorities consisted in proclaiming the gospel and administering the sacraments. But 
other activities were undertaken also like medical work, handing out medicine, 
initiatives in agriculture, and in case of failed harvests through inundations, we would 
provide food and clothes. 
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Now back in Holland, I observe quite a different situation. People no longer 
appreciate the power of the sacraments. People do not ask for baptism and do not go 
for confession. Sin does not exist anymore. I do not understand what is happening.                             

Fr. Frans de Vries passed away 4 September 1985 in Roosendaal, 72 years old. 

 

i. Ferdinand Vergeer. 
 

Ferdinand was born at Alphen aan de Rijn, Netherlands, on 15 June 1933, He was 

ordained a priest on 13 July 1958. 

First impressions of the mission 

It is the beginning of 1959. I have just arrived and find myself in the St Theresa parish 

of Serian, Sarawak. 

My departure for the backwoods (interior) of the parish would be at half nine. But 

when we arrived at the jetty, the boat had not 

yet been loaded. Father Arie Mak was 

waiting too, with his brown crumpled hat and 

his paiong (parasol) in his right hand. Anung, 

the catechist, was there also, very much a 

Land-Dajak. I had still to get used to things. 

In the meantime, we crawled under a 

Japanese bridge to avoid the burning sun. 

We chatted about the fourteen days that lay 

ahead of us. We observed how the Chinese 

stuffed the small boat with their merchandise, 

that would be sold in the settlements to the 

Dayaks: dried fish, tins with meat, curry and 

milk powder, very much appreciated by the 

people who did not possess cows. On top of 

all that, they piled packets of American t-

shirts, which boys and adult men would wear 

on feast days or when they would go to 

church on Sundays. Next to those objects 

they loaded plenty of colourful sarongs which  

the girls would string around their waist and 
wear as skirt or dress. On top of that, they piled santongs, which are wooden or 
wicker baskets. Open spaces are filled up with utensils for future buyers: kerosine 
lamps, flowery cups and dishes, two stone jugs two feet high, which Chinese traders 
have been selling to the Dayaks for more than one thousand years. Finally, we get a 
seat to sit down. The outboard engine starts turning. We sail on the large Sadong. 
Our trip takes us to the outskirts of the Serian parish. The distance is about 65 km. 

The water level is low and very soon the bottom of our boat scrapes stones and tree 

trunks which lie out of sight below the water surface. This happens more and more 
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often. Sometimes, the boat gets stuck. Then everybody has to get out and pull the 

boat loose. Sometimes, the engine stops altogether. Then, we need, with sticks and 

paddles, to keep the boat in place against the current. Otherwise, we would be 

dragged along. At times, we are stuck in the middle of driftwood. In such a case, we 

push our way out with sticks and branches. 

The river, in its pristine condition, is difficult to navigate, but also beautiful. We sail in 

a half dark lane of trees of which the branches on the two sides touch one another. 

Vines and ferns hang down. Only once in a while, a white orchid shows itself high 

above us and tries to diffuse the wilderness with its lovely colour by clinging to a 

gnarled branch. On our path, we encounter huge boulders, where the water splashes 

wildly and where we also navigate with great force. Then, all of a sudden, a vista, 

open and sunny. To our right, paddy fields, where rice stalks sway in the wind. In 

front of us, we gaze at a mountain. 

We take our lunch in the boat. As we have no spoons at hand, we eat Dayak-like with 

our fingers. After that, we lie down as comfortably as possible, we read a bit, look at 

the light blue kingfisher, which flies ahead of us from one branch to another. Now and 

again, every six or seven kilometres, we see a settlement. Children play in the water, 

stop a while when they spot us, and mothers, bathing their babies, look and wave at 

us.  

In the meantime, we cruise up the Kedup, a tributary of the Sadong river. It is smaller, 

curvier, shallower with rapids which are more like waterfalls. When we take another 

tributary, the Mayan, the journey becomes more and more hopeless for such a deep-

lying boat. The three of us descend and give the other two men a chance to sail with 

a bit lighter boat. The distance to go is not too great. That’s what we thought. For 

another hour we walk, sometimes in the shade of enkabang trees, and sometimes in 

the burning sun, along abandoned rice fields and now covered by long grass, ferns 

and bamboos. At half past five, we hear cocks crowing in the distance. We arrive at 

the settlement of Mayan Kawan. It is a village consisting of one large longhouse, built 

on poles, high enough for chickens and pigs to find the food scraps dropped from 

above through the splits in the bamboo floor. We clamber over a pole with notches 

serving like a ladder onto a veranda that runs along the whole length of the house. 

Crying toddlers run off, women stop pounding rice and put their pestles aside, old 

men appear in the doorways. Very soon, we are surrounded by laughing Dayaks who 

tell us that we, the Grandfather and the new Father, have arrived. They put down a 

wicker mat for us. It feels well to be able to sit on the floor. But soon, we miss an 

easy chair. We talk about the bad rice harvest and about the enkabang fruits for 

which the Chinese pay high prices this year. 

In the meantime, the children get over their fear and sit on the bamboo floor in 

between the spread legs of their father or grandfather. When Father Mak tells them a 

curious story or performs some tricks with his hat, the atmosphere becomes friendly 

indeed. It is the fastest way to befriend the older generation, because the children are 

their everything. The father loves his children just as much as the mother does. He is 

not inferior to her in looking after the children. He takes the baby for a bath in the 

river and he carries his baby in a cloth on his back. When the child, a small boy, turns 
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into a rascal, then the pampering takes on the form of coddling. When the child does 

what is not permitted, he knows that he will not get a spanking, what used to be  

normal in a European setting. He does what he likes to do and obeys when it pleases 

him. 

The children dance of pure happiness, when we put a couple of marbles or beads 

into their hands. The old folks beam. One by one, other men and women return from 

the rice fields, with a long basket on their backs, loaded with rice ears, which they 

picked by hand, in the course of a long day. After we had a meal consisting of rice, 

chicken and homegrown coffee, the circle with spectators becomes ever larger. They 

ask questions about aeroplanes, about the sea, cows, Rome and about all the things 

they hardly ever or never saw with their eyes. In the meantime, a big bamboo pipe 

passes from mouth to mouth and the small kids fall asleep on the floor in between the 

adults. The catechist teaches some religious topics. It is nearly midnight, when I 

climb under my mosquito netting and try to give my tired body some rest on the hard 

bamboo floor. It is not easy to sleep well in a Dayak longhouse. If you do not wake up 

by the pain in your joints, which seek in vain for rest on the lumpy bamboo floor, then 

you will wake up by the shrieking pigs below the house. They take good care that you 

emerge from your mosquito netting before dawn.  

In the corner of the room, Dabot’s mother (the parents are called after their first child) 

is lighting a fire. Then, she binds a load of thick bamboo sticks on her back in order to 

fill them with water down at the river side. Dabot, her darling of three years of age, 

needs to go along and finds a place in a sling that is attached to her shoulder. This is 

the beginning of a day of hard work. At that time, the father comes out of his 

mosquito netting and starts feeding the pigs and liberate the chickens. On the eve, 

he had put these birds in two’s in little bamboo baskets and had kept them safe in the 

chicken coop, high on poles also. These are traditional safety measures dating from 

the time that Sea-Dayaks roamed around plundering and heads rushing. 

Now it is clear enough to go down the small ladder without too much of a risk and 

look for a passage through the thrash and rubbish which everybody throws down the 

veranda. The pigs and chickens need to have something to feed on. If you can 

balance yourself and not miss the scarce stones along the way, you may end up at 

the river where the men take a bath. Others brush their teeth. A little further 

downstream the women do alike. More upstream women scoop water in their 

bamboos sticks, because there, there are no traces of soap or toothpaste in the 

water. I wash and shave myself in the fresh water and try to begin a conversation in 

flawed Dayak language. Without any shame, they tell me that my knowledge of the 

language is rather poor. 

This morning there is no Mass, because the liturgical ornaments and other 

necessities haven’t  arrived yet. The last part of the Mayan river cannot be navigated. 

The boat will be here tomorrow around noon. So we are going to sit on the mat and 

use our breakfast: it is like every meal: rice, this time with boiled cucumber and salted 

fish.  

The following item on the program is the distribution of medicine. People come with 

intestinal problems, fever, skin diseases and many other small problems. Small  
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bottles are lined up on the floor, aspirins and intestinal tablets are distributed, bar 

spoons of drinks are swallowed by children, very often under loud protests. People 

appreciate this minute medical service; a nurse (a Chinese who acts like a physician) 

lives miles away. Only in severe cases a patient is taken there. When everybody is 

happy, a few men come and ask whether we can bless their rice fields, because, they 

say, bad spirits haunt the area. The last time people tilled this land was ten years 

ago. The Dayak till a piece of land every ten years. After the harvest, they allow the 

jungle to take over. First the rice grew beautifully. Then immediately before the 

harvest, the rice died all over the place. And still worse, people died also. At first 

sight, one may be inclined to write off those stories as a remnant of pagan stories 

about evil spirits that controlled all aspects of life. But on the other hand, the devil can 

commit the stupidity to identify itself with the bad spirits. In any case, there is nothing 

wrong with blessing fields. Armed with a stola and holy water I move into the jungle, 

accompanied by a dozen men. After half an hour, we pause amidst trees and wild 

undergrowth. I bless the surroundings. And on we go till we arrive at future rice fields. 

There we plant a cross. We continue after five minutes, another field. There too we 

plant a cross.  In this way, we stop at fourteen fields. Now, we wait for a blessed 

future.  

When you walk for hours through such an area that belongs to one longhouse, one 

can ask oneself why these people are so poor that they have hardly any money to 

pay taxes or school fees for their children? They could become rich if they would 

cultivate the region with modern agricultural methods. Soon, people will leave the 

village, armed with axes and machetes. They will cut down everything that is green, 

after some days they will burn down everything. Big chunks of charcoal are thrown on 

a big heap. Then, people with their hoes will turn the soil. The men with guns enter 

the forest and look for the few deer and wild boars. I myself walk back through the 

trees, ferns and small palms full of stinging thorns. This area will soon change into 

sunny rice fields. 

j. Father Jan Aker: 
 

Tiny Aker tells the following story about her brother Jan Aker: 

 

Jan was born on October 26 1930 as the son of Antoon Aker and Trien Kappelhof. 

He was the third child in a family that would grow with a total of thirteen children: nine 

girls and four boys. As was the case in so many big families in those years, there was 

poverty in our family, though we did not lack conviviality. After having finished primary 

school with success, Jan indicated that he liked to join the seminary in the town of 

Hoorn, where the Mill Hill Fathers had a school for secondary education. He took 

leave of the family and the neighbours as was the custom in those years. That 

fourteen year old received from them some pocket money and some sweets, 

because people admired youngsters that left home at that young age. Courageous 

as he was, in 1944, he took the bus to Hoorn. 
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  Jan Aker         

                                                                                                                                           After 

having spent four years in Hoorn, he continued his studies in Haelen. There 

also he was a resident. His clothes were washed there. When his clothes 

needed repair, Jan sent them home by mail with the mention: “This pair of 

trousers is worn out, please, send me a new one.” But his sisters were handy 

with needle and thread. Clothes were easily repaired and patched with a piece 

of cloth. Next time, Jan used to add a letter with the text: “This pair of trousers 

is in good condition. Just put on a piece of cloth.”  

 

      

When Jan came home on holidays, his youngest brother Anton would collect him at 

the bus stop. He would proudly transport the suitcase in a wheelbarrow. During the 

holidays, Jan had to earn the necessary pocket money. He would accompany dad to 

harvest potatoes on a farmer’s land. They would earn fifty cents a box. But because 

dad and Jan were good workers and filled plenty of boxes per day, the farmer 
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thought that 50 cents a box was too quickly earned. But our men did not agree. A 

deal is a deal. 

After two years at Haelen, Jan moved to study philosophy in Roosendaal for a period 

of two years. Then came the time that he went to Mill Hill, London. On July 8, 1956, 

he was ordained a priest in Mill Hill. Dad, mum and our eldest sister went to attend 

the ordination. When Jan returned home, he was well received and celebrated there 

his first Holy Mass. After a vacation of a few months, Jan left us that same year 1956 

for Borneo. 

Borneo 

After a boat trip of six weeks he arrived in Sarawak. His station was Kanowit and 

Jalau, where churches and schools were being built. His companions were Fathers 

Bruggeman, Wim Bos and Ferdinand Vergeer. Jan wrote: “In the church we put 

pews. But the people were not used to them. So, they sat on the ground and leaned 

with their backs against the pews.” 

The main language is Iban. For the use of the Bible, Jan translated the whole Bible 
into Iban. That was an enormous job, which took a lot of time, energy and patience. 
His further work consisted of teaching in schools, visiting the sick and administering 
the sacraments in the surrounding villages. In those years, he went round by boat 
which took a lot of time.  But Jan used to write cheerful letters. After five long, 
laborious, warm and also lonely years, he could go home on vacation. That was in 
1961. It was a big feast, where especially our parents had been looking out for. But 
also we his brothers and sisters. How heavy those years have been, we don’t know. 
We, West Friesians, are not very extravert. We do not easily complain. We did hear 
how fantastic the people there were and how much he could laugh with them. One 
day, out of a packet with clothes he picked out a pyjama suit and gave it to the mayor 
who put it on for Sunday Mass. 
 

 

After having spoken Iban for such a long time, he faultlessly changed over to 

Westfrisian. But after the relative loneliness of his mission post, he found our big 

family quite a busy place. He looked at the whole set and said: “I get the idea that 

you all talk at the same time. Is there anybody who listens to somebody else?” During 

his vacation, he tried hard to collect as much money as he could for his parish in 
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Borneo. Jan received a considerable gift from the Schoutens, who had destined that 

sum for their own parish but who gave it to Jan, on account of a conflict that they had 

with the local parish.  

Mum tried to spoil Jan as much as possible, but we did not have much to go by. Jan 

was rather modest, but one day he asked for sausages for lunch, because he had 

not eaten them for years. Also the feast of Saint Nicolas reminded him of so many 

happy childhood events. In our youth, a chair for each child was put out in a row. 

Saint Nicolas would put gifts on each chair. Jan hoped that his nephews and nieces 

would continue that tradition. And so they did. He enjoyed seeing those happy faces 

with lots of gifts on the chairs. During his first vacation, he celebrated Mass many 

times in our church of Zwaagdijk-Oost. After the celebration, he was often invited by 

the more well-to-do parishioners for breakfast. He readily complied to their wishes, 

because, quite often, he received at that occasion an envelope for his mission work. 

In 1966, our dad died when Jan was in Borneo. His death must have been a very sad 

event for Jan, since he would never see his dad again. But the people of Kanowit 

organised a very moving funeral service in his dad’s honour. 

A few years later, we received the disturbing message from Borneo that Jan was 

seriously ill. We all came together. Our brother Henk decided to go and visit Jan. One 

month later he returned from his trip to Borneo and said: “Jan should not stay there. It 

is not a place for ill people. It is far too warm.” But Jan recuperated and went back to 

work. He had good contact with Fr. Wim Bos who was stationed at Sibu, at a sailing 

distance of two hours. Those years he worked together with Sister Winnie Chai. She 

was a nurse and sometimes she joined him when visiting the longhouses. There 

developed a real friendship between the two. The friendship gradually changed into 

the relationship of a couple. 

 Civil marriage. 

Some years later, our brother Henk died; he was the one who had visited Jan in 

Borneo. Henk had a serious car accident in Germany. That same year, Jan and 

Winnie decided to go and live together in Holland and to get married. Undoubtedly, 

Jan must have struggled a lot to say bye to the priesthood, but his love for Winnie 

was stronger. Jan was a rather closed person, but he told later one of his sisters 
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about his inner struggle. It was Jan’s idea to go to Holland first and look for a shelter 

for the two of them. But Winnie’s family did not fancy that idea. Winnie as an ex-sister 

did not have a halfpenny, neither had Jan. Winnie’s relatives put all their pennies 

together and bought her an airline ticket. Now, they could fly together to Holland. Jan 

and Winnie received a roof over their heads at his sister Elly’s and brother-in-law 

Kees Berkhout’s place. They were very kind to offer them hospitality. After the first 

shock, as was especially the case for our mum, Winnie was quickly taken up lovingly 

in our family. 

Very soon Jan managed to get a job at the Mavo school in Soest. Thanks to a big 
financial contribution from the Mill Hill congregation, they could find themselves a 
house. On 9th October1973, they entered into a civil marriage. In that way, Winnie 
could stay in Holland.  
At the school in Soest, Jan taught religion, English and social studies. In later years, 
he was appointed dean and deputy director. On 17th May 1975 they concluded a 
religious marriage. In 1976, they visited Borneo for the first time as husband and wife 
and visited Winnie’s relatives in Brunei. To their great delight, their son Tony was 
born on June 27th 1977. In 1978 they visited, for the second time, Winnie’s relatives 
in order to show them their son.  
Together with their son Tony, they moved to Wervershoof. They found a house near 
Jan’s mother. She rejoiced in their presence. Jan visited her nearly every day. She 
rejoiced too in the presence of her lovely daughter-in-law. Jan’s other relatives 
appreciated their nearby presence too. On July 8th 1985, mum died. Although Jan 
never liked to see a physician, he entered the hospital for a bowel operation.  
 

In the summer of 1989, Jan and Winnie visited Malaysia anew together with our 
sister Elly and her husband Kees Berkhout, and also our sister Bep and her friend 
Rie van de Valk. And of course, their eleven year old son Tony accompanied them. It 
turned out to be a beautiful trip. During the visit to his old parish, it became clear to 
everybody how much people appreciated to see Jan again. Once back home, we 
noticed that Jan’s health deteriorated rapidly. To our great sorrow, Jan died, all of a 
sudden, at the age of fifty nine years, on the birthday of his beloved Winnie, on 
November 4th 1989. After spending a few years alone, Winnie remarried, and this 
time with a sympathetic fellow called Theo Jong. Our contact with Winnie and her 
husband is excellent, because they still regard us as their in-laws. They continue to 
honour Jan and keep remembering him.Jan gave the best and the healthiest of his 
years to the mission work in Borneo. 
 

k. Francis Baartmans  
 

Francis, born in Steenbergen, 19th June 1936, the Netherlands, arrived in Sarawak 

in November 1961 and worked in Miri diocese until 1971 where he worked in Long 

San, among the Kenyah in the Ulu Baram (Upper Baram). Long San is a Kenyah 

settlement in the Marudi division of Sarawak. It lies  530.4 kilometres east-north-east 

of the state capital Kuching.  Father Francis shared the varied company of Father 

Theo Oomen, Brother Alexander v. d. Drift, Brother Albert Rottersteiner and Fr. Bert 

Jacobse.  
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Fr. Francis was the first Mill Hiller to be appointed after Bishop Galvin was installed in 

Miri. He writes as follows: 

“I knew bishop Galvin had studied anthropology in Cambridge and that he was 

interested in local culture. It was the time of the Vatican Council when dialogue 

between cultures and religions was given top priority.” 

 

“Upon my arrival in Miri, the bishop gave me three months to learn the basics of the 

Malay language, the Bahasa, the lingua franca of the Indonesian archipelago. Tough, 

kind and affable, the bishop was a no-nonsense taskmaster. After three months 

continuous study and speaking practice in Miri Bazaar, he solemnly announced at 

breakfast that I had ‘passed’. I thanked him for having been strict with me. I told him 

how happy I felt now that I could converse, no matter how haltingly, with so many 

people ‘beyond my own language and my European languages.’ That was my first 

truly missionary experience: look and speak, if you have the opportunity, across your 

own border. Not only that, also think across your own border.”  “What now?” I asked 

bishop Galvin. We had discovered each other’s eagerness to not only study but also 

to be immersed as deeply as possible in Sarawak’s soul. Bishop Galvin wanted me to 

go to the Upper Baram river, to the Kenuya Kenya Dayak, in their longhouse, to 

devote as much time as possible among them.” 

The Baram river has a length of 400 km. The Baram River flows in northwestern 

Borneo. Rising in the Iran Mountains, it flows west and northwest, mostly through 

primary rainforest to the South China Sea at Kwala Baram. At that time, the 

traditional longhouse culture came under pressure from large-scale timber industry. 

He became deeply involved in the efforts by the local population to preserve their 

traditional cultural heritage and to protect it against multinational timber corporations.  

After a stay of ten years, Francis was appointed in 1971 by his Mill Hill superiors to 

start a new missionary apostolate in the Netherlands. After a two year period, Francis 

realised he needed extra tools to study and understand more fully other cultures. He 

went to study at Nijmegen University at the feet of famous theologians like Edward 

Schillebeeckx, Hans Küng and Gustavo Gutiérrez. There Father Francis graduated in 

anthropology and ethnic theology.  

In 1977 just when India shut its doors to foreign missionaries, Mill Hill organisation 

intended to withdraw all its members from India. Francis persuaded his superiors to 
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be allowed to go to Varanasi, saying that is was not the time to withdraw. Vatican II 

promoted dialogue. The missionary society needed to increase its contact with Asian 

culture. Francis settled in Nagwa, a slum area of Varanasi amidst the Dalits, the 

lowest caste, the “downtrodden”. Varanasi is regarded as the spiritual capital of India, 

the city draws Hindu pilgrims who bathe in the Ganges river’s sacred waters and 

perform funeral rites. Along the city's winding streets are some 2,000 temples, 

including Kashi Vishwanath, the “Golden Temple,” dedicated to the Hindu God 

Shiva.  

In 1979, he came to study Indian Hindu philosophy and religion and received a PhD 

from Banaras Hindu University for his thesis ‘Apah’, the sacred waters. In 2005 he 

was affiliated to the Gandhian Institute of Studies in Varanasi to conduct research on 

the Dalits in India. On account of his continual studies, he managed to obtain the 

necessary visa to stay in the country for many years. Francis tried to live and 

practise what is at the heart of the Christian message. He lived among the 

downtrodden in the same simple lifestyle and adapted his life to one of a 

compassionate presence. He managed to upgrade the slum shacks to stone 

houses, founded a cooperation for growing vegetables, founded a school on top of 

his  Ashram Centre with a diversified programme uplifting the living standard of the 

local Dalits. Fr. Francis lived in Nagwa for 36 years, from May 1979 until May 2015. 

Fr. Fons Eppink wrote an article about Fr. Francis and his presence in Nagwa. The 

article is called “Inspiration In India.” Fr. Francis, however, received the great initial 

inspiration in Sarawak, among the Kenyah in Ulu Baram, where he stayed for ten 

years and admired the cultural wealth and was baptised by the spiritual presence of 

the ancestors of Kenyah in the Baram river.  

 

l. Fr. Ben Engelbertink (interview on 2nd and 3rd March, 

1984 at Roosendaal). 

Ben was born 10th August 1942 at Noord Berghuizen, Losser, the Netherlands. 

Q.  When you received the news that you had to start a new parish in Sarawak, what 
was your reaction? 

A. I knew that there were about sixty Catholic families living in that area. They had 
come from Kanowit parish and had written a letter to the bishop asking him for a 
priest. Bishop Galvin asked me whether I wanted to go there. Little was known about 
that region. A few Mill Hill priests had once crossed the area, among whom Fr. 
Knapen and Fr. Frans Baartmans. Fr. Franklin even made a kind of card system with 
the names of the sixty families. They knew where the one hundred and twenty 
longhouses were to be found. Of the river there was a map. I myself added the small 
tributaries. It was a kind of primitive region untouched by state politics or economic 
interests of timber companies. It was very much closed off from the rest of the 
country, especially in the wet season from November till February. Then I would be 
stuck in Tatau. When I reached there, I told the people: “If you want me to come and 
stay with you, you ‘d better build me a small house. Tatau is a Chinese settlement 
with a few government officials, a clinic with five beds, a nurse, no physician, and a 
primary school with six classes.  
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A Chinese man had given a plot for the eventual parish. There together with the 
people we built a house in one day. I lived there for about 
two years. I contributed the roof made of corrugated iron 
sheets. That was not a great success. During the day, it 
was awfully hot and when it was raining, one could not 
understand one another. But most of the time I spent in 
the longhouses. Those sixty families were spread out over 
ten longhouses. When in Tatau, I would be in the school 
most of the time. In the classes five and six of the twenty 
pupils about fifteen were interested to become Christians. 
Some of them were children of those sixty catholic 
families. I would go into a classroom and would pose the 
question “who of you is interested in Christianity?” With 
them I started off in Tatau. The kids were between twelve 
and fifteen years of age.  

 

Q. Where were they interested in?  

A. In the white man, that made a difference. What had he come for? A Catholic 
teacher talked a lot with those children. Education was connected also with 
development and with Western society. 

Q. Did they want to know more about Christianity, about Fr. Engelbertink or about the 
West? 

A. That was difficult to differentiate. Maybe the biggest motive was knowledge about 
progress in general and the connection with traditional practices. 

Q. Did they feel limited by and awkward about their own traditions? 

A. They certainly did. In education, they learned more about birds and the human 
body. In their adat, they have strong beliefs about the role of birds and dreams. 
When you hear a bird sing in a certain direction, that means something. It is a sign 
you cannot undertake something. You should stop doing your present job. You 
cannot have such a mentality at school. In biology, children learn to have another 
approach, another mentality. 

Q. From that moment on, are the children no longer afraid?  

A. In the beginning, fear is still there; they fear also the prohibitions of the parents, of 
the ancestors and shamans. But that fear is gradually taken away by the acceptance 
of the new religion. Then the power of the old gods disappears and is taken over by a 
more powerful God. The God of the Old Testament has a great influence. The 
powerful God moves ahead of the Israelites in their struggles. As long as He is there, 
the Israelites are winning. That God is stronger than de God of the Ibans.  

Q. In that case, is the one sort of amulet replaced by another?  

A. Yes, that is the danger. The new protection only is not a legitimate reason why one 
turns a Christian. There needs to be a two year period when clarification of one’s 
goals and motivation are brought about. That is the catechumenate. When someone 
presents himself as a candidate for baptism, one needs to reflect on the purpose of 
that request. Sometimes, we ask people to wait a longer time. If that person is the 
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only one from a certain longhouse, it is better he waits for the whole longhouse to 
take that step. One single person only in a whole community cannot be steadfast. 
The social pressure to toe the ancestral line will be too great! In Tatau I had two 
catechists. They understood very well the reasons why people wanted to make the 
change. The people would come themselves with questions like “Why did they nail 
that man onto a cross?” An old chief would come and talk to me late in the evening. 
He observed in different Western development projects the push to create certain 
needs. He did not become a Christian. At the end of his life, his nephew baptised 
him. When he was dying, I was not present. All his other relatives had already 
become Christians. He had reached the ultimate motivation. It was for him a very 
small step to take. He did not fear any bird anymore. However, people had the same 
kind of fear for purgatory and hell. But in their adat, people  observed also marvellous 
traditions. They could recite hourlong poems about how the spirits came to earth so 
as to live together with us. At those occasions, they put on special dresses. They 
would bring rice with them. It is a very familiar story and a Christian one at the same 
time. Some, however, would say: your prayers do not fit in with our culture and with 
our way of life. 

Q. Did they mean our Western language? 

A. Yes, they did not understand. I got to know that they have a second language, 
which they use in jurisprudence, in legal rulings, in liturgical happenings and at 
important events. When we started using that kind of language in our prayers, people 
rejoiced. But inculturation came very slowly. And many missionaries did not 
appreciate that kind of adaptations.  

Q. You encountered difficulties?  

A. I had the advantage that I found myself in a rather closed off area. The sixty 
families were recent converts without a long tradition. We could create a new 
Christianity. We created new prayers for planting and for the harvest, for marriage 
and death. I blessed very few marriages according to the Roman ritual. But I prayed 
over many marriages to ask the Lord to bless the couple and to grant them fertility. 

Q. Then you got into trouble with Rome? 

A. I was able to insert the prayers in the three stages of a traditional marriage. The 
first step is taken when a boy and a girl spend for the first time a few nights together 
and then decide to live together. The second stage is, after the two have spent a few 
nights together and inform their parents, who in their turn inform the village that the 
two would like to marry. The third step is taken, when the parents fix a date to 
celebrate the marriage. I would confirm the marriage with prayers at the second 
stage. This used to be the normal course of events. At the third stage, the celebration 
with a feast, would be the moment for the Roman marriage rite. 

Q. Did you ever encounter difficulties with church authorities? 

A. No, our bishop told us: you go ahead. Do what you think is right.  

Q. So, your bishop gave you a free pass? 

Q. I informed him about what I was doing. Sometimes, the bishop heard protests of 
colleagues that it was not permitted what I was doing. But he answered that things 
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could be done ‘ad experimentum.’ After the Vatican Council, bishops were permitted 
to do so. As a team we could discuss those initiatives. 

Q. What did you have in mind as the purpose of your life? 

A. To make those people more human, to walk together with them. Also working 
together with them by promoting development projects, which promoted a sense of 
community. The Ibans don’t make a difference between the spiritual and the material 
level. That is purely western dualism. In the Iban longhouses, everything comes 
together. There is a natural unity based on the cultivation of rice. Rice means life. 
They do not make a difference between material and spiritual existence. Life includes 
everything. Towards the end of my stay with them, I discovered that the three years 
for them was a trial period to accept definitively the new religion. Then people would 
no longer blame an eventual crop failure on the acceptance of the new religion. 

Q. Why do people want to become Christian?  

A. I cannot give a single response to that question. Some people make a definite 
choice and other people do not quite know. They feel it is the right thing to do. 

Q. How many of those decisions are made consciously? 

A. Maybe twenty five per cent. People would go for the liberation from the obligations 
of the old adat. Liberation from the fears of the evil spirits, whilst in the new religion 
they experience love, security, a loving relationship with the Spirit, the great Spirit. 

Q. Can you name a few spirits? 

A. Sengalang Boerong, Poelang Gada, The messenger of Sengalang Boerong is a 
bird in connection with rice. You’d better be friends with it, otherwise something 
happens to your rice field. If, in the morning, that bird crosses your path, stop your 
trip and go back home.  

Dreams are also signs to be followed up. If you are not sure of their meaning, go and 
consult a diviner (shaman). Snakes are also something. Before planting rice, people 
burn a piece of land. If one finds a snake after burning the field, it is an ominous sign. 
When people hear a child cry on top of the roof, they think they may have committed 
a crime. They will quit the house and never come back again, or organise a big party 
to reconcile themselves with the spirits.  

There was a village of about twenty families, no Christians among them. One night 
they heard a baby cry on top of the roof. They all ran off, except one family, relatives 
of my catechist who spent three nights with that family. The others spent those nights 
in the forest. Slowly they returned to see what had happened. They saw the family 
and the catechist were still alive and happy. Then they held a big meeting. One family 
proposed that they all would become Christians. Others found the proposition too 
radical. They proposed that they would hold a reconciliation feast, kill a few pigs and 
everything would be alright again. The deliberations lasted a couple of nights. The 
outcome was that they would tell the catechist that they all would become Christians. 
That’s when he called me. We talked things over with them. And after a period of 
teaching, the catechist invited me to come and baptise them. 

Another bad omen happens when blood drips out of a pole. 

Q. Blood really?  
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A. Yes, it may be something like resin. There is no laboratory in the vicinity to check 
the liquid. Then you ‘d better depart. Otherwise someone in the family will die. 

Q. They do not look for a natural cause for the event?  

A. There is only one answer, which they learnt from their age-old experience. 

Q. Do you not misuse their ignorance and their fear by accepting them as your 
catechumens?  

A. No, people make their own choice. They do not need to become Christians. I 
never succeeded in convincing them. In that region, there was a longhouse, the 
biggest in the whole region. It harboured 63 families, of which eight families were 
seven-day Adventists, there were Anglicans, and two families  were Borneo-
Evangelicals. There was only one Catholic boy, who had been a student at Bentulu 
secondary school. One day, the chief sent me a message inviting me to pay him a 
visit. I answered: “No, sorry, I have no time.” After a couple of months, he sent me 
another letter, saying that they all wanted to become Catholics. I answered him 
saying that they ‘d better become members of the seven-day Adventists or Anglicans. 
After some time, another message came telling me that I had to come, otherwise 
they all would come and visit me. I went there with the intention to explain to them 
that they ‘d better join one of the other creeds, because I did not want to become a 
fourth dimension in the longhouse, whilst there were also many animists. That first 
evening, we held a big meeting. I asked them why they wanted to become Catholics. 
They explained: “Lately, we had so many deaths, so many children had died.” I told 
them: “Look around a bit. The walls of the house are black and dirty. A lot of rubbish 
is lying everywhere. You have plenty of bacteria, small beings that make you ill. I will 
call someone to teach you and your women how to keep the place clean. There was 
a Dutch girl, Marian Kester, she worked in the development office. I invited her to 
come and stay a few weeks. “With her you will clean the place and I guarantee you, 
nobody will become ill.” 

Q. You did your utmost to convince people not to become Christians. 

A. That evening that was it. I was tired and went to bed round one o’clock. Next 
morning, it was still dark, about half past five, I woke up and heard quite some noise 
and now and again a loud shout. What was the matter? The whole crowd sat 
together for a big discussion. They informed me: “Father, the Anglicans, the 
Adventists and the Evangelicals, we all want to become Catholics, we want only one 
religion. They talked about the deaths, the birds, the dreams, personal poverty and 
the whole adat. Then, you think: what is their motivation? Maybe, no right 
justification. But one big fear syndrome. What to do? I can bring a great dose of 
liberation. They want to move together. Then I took a decision and admitted them to 
the catechumenate through which their motivation was purified. 

Q. Do you always succeed?    

A. No, not always. But we ourselves can show the right motivation. All elements are 
important, but most important is the search for God’s presence among us. We 
ourselves are on that path too. 

Q. In the catechumenate do they give special and explicit attention to people’s 
motivation for baptism?    
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A. Certainly! In that period, we concentrate on our happiness by excluding the 
attention to dreams, birds and all the other ‘signs’. The letter to the Hebrews of St. 
Paul starts by saying that God spoke to men through the early prophets. But these 
days, God speaks to us through his Son Jesus. Maybe in former days, God spoke to 
them through dreams and birds. Now God wants to speak through us and through 
people around us. The son of God wants to become man again through our thoughts, 
our words and actions. We also need to be inspired by the Spirit in our communities. 
People are to be personally inspired by Christ, but the inspiration by the spirit is not 
visible in the longhouses. That great village of 63 families later split up in different 
fractions, because they had different solutions to their problems. Next to the caritative 
concern for the widows and orphans, little was undertaken. Maybe, our expectations 
were too big about how new Christians were going to behave. Now we have a new 
bishop, bishop Galvin, who is very charismatic. He wants every Christian to be 
charismatic. I am not very positive about that movement. I am asking myself: is rice 
still the centre of life? I am afraid that the logging companies are all powerful, they 
confiscate the treasures in the forests. In that way, people lose their culture without 
any resistance from the church or from our Christian communities! Other powers like 
the economy and politics are taking over their whole existence. When people lose 
their adat and accept a Western lifestyle, we observe excesses like overindulgence in 
drinking. Formerly people would drink rice wine at feasts only. Now, they drink rice 
wine the whole year round. 

Q. What attracts the 25% to be well motivated Christians you talked about? 

A. They are not attracted by the punishing God of the Old Testament, the stringent 
God, but by the God who is loving and is a motherly God. 

Q. How do you bring the message?  

A. Sketching the image of their former spirits who acted like the God in the first part 
of the Bible. Jesus, on the contrary, showed us a God who walks along with us, who 
rejoices us. Jesus gives us hope like we find in the sermon on the mount and in Our 
Lady’s song of the Magnificat. The poor will live in peace, they are the chosen people 
of God. They’ll will be blessed. They will feel blessed by meeting God here in this life. 

Q. How do they talk about Jesus? 

A. They see Jesus like an historical figure, a great prophet with a strong relationship 
with God. They put the emphasis on God and they pray to God and not so much to 
Jesus. God is their Toean Allah: God the Father. Later, we used the term Petarah. It 
is an original Iban word meaning gods. We added: there is only one that deserves 
that name, only one Peterah. He is all powerful. Their spirits were also powerful but 
with evil intent, whilst the God of Jesus is full of forgiveness. The Ibans have little 
sense of personal sin. Forgiveness comes into play when big disasters happen. Then 
they feel the need to be reconciled with the spirits. When there are many rows in the 
village and the atmosphere is rotten, they will say “the house is hot.” A wise chief will 
say: it is time to come together for a celebration, a celebration for forgiveness and 
reconciliation.  

Q. Are good and evil not determined when someone has got hold of someone else’s 
wife? 

A. No, that entails a fine and that is the end of it. Individual confession makes little 
sense. A communal penitential celebration does have an effect. I remember a certain 
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village was split into two camps: one sided with the chief, another one with his wife. 
They even wanted to split up the village. It would have been a tremendous blame on 
the village. We then organised a penitential celebration. In public, they asked one 
another and the community for forgiveness. 

Q. What means baptism for them? 

A. Baptism is a big sign for the community that someone becomes a Christian. We 
have had a communal baptism of one hundred and even two hundred people, 
because we put the stress on being part of a community. Sometimes, the whole 
village would convert and all people would be baptised. 

Q. What can Christians in Europe and those in Borneo learn from one another?  

A. In Europe, Christianity has a strong individualistic trait, whilst in Borneo it is 
communal. When I go to church in Holland, nobody will ask me: who are you? Or 
where do you come from? Religion is limited to a rite. Thanksgiving also is 
individualistic. I have nothing to do with the fellow next to me in the same pew. In 
Borneo, after prayers, everybody remains sitting and people discuss community 
interests. 

In Borneo, the Eucharist is a joyful celebration, people pray and sing together. Ten or 
twenty people spontaneously offer their prayers in public when invited to do so. No 
question of papers or booklets. Our European celebrations are boring, the choir takes 
care of the singing. The others only say ‘Amen”. Also, at the occasion of a burial, 
people just attend and wait for the end of the ceremony. It is a dead ritual. 

 

 m.  Father Dick Marcus:      

“In 1963 I arrived in Sarawak, in Bau with the Bidayun. Bau is situated under 
Kuching. It was customary that, when a newly ordained priest arrived in a parish, that 
he would take upon himself the task of teaching in the parish school and run the 
school as well. I was the first one who did not fancy that idea. In my opinion, a local 
teacher was in a better position to do so. Afterwards all the stations would follow that 
lead.”                                                                                                                        
“There is a great difference between the Bidayun, also called Land-Dayaks, and the 

Iban, the Sea-Dayaks. Let me explain: The Bidayun and the Melanau are in 
character and in their language very similar. They possess a gently and peaceful 
character. They do have a tenacious strait when they are convinced of something, 
but they do not have that combative and warlike character of the Ibans. Historically, 
the Ibans were the last ones to arrive in the region. They caused wars and pushed 
the Land-Dyaks  into the coastal areas and into the mountains. They too pressed the 
Kenyahs and the Kayans into the forests. In that way, the Ibans occupied the best 
part of the country.”                                                                                 
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The Ibans are travellers and nomads. In this 
way, the Ibans have knowledge of the whole 
area. They are curious in a good way and 
discoverers. On the other hand, the Bidayuh and 
the other land-Dayaks are  much more stable, 
quiet and sedate. The Melanau all the more so. 
An Englishman would feel quite at home with 
them. Regarding faith questions  the Bidayuh do 
not tolerate that anyone takes on another 
religion. He would become a castaway. They do 
not dwell in longhouses, they live spread out in 
large villages. In Serassot, there was one family 
who started posing questions about becoming a 
Christian. There was a school in that village and 
they had put a question to the teacher. A few 
other families lived with the same question.                           
When I came to inspect the school, I heard that 
those families had become ostracised. They 

were told: “If you die, nobody will come for your funeral. And every aspect of life 
including the rice culture and all the feasts are village happenings. If you put yourself 
apart from the community, you no longer belong to us. You have to take your own 
responsibility.” 

This led to some disputes and threats to expulse the Christians from the village. 

When the Christians became more numerous, they argued that they were ready to 

put up with others, whilst the animists were not ready to live with the Christians. Now 

that the Christians have become more numerous, the antipathy has diminished. 

The land-Dayaks have a supreme being who supersedes everything, whilst the Ibans 

have a strong animism, and have their own priests to calm down the anger of the 

spirits. The female priests receive, when they are eighteen a box with ingredients 

which they suspend high up in the house. That box gives them power over the spirit 

world. Sometimes, people take ten years before they are ready to take the final step 

and ask for baptism. The reason to take that step is the desire to be freed of 

intimidating spirits which show themselves in birds and dreams. 

The parish priest with whom I lived later in 1968, was a Tirolese man called Schwabl. 

When people asked to become Christian, he would send a catechist to the village 

first in order to explain what it meant to be a Christian. This catechist among the 

Ibans would explain to his audience point for point what it meant in their 

circumstances to put faith in God. Among the land-Dayaks I learnt the system of long 

preparations for baptism so that people knew what a Christian life would entail. The 

land-Dayaks had pastoral workers in the villages. These men followed certain 

courses each year. 

People expressed their desire for baptism often after having observed Christians 

living and working in other villages without the ever present fear of angry spirits and 

their revengeful reactions to people’s transgressions of the adat. Once we had a 

chief who was against people converting to the Christian way of life. One day, a 

daughter of his fell ill and he demanded a group of Christians to pray over her. They 
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did and his daughter was healed. He demanded more background information 

specifically whether Christians had to abandon being Bidayuh and needed to become 

White people; and whether they could still celebrate the rice feast. At the end of the 

meeting, he asked the people whether they would like to become Christians. They all 

said “No”. He then said: “Then I will be the only one to become a Christian.” His 

name was Salau. Later he became the Orang Kaya Pemanchá, the chief of the Land-

Dayaks. Orang means man, Kaya means rich, important. Pemanchá means the chief 

of the area. Indeed he alone took the step. Later on other families did the same. It 

was a major happening for such an important person to convert despite the negative 

reaction of all his subordinates. Sometimes, it happened that an important person 

became a Christian and that others followed his example, not so much out of 

idealism, but because that person had many rice fields and people depended on him. 

In that case, it was not inner conversion but social pressure that contributed to the 

changeover. We did not baptise a person head over heels. We wanted people to 

make a real inner choice. Moreover, in their eyes, what is easily begotten, cannot be 

worth much. We would present God’s image as we find it in the Bible compared to 

their way of thinking about God. And only then, we would teach people the message 

and the person of Jesus Christ, the stories he told, how he lived and died. The 

emphasis would be on participating in the Kingdom of God, meaning the Kingdom of 

love. Here an example: there was an Iban village with thirty doors, twenty of them 

were preparing for baptism. Once when I visited the village, one of the leaders told 

me, that one family of Christians left the village after a serious quarrel. People told 

them they were no longer welcome in the village. In the evening, when we had a 

great sit around, I brought up the topic and asked them whether chasing a family 

from the village was in line with Christ’s law of love. Two months later, the leader 

came to see me and informed me that they had settled the dispute and that the family 

in question had come back.  

Also the pressure on people by the government to become Muslim contributed to the 

spread of the Church. People said: “If we do not become Christians now, in ten years’ 

time, it may probably not be possible anymore.” Later, when there were solid 

catechumenates, some people would drop out halfway the instructions. That would 

happen also. But being baptised would mean a change of name. Before the actual 

baptism, people would dress in old rags: one does not dress one’s finest clothes and 

plunge into the river. Moreover, the rags symbolise the old way of being and 

behaving. Immediately after baptism, people would put on their best clothes and 

continue to participate in the Eucharist.  

In the traditional Land-Dayak culture, religion is a communal happening, especially 

with the Iban. It did happen that an individual was baptised, more often with them 

than with the Iban. But in those cases, very soon people lost courage, because they 

had to manoeuvre in two cultures at the same time. When I came to stay with the 

Iban in the years 1969-1970, the idea of baptising only whole villages at the same 

time took root in our apostolate.  

Also the fact that we, Christians, do not need to be afraid of the God of love 

contributed to the spread of Christianity. We do not need to seek God’s favour in fear 

of averting disaster. God does not try to attack us. God is far more powerful than all 
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the spirits which we fear. This conviction in Christians made people seek conversion. 

In their old ways, people, after having had a certain dream, would consult a diviner 

who would advise them to appease the spirits by sacrificing a chicken or a pig. In this 

traditional way of thinking, people lived in a constant fear of acting wrongly by not 

reacting to the fact that e.g. a bird was flying on the left hand side of their boat 

instead of on the right hand side.  

However, in traditional society, when a person commits a serious offence, he may get 

fined or even be banned from the village. I must add that the land-Dayaks have a 

greater sense of sin and shame than the Ibans. The land-Dayaks are more honest 

and more easily admit their shortcomings.  

I studied canon law and I had to solve impossible marriage situations with an official 

ecclesiastical court or with permissions from Rome. But that takes time to formulate 

and to wait for decisions from people who do not understand the local situations. I 

just asked what people wanted and that was it. When I finished my studies, the 

church was still regarded as the only saving way. Now I am convinced that people 

can find different ways of salvation. I am now aware that we, Christians, should 

occupy ourselves more in the political field, not by adhering to certain party politics, 

but by being aware of and reflecting on political or economic situations. Also the fact 

that laypeople can lead burials and church marriage ceremonies without the 

presence of a priest should become the normal trend by lack of sufficient clergy.   

In the Dutch catholic schools, someone may teach catechesis to one group of kids 

who are not interested and to another group of kids who are interested but who do 

not want to show their interest. That situation is well-nigh impossible. But this does 

not mean that we all are not in need of some form of liberation!                                     

 

n. Fr. Arie Braak :  

Fr.  A. Braak was ordained a priest in October 1969. He was sent to Sarawak the 
same year. He has been stationed in Bau, Jalau, Song, Mukah, Kapit but for most of 
the time at Belaga. 

Since he spent his time mostly at Belaga, you find here some information about that 
region. 

Belaga is a district in Kapit Division in Sarawak. It is located on the upper reaches of 
the Rejang River, some 120 kilometres northeast of Kapit and slightly less than 100 
kilometres from the South China Sea coast near Bintulu. It is located within the Hulu 
Rejang parliamentary constituency. 

The district population as of 2020 was 44,500 while the area of the district is 19,403.2 
km². Belaga was established in the early 1900s when a few Chinese traders set up 
shops and started trading with the Orang Ulu, supplying essentials such 
as kerosene, salt and manufactured goods. (Orang Ulu is an ethnic designation 
politically coined to group together roughly 27 very small but ethnically diverse tribal 
groups in northeastern Sarawak). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Districts_in_Malaysia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kapit_Division
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sarawak
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rajang_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kapit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bintulu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hulu_Rajang
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hulu_Rajang
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orang_Ulu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kerosene
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salt
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There are many Kenyah and Kayan longhouses along the Balui and Belaga rivers; 
the Punan, Sekapan, Kejaman and Tanjung longhouses find themselves along the 
Rejang rivers. It is connected with Kapit by boat known locally as express boat (4.5 
hours) and recently, with a tar-sealed road, and with Bintulu a 2.5 to 3 hours’ drive via 
a tar-sealed road along Bintulu-Bakun Highway, which also includes 34 kilometres of 
tar-sealed road (Jiwa Murni Road), which span from Mejawah to Belaga town. 

The following text is taken from Arie Braak’s answers to an interview with M. 
Habraken on March 2nd, 1984. 

Belaga parish was established in 1972 by Fr. Jan Oostdijk mhm from the parish 
Song. When I arrived there, the parish had been established four years earlier. 

I found there a provisional building of about 15 x 5 m. Later on we built a small 
chapel next to it. But sometime later we removed it all and built on the same spot a 
multi-purpose building namely a house for the catechist and a room for the visiting 
priest. Underneath a classroom and a large chamber that could be used as a chapel 
with another classroom. 

In the villages, there were catechists. Belaga was the head station where we resided 
and where we had our office. We lived in a region partly covered by rivers. We 
travelled to the villages by boat which had an outboard engine. The Belaga area is as 
large as the Netherlands with maybe 10.000 inhabitants who call themselves Dayaks. 
They can be divided into two groups: the Land-Dayaks and the Sea-Dayaks. The 
Land-Dayaks live in the western part where rivers are rare. In the eastern part around 
Belaga, the countryside is wild and mountainous. In this part, you find rivers which we 
use to visit the longhouses. The Sea-Dayaks  are divided into different big tribes. 
These are Ibans, and the Kadjans.  

The Kadjans are the original inhabitants. They have been pushed upriver by the 
Ibans. Among the Kadjans we find different tribes like the Kenya, Kajan, Boekitan, 
Kijikan, Poenan, Pinan, Oekit and Waranan. They have different languages and 
different habits. There are nine different languages in the one Belaga parish. Iban 
language was understood by most people, but not by all women and children. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kenyah_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kayan_(Borneo)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longhouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balui_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Punan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kapit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jalan_Bakun
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Officially, Malay is the main language but most people do not speak it, though now it 
is taught in the schools. Usually, the villagers also speak their neighbours’ language.  
We can always call upon the prayer leader, because usually he speaks a number of 
languages. 

When I first arrived, I was very much on my own after three weeks. I felt like I was 
dumped. I did not know a word of the local language. Happily enough the prayer 
leader was with me. He was also the school teacher and knew English well. I stayed 
with him. In that way I had an interpreter. During Sunday Mass he took care of the 
readings and read out the sermon. So I took care of the sacramental part only. 
Maybe I had to baptise some children. In Borneo our work consisted mainly of giving 
the sacraments. Malaysia is a rather developed country: the school system is fine 
and the healthcare also. The agriculture department is well organised also. Formerly 
the missionaries organised the schools and the hospitals. 

When I arrived in Belaga in 1974, Fr. Jan Oostdijk was my companion. Jan had 
started the Belaga parish which originally was a part of Song parish. In Belaga parish 
we had two or three Catholic longhouses. They existed already maybe ten years. 
Later some villages were added. The Iban were mainly Catholic but that was not the 
case with the Kadjan. Once a longhouse would be converted, they would pass on the 
message to another longhouse. When I arrived, Fr. Jan Oostdijk told me: “Take the 
boat and go there and there.” We would make a travel schedule and visit different 
longhouses.  Either Jan would be away for two weeks or I would do the same. When 
one of us came back, we would be together for one week and then the other one 
would be off for a fortnight. We would be the guest of and stay with the chief of the 
longhouse. Each longhouse has its own parish council with its own prayer leader and 
president. The prayer leader is also a sort of catechist. Only the catechist in Belaga 
was being paid. The catechist has had a special training. He had followed a two year 
course. The prayer leader tells Bible stories in the evening, when people had nothing 
else to do. He would travel and visit the different longhouses in the area and give 
religious instructions. The priest would visit the longhouses once every three or four 
months. At those occasions people could marry or be baptised. The Mass also would 
be celebrated. Normally the prayer leader would officiate at the burials.  

When I arrived, hearing confessions became less common. We introduced the less 
time consuming common penitential celebration. Rome and the bishop were far 
away. So we were free to do things according to our own liking. Sometimes, for one 
reason or other, we lacked wine for the Eucharist. Then we proceeded without wine.. 

Yes, the chief would be the guest master. He would receive you, feed you and give 
you a bed to sleep upon. That is the customary adat, for any visitor. One arrives after 
having travelled on the river for about six hours. Usually we sent a message 
informing people about our coming visit. Then, people would not be in their fields but 
be at home. When one arrives, the guest master puts the luggage at the home where 
one is going to sleep. Then someone will come with a pot of tea or coffee. Someone 
else cooks a meal. Most people come and greet you and chat a bit. You are a friend 
of the community. Sometimes, I would go and swim in the river, talk to the women 
doing the laundry. You can join the playful kids and talk with people about the 
harvest, the chickens, pigs and everyday life. People are always curious how the rice 
fields are faring in other villages. The traveller is the living newspaper in remote 
regions of the world. They will ask questions about the Americans who were on the 
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moon. Have they come back yet? Can you go fishing over there? Or grow rice? Or 
collect water? When you tell there is no air to breath, things turn magic altogether. 

Social contact is very important. They would ask me about rice culture. They used to 
have dry rice culture only. The changeover to wet rice culture upset their way of 
thinking. They would ask me, a white man, for his opinion. In Borneo, the people 
were not colonised as the Africans were. In Borneo, they do not hate Europeans who 
were their friends whether they formed part of the government or not.  

We were baptising children but also catechumens, adults, who had followed 
instructions about Christian life and about the Bible. They learned to put their trust in 
God, in Jesus and in all the saints instead of dreams, birds and amulets. They 
learned the Our Father, Hail Mary and other prayers. Also the catechism. The 
catechumens were taught during a period of six months until two years. People in the 
longhouse will notice a change in the behaviour of the catechumens and see whether 
the candidate is serious or not. “There are no secrets where the bananas grow.”  

The local population have little to show in the line of visual arts: no statues and hardly 
any paintings. They appreciate the old fashion pious pictures of Jesus and our Lady. 
People are attracted by elements of the liberation theology. They feel liberated from 
the unpredictable dreams and birds. Their culture, their adat, permeates their whole 
existence. The Christian way of thinking, the Christian adat, should do likewise. No 
more sharing of unrest-causing-dreams at breakfast, no more queer movements or 
whistling of birds that would paralyse every activity of that day or would prohibit rice 
planting when it becomes urgently necessary. One village would present the 
advantages of being a Christian to another longhouse. These people would invite us 
to send a catechist or a prayer leader to initiate them in the new adat. If only one 
family in a longhouse invites us to be initiated, we prefer to wait longer until they 
whole longhouse takes that step. The Christian way of life is spread by the exemplary 
activities of the laity. The Islamic  government pushes people to become Muslims, but 
it is up to the people to make their choice. 

Mary, the mother of Jesus, plays a role also. They sense that she is an important 
figure and replaces the heroine in their own traditional stories.  

The ‘abolition’ of the private confession does not pose a problem. The bishop visits 
us once or twice a year. The priest does not understand the five or six languages he 
hears in the confessional. Moreover, instead of hearing confessions for hours on end, 
he might as well spend that time discussing Christian lifestyle with the parish council. 
Also the formation of lay leaders I find very important for planting the church and for 
the formation of a Christlike community. The liberation of fear for the spirits makes 
them better, healthier and happier human beings. This gives me satisfaction in my 
work as a missionary. 

The Christians here in the West could learn from the Asian Christians that the 
practice of faith permeates life at every level. Christian faith should not be limited to 
Sunday practice. Christian faith should be concerned about the prevailing 
materialistic and egoistic way of life. In our way of doing business we are e.g. 
ruthless, and at the same time we go piously to Mass on Sunday. Are we in the West 
Christians on Sunday only?  
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o. Fr Wim Bos  

 
 
Wim Bos was born in Alkmaar (Netherlands) on 
November 11, 1930. On July 7, 1957, he was 
ordained a priest in Mill Hill, London. He received 
an appointment for Sarawak. He arrived there on 
October 25 of the same year. He was surprised 
to see so many rubber trees and open spaces 
with few people around. To his surprise, all the 
meals consisted of rice. His first local 
appointment was for Kanowit, an area of the 
Iban. The trip lasted six hours over the river 
Rejang. 

In order to pick up the language, Wim visited 
James Empam and Barnabas Panggau, at night. 
In August 1958, he was sent to Song to head the 

primary school and to take care of the boarding school. He taught in the third and the 
fourth year. During the school holidays, he used to visit the following places: Pala 
Wong, Pelagus, Pila and Belaga. He thoroughly enjoyed the three years he stayed 
there. He received the mandate to consolidate other schools. He did so with success.  

After a break in Holland, Wim was back in Song in June 1964. He enjoyed his work 
and his visits to Julau and Pakan. When in 1974 he came to bid farewell to his sickly 
mother, she died on Wim’s birthday. In March 1975, Wim returned to Kanowit. He 
was appointed episcopal vicar for the Iban people. When Sibu became a new 
diocese, Wim became the vicar general. Wim found it difficult to take leave of 
Kanowit where he had stayed from 1973 until 1988. 

On September 26, 1992 Wim became the regional superior of the Mill Hill 
Missionaries in Sarawak and later on also of Sabah. This appointment for three years 
was renewed once. Wim stayed in Sibu from 1988 until 2010. Wim had a serious 
accident once when he fell in the dark and had a concussion and a tear in his skull. 
Later, he suffered from a burst appendix and from a serious boat accident. But he 
survived both. In 2011, he retired in Vrijland House in the Netherlands where he died 
on November 17, 2017. 

 

p. Jan Dekker 

Jan was born in Akersloot, the Netherlands, on April 29, 1914. He was ordained a 
priest on July 9, 1939. 

From 1939 till 1942 he worked in the prefecture of Sarawak. He was interned by the 
Japanese from 1942 until 1945. After the war, he continued to work in Sarawak until 
1952. Then he was transferred to the vicariate of Kuching. In 1976 he was 
transferred to the diocese of Miri, where he became the parish priest of Miri and the 
right hand of bishop Galvin. He was there the refuge for other Mill hillers like Fathers 
Jansen, Epping, van de Laar and de Vries, all people who started building up the 
parishes from scratch. These were people who suffered during the Japanese 
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internment. Jan Dekker was a sturdy fellow who did not show his emotions neither in 
suffering nor in joy 

. It was the time of building. Wooden structures were replaced by concrete buildings 
of three floors. The little old church in Miri was 
replaced by a colourful cathedral. His presbytery 
remained as it was. Everybody knew Jan. he had lots 
of friends among his parishioners, among the Chinese 
shopkeepers and the government officials. For his 
colleagues Jan was a real host. For some years he 
was also their regional superior.  

After forty years, his friends waved him goodbye.  
Some of his friends visited him in Australia and even 
later in the Netherlands. In 1979, when he was 65 
years of age he began a new chapter in Mount 
Newman in Western Australia. He felt quite happy in 
doing there pastoral work. He could go on holidays in 
the Netherlands more frequently. In 1990, he retired to 

Vrijland in the Netherlands. He died on April 10, 1994, at the age of 79 years.   

 

q. Father Tom O’Connor 

Thomas, or ‘Tom’ as he was fondly called by family, friends and colleagues, was born 
on 5th September 1936 in Kiltullagh, Athenry, Co Galway, Ireland. He was the eldest 
of three boys and one girl of Richard O’Connor, a farmer, and Mary Kelly. He attended 
Kiltullagh National School. He entered the minor seminary of the Mill Hill Missionaries 
in Freshford in 1950 and proceeded to philosophical studies in Roosendaal, Holland in 
1956. After two years, he proceeded to St. Joseph’s College, Mill Hill, London, to study 
theology and related subjects and continue his missionary formation. In 1961, he took 
one year out from formation and he was re-admitted in 1962. On 31st October 1962 he 
became a Perpetual Member at a ceremony held at the Chapel of St. Joseph’s College, 
Mill Hill, London. He was ordained missionary priest in the same place on 7th July 1963. 
 
Tom was appointed to Kuching, in former British Borneo, and arrived there just as it 
became part of the new nation of Malaysia. From December 1963 to January 1966, he 
served in Dalat and taught in the primary school for two years, and from there spent a 
short spell in Sarikei. In February 1966, he was appointed to Song Parish which then 
included Kapit and Belaga in the far interior of Borneo, the largest parish in the whole 
diocese. 
 
He spent the next 33 years in that vast region travelling up river among the many native 
tribal groups, learning their languages and cultures and forming Christian communities. 
He reached out into the interior in a truly amazing way, which brought much fruit not 
just in the numbers of people he helped to become Christians, but also in the way they 
formed their own basic Christian Communities. He had many adventures in the jungles 
of Sarawak including two notable ones of his exploits in travelling by hovercraft, and of 
once being shipwrecked in the Pelagus Rapids between Kapit and Belaga. Tom 
worked in Kapit in his last few years in the interior before being appointed to Sacred   
Heart Cathedral, Sibu, in 1999. 



183 
 

The coverage area of the Sacred Heart Parish then stretched all the 
way from four hours down the Rejang River from Sibu, all the way 
in the opposite direction for 90 miles East of Sibu. Tom faithfully 
visited the longhouses of the Ibans in those areas and he also 
enjoyed working among the Chinese in Sibu town.  
 
In the year 2000, while in the Cathedral parish, Tom suffered a 
serious fall, damaging his spine and ribs, and received 
physiotherapy over a two-month period. Around 2005, he had his 
first hip replacement, also key-hole surgery on the spine. Early 
2015, he had a second hip replacement. Unfortunately, the back 

trouble surfaced again. On 1st May 2015, Tom decided to withdraw 
from Sarawak, leaving behind a legacy of 52 years of exemplary missionary dedication 
and commitment among those in the peripheries, and embraced the missionary 
challenge of retirement in his native country Ireland. He enjoyed the care and support 
he received at St. Joseph’s House in Rathgar, Dublin.   
 
Tom was a keen historian. He wrote three books on early Irish history. His latest book 
was published on 8th December 2023 by Austin Macauley Publishers, Tara’s Exposé: 
Celtic Europe’s Sunset and Ireland’s Celtic.      
Not long after his 60th Jubilee celebrations Tom’s health deteriorated. He had a number 
of falls and was hospitalised at St. James’s University Hospital in late August 2023. 
Over the last few months he received the Sacrament of Anointing and has been 
regularly visited by relatives and fellow MHMs. At 7.30 AM of Monday, 26th February 
2024, Tom returned to the Lord whom he faithfully served as missionary for six 
decades.  
 

R. Fr George Omuto, MHM,                                                                            

the society Representative writes before Easter 2023: 

Alleluia! The Lord is risen, just as he said. Let us rejoice and be glad. The graces of 

our risen Lord are indeed the strength and joy of the Mill Hill Family as we actively 

participate in Missio Dei, the mission the Father entrusted to us by Christ after His 

resurrection. In a special way, may I wish all of you a ‘Happy Easter’. This is a special 

Easter. It comes with a lot of blessings and increased hope for the future. This is 

because in a few months’ time, we shall be having the second Mill Hill Malaysian 

member ordained to the order of priesthood (the presbytery). Deacon Elvost Lunchi, 

who has recently completed his formation for the missionary priesthood in Nairobi, 

Kenya, will be ordained on 22nd July 2023 in his home parish in Limbahau, Sabah. 

He will then be sent to Pakistan to take up his first mission appointment. On behalf of 

the Mill Hill Missionaries, I take this opportunity to invite all our Mill Hill Family 

members to this auspicious occasion. As we send our missionaries out, we also 

realise we need more ‘workers for the vineyard’ in Sarawak.  

    s. Anil Kumar Kocherla,  

I am a student from India, who has come for his Mission Experience Program in 
Sarawak. At present, I am stationed in St. Francis Xavier Parish, Kanowit, Sibu 
Diocese. I would like to share with you my first few months of experience in my new 
environment. St. Francis Xavier Parish, Kanowit is a place decked with trees and tiny 
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hills, which makes for an atmosphere full of life, love and concern. Therefore, I am 
very happy to stay in Kanowit. No doubt that the first few months of my stay here 
have been a time of wonder and orientation to everything new, like the language, 
customs, traditions, life-style of the people, faith and so on. However, I have slowly 
started to learn the language, which is the most essential element for survival and for 
enriching my mission experience. Since it is a new language that I have never heard 
before, learning it will be a process which will still take some time.                                                        
Now that I have been here for six months, I am now endeavouring to integrate myself 
in the activities of the parish and explore the pastoral opportunities that are on offer. I 
certainly feel blessed and pleased to experience the “We proclaim to you what we 
have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our 
fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3). The 
kindness and gentleness that people show, really encourage me and help me to get 
closer to them. With what little of the language I have, I travel to the longhouses with 
our priests, Fr. George and Fr. Blaise, and sometimes with the catechists and 
sometimes alone.                                                                                                                        
When we travel as a group, we often travel far, climbing hills and going up-river, 
spending nights out, so as to give ample time for visiting all the longhouses located in 
the area. Going to these places reminds me of the words of Pope Francis “Go to the 
peripheries of society!” Meeting people and spending time with them remind me of 
Jesus who was always on a journey of meeting, teaching, preaching and healing, 
and I strongly believe that each of us is called to do the same without counting the 
cost. This is how we bring Christ to the people who live up-river. Travelling up-river 
by boat to longhouses makes me joyful and gives me the opportunity to experience a 
side of mother nature that would otherwise be hidden from my eyes. It is an enriching 
experience to travel and visit people, while learning their language through direct 
communication, even with my limited Iban, and appreciating the generosity they 
provide. Recently, I had the opportunity to celebrate the Easter Triduum in one of our 
outstations, a place named Jagau. Jagau is located deep in the forest and nestled 
among hills. I spent three nights and four days there, as directed by Fr. George, the 
Rector of the parish. It was my responsibility to provide Holy Thursday, Good Friday, 
Easter Vigil and Easter Sunday services for our community there. I loved having this 
opportunity and felt deeply encouraged. I was a little nervous though, as my 
language skills remain limited. The people gave me great support however, and I 
managed to share with them the enriching experience of celebrating the Easter 
Triduum.                                                                                                                    
Though there are ups and downs, I believe and trust, with the help of God, that these 
experiences will become stepping stones to achieving my goal to serve God and His 
people as a missionary priest. Finally, it is said that every great journey begins with a 
single step so with the experience I am gaining here, and through the promptings of 
the Holy Spirit, I hope to become the best missionary I can be. As a missionary I am 
learning to detach myself from my old parish in order to attach myself to my new 
parish. Having served as the priest in charge for five years in St. Alphonsus Parish, 
Julau (Sibu diocese, Sarawak), it was not easy to let go and take up a new 
appointment in Selangau, partly due to my own fear of the unknown. However, I do 
remember my first year in charge of Julau was not easy, I lost my elder brother, 
which was a big blow to my settling down in the parish. It took time but I had to get on 
with life and I surrendered everything into God’s hands. Then, there was the Covid-
19 pandemic, which affected my pastoral work in Julau for two years.                                     
During the three years prior to COVID, I had managed to reach all the people of God 
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who live at the periphery of the parish, i.e., the parishioners who live in the 
longhouses upriver. I would stay two to three nights in the longhouses, learning how 
to be a good shepherd who tries to know his sheep, willing to take on the smell of the 
sheep as Pope Francis recommends we should do. The experience came with 
challenges, especially when travelling during the rainy season by boat. There was 
also the problem of communication, as poor internet and phone line connections 
upriver meant we could not always get information to our people in good time. 
However, despite the challenges, and after two years of the Covid-19 lockdowns, I 
still managed to bring our bishop for confirmations to four different upriver 
longhouses. By God’s grace, all went smoothly. Also, again because of COVID-19, I 
had to spend four years without a home leaf and when I finally could return home for 
some much needed rest, I received an appointment for a different parish from Julau 
to Selangau. Timing could not have been worse. I did not even have the opportunity 
to officially handover the parish to its new Rector, Fr Oniz Kihokolho.   

So now I am serving in a different parish, St. Charles Borromeo in Selangau, also in 
Sibu diocese. Selangau parish is very different from Julau parish, in all aspects. I 
have been struggling to adjust and settle down, because I had to start doing 
renovations to the buildings while staying in a very basic wooden house, which had 
been abandoned for five years. I have been trying to restructure the parish spiritually, 
administratively and pastorally. Presently, the new priests’ house has been put up 
and is almost finished. The funds were kindly donated by a local good Samaritan. I 
hope to be moving in very soon. Both myself and Fr Ravi greatly appreciate his 
kindness towards us. I have come to appreciate the cooperation of our parishioners 
in Selangau. They have really welcomed both Fr. Ravi and myself. Indeed, Fr Ravi 
and myself form a team of two, we are moving on very well together and trying to 
cooperate as best we can. We try to rejuvenate the parish by doing more pastoral 
work, while reaching out to the people in the longhouses, who have spent some 
years without seeing a priest or attending mass. So, I have detached myself mentally 
from Julau parish and I am in the process of attaching myself to Selangau parish. I 
am ready to move on with life. I want to make sure that, when I eventually leave 
Selangau parish, it will be a better place than when I found it. That can only be 
achieved by God’s grace. Your prayers are highly welcome and will be greatly 
appreciated. I believe with God everything is possible. 

t. Father Albert Jacobse   

It happened like this: I had not yet been two years in Long San, which is situated 

way up in the Ulu Baram. A place you could, at that time, only reach by long boat 

and it usually took two to three days, if not longer, to reach. Well, one particular 

day, while visiting various longhouses, I found myself in the Kenyah settlement of 

Long Moh, where there were three longhouses: Lepo Tau, Lepo Jengan and Lepo 

Ngau. That night, I was called out of a deep sleep to attend to a sick person. It was 

a stormy night with lots of rain pouring from the heavens. Of course, I got up and 

tried to follow the caller but he was too fast and somehow I lost him. It was a big 

place and the paths between the longhouses was terribly muddy. So I was forced 
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to walk on the veranda of one of these longhouses and, while walking along, I, the 

Missionary, the Chicken Feather and the Witchdoctor, Fr Albert Jacobse, found the 

passage was blocked by some kind of a spear. In my innocence, I thought it had 

fallen and so I put it right up against the wall. After having finished the sick call, I 

went back to resume my sleep. 

 

Early next morning, I was called up by the owner of 

the spear and was hotly scolded and accused of 

breaking a taboo, which he had placed around his 

compound to ward off the evil spirits. The guy 

happened to be the “dayong” or witchdoctor of the 

village and he was really angry, demanding that I 

should pay a fine in the form of a chicken. I pleaded 

with him, telling him I did not have a penny in my 

pocket and would not be able to buy one. Moreover, 

that night, I had brought medicine to the sick and he 

should have a little more leniency. After a lot of 

bargaining, he finally relented but insisted that I 

should pay the fine in the form of a chicken feather. Well, that was easy, except that 

most feathers on the ground were dirty and filthy. I picked one up, went to the river to 

clean it and let it dry in the sun. Late that afternoon, I presented my fine to the man 

and, to my amazement, he was most pleasant. He even invited me inside his home 

to sit down, told his wife to get some rice wine and there we were, the witchdoctor 

and the missionary, sitting together telling stories, drinking some more and sharing 

more stories and slowly getting a bit lightheaded. At the end of our jolly meeting, he 

invited me to come and eat with him the next day. Yes, he was a witchdoctor but we, 

somehow, became, by God’s grace, friends and after a year or two he and his family 

asked for baptism. He slowly became a truly outstanding Christian in that community. 

So you see how God works in a wonderful way. 
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 Chapter XXI 

     Catholic missionaries in Sabah 

Limbahau in Papar is significant, since Papar was the first mission station in Sabah. 

When the Mill Hill Missionaries first arrived in Borneo in 1881, Fr. Daniel Kilty mhm 

was sent to British North Borneo as Sabah was known then and he made Papar his 

first mission station. In 1888, Limbahau church was built by Fr. Bernard Kurz mhm 

and 135 years later Papar has produced its first Mill Hill Missionary namely Elvost 

Lunchi to go and share the message of the risen Christ with the whole world, 

although, at the moment, no more Mill Hill missionaries are serving in Sabah diocese. 

1. Fr. Antonissen mhm 

 

 

Fr. Antoon Antonissen mhm  was born on 8/11/1906 at Gastel in the Netherlands, 

was ordained a Mill Hill priest on 17/7/1932 in England. After his ordination he was 

sent to Borneo. He spent his life among the Dusun and recorded his impressions 

about the Dusun people. (See pages 13-20). He has written also a long paper about the 

Dusun: Origin of Kinoingan in Chapter II, pages 28-35, which figures under the title of 

Traditional Religion. 

It looks like the recordings by Fr Antoon Antonissen of a paper written originally by 

Samuel Majalang of Penampang (Sabah).  

His impressions date from before 25/10/1974 when he died at Roosendaal in the 
Netherlands. 

2. Father Giel Henselmans  

Giel was born in Obdam on March 14, 1929, as the last child of the family. He went to 

the Hoorn seminary in 1942. He was ordained a priest on July 11,1954. He received 

an appointment to Jesselton, Borneo. He arrived in Kota Kinabalu in the same year. 

He worked among the Kadazan community in Penampang and Tambunan. He 

changed the primary school of Penampang from shacks into a school which was 

highly esteemed. He took time to study well the local language. After the Vatican 
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Council, he was the first one in Sabah to write a prayerbook with the Mass in the 

local Kadazan/Dusun language. In 1962 he went on 

holidays. In order to professionalise his ability to 

teach, he obtained a teaching certificate at the 

university of London (1963-1964). In 1964 he was 

back in Kota Kinabalu                 

                                                                                                                                                      

After having worked in Penampang, he was 

appointed to St Antony’s school in Tenom. He 

worked there for twenty two years. He was keen to 

appeal to people to take responsibility for their own 

future. He foresaw that the missionary work had 

had its day. 

In 1977 he was forced to leave the country. Until 
1978, he followed a pastoral course at Heythorp 

College in London. There he encountered the movement of Marriage encounter. 
Later, he became a great animator of this apostolate in the Netherlands. He died at 
Driehuis, Holland, 1 April 2011. Aged: 82. 

 

3. Willibrord Smit (born in Ginneken, 15/7/1913, ordained in Mill Hill 

9/7/1939. He died on 17/5/2000) 

“I arrived in Penampang, Sabah, in November 1939. The 
station existed already some 40 or 50 years. I found an 
existing institute, with certain rules, a school with a 
football pitch and outbuildings. Some outstations here and 
there. And they had started putting up a permanent 
church building. At the time, that was a priority. 
Agriculture was not a priority. The people managed to 
build a life with rice and rubber. 

The primary school had six or seven classes: on one side 

a boys’ school and at quite a distance the girls’ school 

under the direction of the Mill Hill Sisters. The teachers 

were appointed and paid by the Mission. The teachers 

were boys and girls who had finished the 7th class without any further education. The 

pupils were Catholic or pagan, that did not matter. The Sisters were Mill Hill Sisters 

who gave minimal medical care. Their main occupation was looking after schools. 

They kept the church clean and sometimes visited people in the village. Their 

community comprised three or four Sisters. A real hospital was built after the war.”  

“In January, when I arrived, I was promoted to be the head of the primary school. 

There were between two and three hundred boys with a number of interns. That 

meant that I had to teach as well, from half past seven in the morning until twelve 

o’clock. In the weekend, I had pastoral assignments in an outstation.” 
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“During the Japanese occupation, twenty five of us were interned in a camp near 

Kuching. In the camp we were put together with Capuchins and Montfortans. It was 

interesting to meet those Dutch missionaries from Kalimantan. In some of their 

stations the Ibans were present also as well as Chinese. Some of those missionaries 

knew Chinese well  and started to teach us that language. In the camp, ten of us 

died, of whom eight were killed; two died of misery. So, at the liberation, there were 

fifteen of us left over. Two of us were sent to Europe immediately in order to 

recuperate. The rest of us returned to our previous stations. 

The people were the Kadazan, sometimes pronounced as Kadayan. They were small 

farmers gaining their livelihood by cultivating rice and rubber. 

The government did not like that we were looking after the medical service. They 

thought that they were competent enough to do so themselves. We were always 

frontrunners also in education. In mission schools, things were running smoothly, 

because there used to be a missionary looking after the running. In the pastoral field, 

the laity looked after their own churches and chapels. They sometimes appealed to 

us to solve their local problems. The further they lived away from the parish, the more 

independent they became. The parish of Penampang extended far into the forest. I 

easily baptised some 700 persons, mostly babies. People converted sometimes 

because they were fed up with their traditional regulations, taboos and evil spirits. 

They were often afraid that, by transgressing certain taboos, their rice harvests would 

be in jeopardy. They would ask us to bless their fields. They would be afraid of a 

twisted tree trunk or a certain bend in the river. The presence of a certain spirit would 

entail accidents or illnesses. The spirits needed to be pacified by food offerings. 

Christians would inform their acquaintances or relatives of the benevolent effects of 

blessings and of Holy Water.   

One day, a catholic young man, Vincent Sibatah, married a beautiful wife and had a 

few children. Then he fell ill. The verdict was that he had cancer in his nose. He had 

a government job and so his medical treatment was paid for. He was treated in Kuala 

Lumpur, at a flying distance of 400 miles. He restarted his work but the problem 

came back and had to return to Kuala Lumpur. His mother said: “No, you stay here, 

we are going to clean your father’s grave.” They dug up his father’s body and 

discovered that a nearby tree had spread its roots right through the skull. That was 

judged to be the cause of the son’s nose problem. They tried to treat the illness with 

all sorts of local means but in vain. The man died. 

For women, a Christian marriage meant that the husband could not dismiss her as 
easily as used to be the case in the traditional local marriage. This could be a reason 
enough to become a Christian. Another reason is the ever oppressing presence of 
evil spirits, taboos concerning work and food and signs in nature like a bird flying 
downstream or a snake crossing your path. Then you were forced to turn round and 
go back home. People, once being Christian, feel being taken up in a greater unity, in 
a greater community. That is important for instance for those working in the oilfields; 
as Christians they feel belonging to a community which comes together on Sunday.   
Moreover, some people become Christians by desire or by blood. We, people, do not 
know where God draws a line. Does He draw lines? The prophet Isaiah 40,22 says: 
“His throne is far above the earth, the inhabitants are like locusts.”  Maybe, people do 
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not have all the right reasons for asking baptism. But who am I to judge all the right or 
wrong motives of someone to abandon paganism and to become a Christian? Many 
people ask for baptism after being instructed by a catechist or by belonging to a 
greater family of thirty or forty people who make the switch from paganism to the 
Catholic Church. Jesus is a great role model of forgiveness, of charity and of new life. 
These days we see a strong charismatic movement where people sing strings of 
alleluias without many or any social implications. Things are changing in that we now 
have local priests and parish councils. We are, however, not politically organised, we 
are glad to be allowed to exist in the midst of a Muslim society and an aggressive 
Muslim government. After becoming part of Malaysia on 16 September 1963, the 
leaders in Saba promised us freedom of religion. But a couple of years later Islam 
became our state religion. Christians do not easily obtain a job or permission for 
doing this or that. 
My work is preaching the Gospel or planting the Church. What this implies one has to 
figure out oneself. This is not just building churches, baptising people and 
administering the other sacraments. Every year we had to rapport to the diocesan 
office how many Catholics there were in the parish, how many baptisms we had 
administered, how many Catholics had died and so on. In order to please the bishop, 
we increased the yearly statistics. First we had to send in the statistics every other 
year; after Vatican II we had to jot down our new statistics every four years. It all had 
to do with Roman subsidies. The last few years, we had a lot to do with the Legion of 
Mary.                                                                                                                                          
Often we had to ask for dispensation for marriages. But we never did. To obtain a 
dispensation, many years would pass and people would die, myself included, in the 
meantime.  
 
The greatest frustration was the Japanese camp. But I regard those three and a half 
years as a training period. When people obtained independence, they received a 
very beautiful gift. But, in a way, they were deceived by being shoved into Malaysia 
and by turning the Islam into our state religion. Christians felt persecuted and 
deceived.  
 
Happily enough the local language was introduced in the liturgy at the time of the 
second Vatican Council. But Rome had to approve the new liturgical texts! But the 
introduction of basic Christian communities was a blessing. When in the 1970’s many 
of us were forced to leave the country, people woke up and organised their own 
church and their own church services. Our dismissal came in time. Many people 
regarded our presence  a leftover of the colonial period. Our departure gave the local 
church and its leaders a chance to do it their way.  
 
In Sabah, the cursillo movement, in Roman Catholicism, is a three-day period of 
spiritual renewal stressing the dynamic, communitarian, and personalistic aspects of 
the Christian faith. The aim of which is to reawaken people to the calling they 
received in baptism to be witnesses to Christ. Cursillo helps people to grow into a 
deeper relationship with God through the person of Jesus Christ. 

 

4. Brother Ben Snoeren: 
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Ben alias Martijn Snoeren was born in Tilburg, 8th October 1929 in the Netherlands. 

He took his solemn vows as a Mill Hill Brother on 19th  March 1954. 

Brother Ben worked in the mission station of Bundu Tuhan 

from March 1956 till July 2014, on the flanks of the mountain 

Kinabalu. He built there a church and a house. Ben was a 

builder, a carpenter and a bricklayer.  

With the encouragements of Fr. William Roetenberg, Brother 

Ben put up a cooperation among the local people to grow 

fruits and vegetables instead of tobacco which did not benefit 

them a great deal. The mission bought land in 1963 in order to 

start a resettlement of small farmers. He encouraged people 

to work together in what was later called the Kinabalu 

Development Project. The mountain sides were levelled in terrasses to avoid erosion. 

In this way the fertile topsoil was no longer washed away by the heavy rains. 

Brothers, experts in agriculture and carpentry, trained local people. They found a 

cheaper type of greenhouse with a greater variety of cash crops.    

Brother Ben organised the transport and sale of their produce in the capital city Kota 

Kinabalu. Brother Ben also created and built the Rumah Kanak-Kanak Don Bosco 

Home for more than fifty children, ages ranging from 4 to 18 years old. He fed and 

clothed them and gave them a solid education. For years he took good care of that 

home. After 54 years of faithful service, his superiors asked him to retire to the 

Netherlands. Being a faithful servant he complied to their request. Brother Ben died 

on 13 February 2017 in Vrijland, Oosterbeek, in the Netherlands. 

 

5. Fr. Wim van Gastel 

Wim was born on 28th March 1934 in Maasdam, the Netherlands. He was ordained 

to the priesthood on 12th July 1959. Towards the end of the year he left Europe to go 

to Sabah then known as British North Borneo. 

He was posted to many places in Sabah with Limbahau, Papar as his first 

appointment followed by Toboh, Tambunan. Tuaran was the next station followed by 

Kota Belud. His last posting was in Penampang in 1967, where he had the 

responsibility of being the principal of St. Michael’s School. At that time, the school 

comprised both a primary and secondary level under one administration. Being a 

foresighted person he saw the immediate need to split the school into two. This 

happened in 1968: a primary  and a secondary school. He concentrated his efforts on 

the development of the secondary school education of the St. Michael Secondary 

School. The first batch of 33 students (25 boys plus 8 girls from St. Joseph Convent 

Secondary School) advanced to form four. In 1969 these students sat in the 

Cambridge Overseas School Certificate examination. 
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 He revolutionised the local education by introducing 

a coeducational school system in Penampang. The 

two primary schools came together under the name 

of St. Joseph’s Primary school and the two 

secondary schools became one under the name of 

St. Michael’s Secondary School. During his tenure as 

principal of this secondary school Fr. van Gastel felt 

that education was more than an academic pursuit. 

The students were exposed to other disciplines and 

needs for their future life. In 1968, he introduced the 

Student Parliament. The students experienced the 

setup and the working of a parliamentary democracy. 

He encouraged the students to speak in public as 

they went about campaigning for their political parties 

prior to the election. On a certain morning assembly 

he requested some students in front of all the 

students and teachers to sing loud and proud their 

favourite pop songs. 

Fr. van Gastel encouraged vocational skills such as carpentry and gardening. On 

September 29th 1969, Fr. van Gastel organised a great feast in honour of St. Michael. 

It started in the morning with the celebration of the Eucharist with a five-piece live 

band accompanying the singing on contemporary tunes, Fr. van Gastel having 

created new Christian texts. That was a Folk Mass celebration inspired by the 

outcome of Vatican II Council on December 4th, 1963. After the “explosive and 

equally moving experience” of this first Folk Mass, students and teachers displayed 

their exhibits from their various clubs like the Science, Arts, Geography, History and 

English clubs.  

Being an ardent footballer, Father van Gastel promoted without any hesitation 

sporting activities not only in the school but also in the Penampang District where he 

was elected the first chairman at the inaugural meeting of Moyog School Sports 

Council. A new sports discipline such as gymnastics was also introduced for the first 

time in the school.                                                                                                                             

In 1969, Fr. van Gastel allowed a live wrestling show in the school compound. 

International wrestling stars like the Hungarian Emile Czaja, better known by his ring 

name King Kong and the Lebanese Sheik Ali featured in the night show.  

However true the saying: “All good things come to an end.” In 1972, the Malaysian 

Immigration Department revoked the work permits of many European missionaries 

including the one of Fr. van Gastel. They were ordered to leave the country 

immediately.  

When returning to Sabah after an absence of 46 years, Fr. van Gastel received a 

great reception in Penampang. This happened from 21th September 2018 till 14th 

October 2018. During his itinerary Fr. van Gastel visited a number of parishes where 

he had been working in the past and also other places. He was invited to see 
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Limbanak, Tg. Aru,  Limbahau, Papar, Keningau, Toboh, Tambunan, Bundu Tuhan, 

Kota Belud. 

A souvenir booklet was created after the exceptional visit. 

6. Father Herman Saraber  

Born 26th January 1936 in Oldenzaal, the Netherlands. After his ordination on 7th July 

1961, he went to the Democratic Republic of Congo where he worked in Lingomo, in 

the Equator Province, until September 1964 when he was forced to flee the rebels of 

Pierre Múlele. Mill Hill then sent him to Sabah where he worked with pleasure and 

diligence in Labuan, until the authorities deported him from the country. Whilst the 

government saw to it that the foreign missionaries would leave the country, they 

probably overlooked him not realising that there were two Sarabers in the country. He 

succeeded to stay on working there for another couple of years, though it was a 

difficult time for Father Herman, not knowing when police agents or soldiers would 

show up on his doorstep. In the end he had to leave the country and Father Herman 

received an appointment for Cameroun in West Africa. He died in the Netherlands on 

9th April, 2003 at the age of 67 years. 

 

7. Father George Saraber 

Father George was born in Oldenzaal, the 

Netherlands, 6th November 1942. He received his 

appointment at his ordination to the priesthood 30th 

June 1967. His missionary apostolate was to be in 

Sabah, Malaysia, where his older brother Herman 

was working also. Father George went to Sabah in 

January 1968. His first station was Membakut. He 

went there to pick up Malay in the company of Fr. 

Piet de Wit. His second post was Tenom where Fr. 

Jan Tijssen was the parish priest. George stayed 

there for a challenging period of three years. He 

took time to translate liturgical texts into Malay. It was only later that the parishes in 

Sabah could use the Indonesian Malay liturgical books. His third post was Tuaran. 

George and also Fr. Visschedijk never worked in schools, since the Muslim 

government did not allow missionaries to do so any longer. Most missionaries were 

expulsed in 1972, but when  Fr. George presented himself for being expulsed also, 

he received a false notice that his work permit was still valid. So he could stay in 

Sabah illegally for a period of four years. He left Sabah, however, for medical 

reasons in January 1976. He continued his missionary career in Cameroun where he 



194 
 

worked from 1980 till 1989. After his African period, Fr. George continued to work, 

this time in England at the Mill Hill headquarters among others at the Missionary 

Bookshop. The bookshop stopped to function in 2001. When the Mill Hill 

congregation moved its headquarters to Maidenhead in 2006, Fr. George went back 

to the Netherlands. 

 

8. Father Bertus Visschedijk 

Father Visschedijk was born in Noord Berghuizen, Losser, 19th  June 1942 and 

received the priestly ordination 30th June 1967. There and then, he received an 

appointment for Sabah, Malaysia. There Bertus worked there happily until he too had 

to leave the country like his fellow missionaries were shown the door. He arrived in 

Hongkong like a destitute and returned to Holland. Happily enough for him, he could 

continue his missionary apostolate in Kalimantan, in Indonesian Borneo. This move 

turned out to be a blessing for him. He worked in the pastoral centre of Nyarumkop. 

When Mill Hill put an end to its cooperation with that diocese, Bertus returned to the 

Netherland and became the parish priest in Winsen and Ewijk. His long story about 

his expulsion from Sabah you will find in Chapter XXIII entitled Arrests of foreign 

Missionaries. 

 

9.  Father Anton Wenker 

Father Anton was born 22nd August 1942 in Ane (Gramsbergen), was ordained to the 

priesthood and appointed to Sabah, Malaysia on 29 June 1969. He arrived in Sabah 

but he could not stay long, because he too became a victim of the government policy 

of expelling all foreign missionaries. He moved on in life and went to continue his 

pastoral work in the Philippines, where the local language was similar to the one he 

had learned in Sabah. But the great difference was that in Sabah the religious 

background was animistic whilst in the Philippines their background had been Roman 

Catholic already for years. When that country had sufficient pastoral agents, Father 

Anton withdrew and went back to his native country where he did pastoral work in 

Dedemsvaart. 
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Chapter XXII  

     Politics  

Google 23 September 2023: 

Sabah and Sarawak are known for their high ethnic and religious tolerance, and the 
Muslim and non-Muslim divide is insignificant. No ethnic group constitutes more than 
40 percent of the population in either of the states. They have been hailed as the 
epitome of inter-ethnic and inter-religious harmony. 

  

Wilfred Madius Tangau, an MP for Tuaran in Sabah, said, “We celebrate each other’s 
festivals and eat together at the same table, a common trait in most parts of 
Southeast Asia but fast disappearing in Malaya.” 

He then asked if Borneans would be able to continue to “withstand all the efforts to 
convert and assimilate us into Malaya’s rigidity and segregation?” Sarawak has a 
Christian-majority population while the once Christian-strong Sabah now has almost 
60 percent Muslim-Malays. Still, Sabah’s Christian population is at a sizable 36 
percent. 

At the formation of Malaysia in 1963, Muslim Malays were one-third of Sabah’s 
population but in the 70s they became the majority. According to a 2019 study called: 
"Islam and Politics in Malaysia, the Realisation of Islam as a State Religion in Sabah" 
published in the Journal of Islam in Asia, this was largely due to evangelization by 
Muslim political parties in Sabah and the alleged granting of citizenship by the federal 
government to Muslims from the restive southern Philippines and Indonesia. 
In 1973, an amendment to a state law made Islam the official religion of Sabah. 

Datuk Peter Joinod Mojuntin  was a politician in the  state of Sabah and Minister of 

Municipal Administration (now restructured as the portfolio of Minister of Local 

Government and Housing) in the government of Tun Fuad Stephens. He died along 

with other politicians in the Double Six Plane Crash in Kota Kinabalu on 6 June 1976. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sabah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tun_Fuad_Stephens
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Double_Six_Crash
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kota_Kinabalu
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The research on the cause of that crash has never been published. Peter Mojuntin 

was acclaimed to be the Golden Son of the Kadazan. 

The Golden Son of the Kadazan", a book written by the late former politician and 

author Bernard Sta Maria, was banned on June 22, 1978, under the now-abolished 

Internal Security Act (ISA) 1960. 

It was reported that, despite the ISA being repealed in 2012, the ban on the book 

was still maintained as the then government perceived that it could still threaten 

national interest and security. In a May 25, 2015, The Star report, then home minister 

Datuk Seri Dr Ahmad Zahid Hamidi said the book was banned because it contained 

“extreme criticisms of the Federal Government, including claims that the Government 

made hasty decisions in the state”. 

“It is also leaning towards causing friction and conflict among Malaysians, particularly 

the Muslims and Christians,” he said, in a written reply to Darell Leiking, who was 

PKR’s Penampang MP at the time. Following that, local leaders including Sabah 

STAR president Datuk Seri Dr Jeffrey Kitingan also called on the government to lift 

the ban, saying the book not only told the story of the beloved Kadazan politician but 

also gave a glimpse of the community’s cultural life. 

By 1976 winds of change swept through Sabah. Mustapha’s political party was 
defeated in the state elections that year. Also the following party in power did not last 
ten years. That party was voted out of power in the state elections of 1985 which 
were won by the newly formed Kadazan party, Parti Bersatu Sabah (PBS) led by 
Joseph Pairin Kitingan. Sabahan Christians from the indigenous communities rose to 
the challenge of shaping a new missionary agenda that goes beyond introverted 
goals to seeking a rightful place for every ethnic group in Malaysian society 
regardless of cultural and religious differences. 

In North Borneo, Mustapha’s party USNO including himself is very active in 
propagating Islam and amend a bill to make Islam the official religion of the state. He 
actively sponsored the creation of United Sabah Islamic Association (USIA) on 14 
August 1969, which modelled from similar agencies that already existed in West 
Malaysia. He actively campaigned to persuade non-Muslims to convert to Islam due 
to what he perceived that unity can only be achieved through a common religion and 
language, where he also enforced the official use of Malay (Bahasa Malaysia) as the 
language of Sabah by limiting the importance of English language and banning 
broadcasts of other vernacular languages.  

By February 1974, around 75,000 non-Muslim Sabahans had been converted to 
Islam which rapidly increased to 95,000 in 1975.  

Then there is the Malaysia Agreement 1963 (MA63). Borneo peoples have long been 
accusing the federal government of not honouring the agreement that brought 
together the states of Malaya, Northern Borneo (now Sabah), Sarawak and 
Singapore to form Malaysia. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bahasa_Malaysia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sabah#Languages
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Two years later, in 1965, Singapore left the federation. Some argue that if Singapore 
could leave, so can Sabah and Sarawak. The agreement gives a high degree of 
autonomy to the Borneo bloc on matters relating to state administration and 
resources, among others. However, the nationalisation of petroleum resources in 
1974 gave the federal government-owned Petronas full control of all oil and gas 
resources through the Petroleum Development Act. Sabah and Sarawak get only 5 
percent of oil royalties annually and no federal government has agreed to their 
request for 20 percent. Both these states together produce 68 percent of oil and 74 
percent of the natural gas in the country. Despite being oil-rich, Sabah is 
the poorest state in Malaysia. It has a poverty rate of 19.5 percent, while Sarawak is 
third at 9 percent. The national average is 5.6 percent. 

The economic inequality between the Borneo bloc and the peninsula states has been 
one of the main gripes. Sabah and Sarawak suffer from poor infrastructure, high 
unemployment, and a lack of investment in industrial development. Sabahans and 
Sarawakians feel that the peninsula has been prospering at their expense. When six 
new oil and gas fields were discovered off Sarawak waters in July, the state 
government quickly declared ownership over the deposits. Sabah is taking court 
action against the federal government to honour an old agreement on oil and gas 
revenue-sharing. Both these actions are among the latest 
to challenge the controversial Petroleum Development Act. 

Recent events show that the two states are starting to be self-reliant. Sabah will have 
its own airlines by next year. Presently, its air routes are being served by peninsula-
based companies. Sarawak is studying the possibility of joining Sabah to form a 
Borneo airline. 
Earlier this month, the Sabah government talked about plans to manage their own 
rice imports and not rely on the peninsula-based company Bernas, which has a 
monopoly on rice imports. Also, about the same time, there was a suggestion by 
Sarawak politicians for the state to have its own currency but it was shot down by the 
state government. 
 

Forest devastation 

In the European Press not much mention is made about the devastation of the 
Borneo forests, though in advertisements, we are advised against the use of palm oil 
on account of the disappearance of the territory of the Orangutan. This is going on by 
a company named Samling which cuts down the forest in order to plant 
thousands of palm trees.  

In us@eko.org we read: “The greedy logging giant Samling uses all possible dirty 
tricks in order to continue destroying Borneo forests. Now, the valiant forest 
protectors of Borneo ask us for help. They are in need of drones and audiovisual 
equipment to show the devastating activities of Samling.   

The company testifies on its website the following:  

“Samling Timber Malaysia is a representation of all our timber companies operating 
in Malaysia. For more than 50 years, Samling Timber Malaysia is committed to 
sustainable forest management. We manage around 1.2 million hectares of forest 

https://www.egeda.ewg.apec.org/egeda/meeting/17WSpresentations/D2-5.pdf
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2022/09/831958/ma63-tops-sabah-and-sarawaks-wishlist
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary/malaysia-east-sarawak-sabah-borneo-bloc-petronas-anwar-ibrahim-3755856
https://theedgemalaysia.com/article/cover-story-why-sarawak-questions-petroleum-development-act
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/highlight/2023/09/11/arrier-to-serve-sabah-and-sarawak-viable-say-analysts/
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2023/09/06/sabah-should-manage-its-own-rice-imports-says-jeffrey-kitingan
https://www.theborneopost.com/2023/09/02/sarawak-having-own-currency-worth-considering-says-supp-man/
mailto:us@eko.org
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land and 190,250 hectares of gross forest plantations. We are an integrated timber 
company involved in the entire timber value chain.”  

“Recently, Samling was accused of encroaching on Penan native customary rights or 
NCR land and of felling timber from “primeval forest” in the Upper Baram area. We 
were accused again of trampling over Penan villagers’ rights by carrying out felling 
operations without the consent of village leaders. For anyone without knowledge of 
the process that governs the felling of trees in licenced areas, such reports would 
surely be ultimate proof of the destruction that is wrought by timber companies, and 
the impunity with which companies trample on the rights of the indigenous peoples. 
But the truth is that such accusations made by various NGOs, work hard to keep the 
facts from their readers, providing them only with a version of events that suit their 
own agenda. The reality on the ground tells a very different tale with restrictions on 
what can be felled, when it can be felled and how it should be felled.”  

The orangutan, one of the most intelligent organisms on the planet, and sadly one of 
the more endangered. These magnificent animals can now only be found on two 
islands in south east Asia: Sumatra and Borneo. Today we are in Sabah, Malaysian 
Borneo at the Sepilok orangutan rehabilitation centre. This facility takes in orphaned, 
injured and displaced orangutans to nurse back to health and reintroduce to the wild 
if possible. Borneo has lost the majority of its forests over the last few decades and 
many of these animals are struggling to find a foothold in their ever-changing world. 
Deforestation and the commercialization of palm oil are the two most detrimental 
factors to Bornean Orangutan (and Sumatran orangutan) populations. 

  

With only around 50,000 Bornean orangutans left in the wild, the time is now to act! 
Pressure your state/federal representatives to place more restrictions on palm oil that 
is not sustainably sourced. We need to find a balance so our cousins may persevere 
in their place in the trees. Orangutans are the largest arboreal species on the planet, 
spending the majority of their lives in the trees. They are also the largest true 
frugivore, eating primarily fruit for the great majority of their waking hours. 
Orangutans are solitary animals but females can often be found with one or two 
offspring; this is due to the long raising periods all orangutans must go through. 
Feeding on thousands of plants, young orangs must learn from their mothers which 
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fruits and plants are safe to eat. This process can take up to and over seven years 
leaving orangutans with some of the longest timespans of motherhood in the animal 
kingdom!  

Together we can work to save our ginger apes! Do what you can and stay passionate 
about protecting those who cannot protect themselves!  
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     Chapter  XXIII 

 

    Arrests of foreign missionaries 
 

Fr. Wim van Gastel used to be the principal of St. Michael’s Secondary School in 
Penampang. 

Before the Federation of Malaysia was formed in 1963,people held a referendum and 
decided to become a part of Malaysia. The Church and the Government continued to 
work hand in hand for the progress of the country. Most young missionaries looked 
after education. It should be noted that the mission schools were open to all citizens 
whatever their faith or origin. But then, in 1966, the Catholic Church began to feel 
that trouble was on the way.  

Maria Perpetua Kana writes in her “Christian Mission in Malaysia” in chapter 3, pg.6, 
Mission schools were absorbed into the governmental education system and were 
subject to greater governmental regulation. As a result those schools continued to 
exist as mission schools only in name. Christians in the State of Sabah began to feel 
a hostile political environment, notwithstanding the constitutional ‘guarantees 
extended to the Borneo territories at the time of their absorption into the state of 
Malaysia. On 30th September 1966, a letter bearing disturbing news was received 
from the controller of Immigration. The government could no longer give permanent 
residence permits to foreign missionaries. The letter also stated that no foreign 
missionary could work for more than ten years in the country. This ruling was a cause 
of worry for the Church. 

On 22nd October 1966, the representatives of the Christian Churches in Sabah  sent 
a joint letter of appeal to the Chief Minister, Mr. Peter Lo. A letter from the 
Immigration Department made clear to Bishop Buis that the ten year rule would take 
effect only from 1st January 1967. 

On 13th May, 1969, a sad event took place in Kuala Lumpur: racial riots occurred. 
The Federal Government declared a state of emergency throughout the country. The 
State Operation Committee was set up with the Chief Minister, Tun Datu Haji 
Mustapha, as its chairman. The Chief Minister was given special powers regarding 
security within the country. In March 1970, Mr. Mustapha took advantage of these 
special powers. He used them to get rid of Christian foreign missionaries. This was a 
sudden and heavy blow to the church. Many foreign missionaries were forced to 
leave the country.   

Maria Perpetua Kana writes on page 12: “From March 1970 to November 1970 a 
total of 26 foreign missionaries had either their passes terminated or not renewed 
and their permanent stay status cancelled. Mustapha ostensibly acted on ‘police 
information’ that the missionaries carried out activities non conducive to racial 
harmony and national unity.” She continues to write on page 13: “The Church had not 
even seriously begun the task of transition from expatriate to local leadership. The 
deportation of foreign missionaries hit a particularly vulnerable point.”  Maria writes 
on page 15: “In a letter dated 14th November 1970 to the Malaysian Prime Minister, 
Mr. Peter Mojintin from Penampang and a local Kadazan member of parliament, 
accused Mustapha’s government of persecuting the Christians through threats and 
intimidation.” His letter did not receive a reply. 
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Mr. Mustapha is remembered by the Catholics of Sabah for imposing to the letter the 
immigration laws by denying foreign priests, who have not obtained a permanent 
residency permit, the extension of their visas. Most priests had Permanent Stay 
which was revoked. They received a work permit for a year, which was not renewed 
by the Immigration Department.  

All the priests, who object to their expulsion for doing religious works among the 
Catholics, were arrested by using his powers as the Chairman of the State Security 
Operation Committee and CM of Sabah State Government.  

Under his orders, on 2 December 1972, the police made a raid at 3.00 a.m. at the 
missions at Tobo-Tambunan, Papar and Kuala Penyu. People were not aware of the 
raid. They knew about the missing Father only next morning. No priest turned up to 
say Sunday Mass! The raids at Tambunan and Papar were successfully timed early 
in the morning with the church bell ropes cut to prevent it from being used to warn the 
people. The priests were at Kapayan long before the parishioners were aware of it.                                                                                                                                 
The raid at Kuala Penyu was initially a fiasco with a reception committee of 600 
Catholics. To avoid clashes, by 11 am reinforcements were flown in to arrest one 
priest. The authorities finally succeeded in arresting Father Frerichs after keeping 
people at a distance with the aid of using tear gas. A priest later reported to the 
bishop that “it had taken the field force, the mobile force, the riot squad and the police 
with 15 land rovers, two trucks and helicopters to arrest one unarmed priest.” (Luping 
pp.558). The three priests were locked up in Kepayan prison for two weeks. After 
that, they were sent away to Hongkong. 

On 15th December, 1972, the Fathers in Keningau, Tenom and Limbahau were 
arrested and expelled. Fr. Haas, the rector of Telupid church gave himself up to the 
police on 4th January, 1973.                                                                                                   
On 15 December more priests were arrested at Keningau, Tenom and Limbahau. 
The rest of the priests who only had temporary residence permits, on hearing this 
had no choice but to say goodbye to their parishioners and went home or were given 
new assignments to nearby countries. Eight missionaries were arrested and for a 
short while in jail before being expelled by the Sabah government. They were the 
following priests: 

-Ton Putman (ordained in 1951) from Toboh Tambunan.                                                                              
- Frans Frerichs (ordained in 1955) from Bundu, Kuala Penyu.                                                             
- Paddy McDonald (ordained in 1959) from Papar.                                                                                     
- Wim van Gastel (ordained in 1959) from the seminary in Kota Kinabalu.                                                              
- Jan Goedhart (ordained in 1965) from Limbahau                                                                                             
- Bertus Visschedijk (ordained in 1957) from Keningau                                                                                                    
- Jan Tijssen (ordained in 1942) from Tenom                                                                                                                                
- Joe Haas (ordained in 1964) from near Sandakan. 

The rest of the priests on hearing this news had no choice but to say goodbye to their 
parishioners. They went back to Europe and were given new assignments. 

The following is a rather detailed report written by Fr. Bertus Visschedijk of the arrest 
and deportation of the Mill Hill missionaries from Sabah. He does not mention any 
Sisters, ministers of other Christian denominations like the Church of England and 
the Seventh Day Adventists. 
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Expulsions  

Since 1970 the following Mill Hill priests have been expelled from Sabah: 

 

1. John Quinn (ordained in 1924).  Expelled in 1970 

2.  Laurence Parsons (ordained in 1933)  Expelled in 1970 

3.  Anthony Mulders  (ordained in 1935). Expelled in 1970) 

4.  George Lampe (ordained in 1937). After extension he left in January 1973. 

5.  Frans v.d. Schoor (ordained in 1938) Expelled in 1973. 

6.  John Clementi (ordained in 1942). Expelled in 1973. 

7.  Ray Hogan (ordained in 1952) Expelled in 1970. 

8.  Herman Rooney (ordained in 1961). Expelled in 1970. 

9.  Giel Henselmans (ordained in 1954)  

10.  Bertus Goes (ordained in 1962). Expelled in 1970. 

11.  Jan Oostdijck (ordained in 1963) Expelled in 1970. 

12.  Florian Jud (ordained 1954). Expelled in 1973 after 1 month extension. 

13.  Jan van Breemen (ordained in 1960). 

14.  Herman Saraber (ordained in 1961) Expelled in 1971. 

15.  Jan van Velzen (ordained 1961). Expelled in 1973. 

16.  Stan van Hasselt (ordained in 1962). Expelled in 1970. 

17.  Antoon Wenker (ordained in 1969), Expelled in 1971. 

        18.   Anselm Ahern (ordained in 1963). Expelled in 1970. 

        19.   Douwe Bekema (ordained 1941). Expelled in 1970) 

        20.  John Quinn from Limbahau.  

        21.  Jan Heuschen from Papar. 

22.   Wim v. d. Salm (ordained in 1966). Expelled in 1988.                                              

23.   Bertus Terpstra (ordained1941). Expelled in 1970.                                                               

24.   Louis Percell from  Kudat.                                                                                                    

25.   Ray Hogun from Tawau.                                                                                             

26.   Peter Windram (ordained in 1960). Expelled in 1970.                                                                

27.   Peter Waltar from Beaufort.                                                                                                                                                         

28.   Edmund Prendergast, ordained in 1965 after 9 months extension.                                     

29.   Bertus van der Geest (ordained in 1952). Expelled in 1970.                                           

30.   Willem Roetenberg  (ordained in 1946). Expelled in 1970.                                                

31.   Brother Jan Hoekstra, Perpetual oath 1953, expelled 1972.                                     

32.   Austin Monaghan, ordained 1965. 

 

N.B. Frs. Cor Schilder and Ton Rafferty had received an appointment to Sabah. But 

because they did not obtain a visa, they received an appointment to Ngong and 

Rawalpindi respectively. 

 

The Catholic bishop Peter Chung did not receive a work permit at the time of his 

consecration, which took place in November 1970. He entered his diocese on a 

visitor’s pass, which was valid for two weeks. Then he has to leave Sabah for one 

week. Then he can enter again for another two weeks. A strange case for a Malaysian 

citizen! 
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Father Bertus Visschedijk calls the following correspondence “Dialogue” and Dark 

Days of Advent of what happened in Sabah from February 1972.  

Fr. Visschedijk MHM, resident at the Catholic parish of Keningau had a lengthy 

correspondence with the local administration prior to his expulsion from the Sabah 

State.  

“My dialogue with the Immigration department, the State Government, and to a 

certain extent the police department, started in February 1972, because my work 

pass was going to expire on 27-2-72.  

 

Dark days of Advent: December 1972. Fr. Bertus Visschedijk: 

Eight priests had been served an “Order of Expulsion”. Some had signed under 

protest, others had refused to sign. These eight were the following: Jan Tijsen from 

Tenom, Ton Putman from Toboh,Tambunan, Joe Haas from Telupid/Sandakan area, 

Patrick McDonald from Papar, Jan Goedhart from Limbahau, Frans Frerichs from 

Bundu Kuala Penyu, Wim van Gastel from the seminary in Kota Kinabalu and lastly 

Bertus Visschedijk from Keningau.  

 

- The work passes of eight priests were not renewed. These were Jan van Velzen 

and Jan Hoekstra from Bundu Tuhan, John Clementi from Lahad Datu, Stan van 

Hasselt from Kudat, Florian Jud from Penampang and Frans van der Schoor from 

Sandakan. Herman Saraber from Labuan and his brother George Saraber from 

Tuaran. The case of these last two was difficult for the Immigration, because they 

were mixing these two up.  

- Two persons had applied for Malaysian citizenship which they received after 

taking the oath to serve Malaysia. They were Frs. Joe Dapoz from Inanam and 

Jan van der Salm from Ranau. 

 

- Five persons had the dubious distinction of possessing “permanent stay”. They 

were Frs. Theo Feldbrugge, George Bauer from Keningau, Giel Henselmans 

from Tambunan, Gerrit Preyde from Penampang and Bill Smit from Dontozidon. 

They would also be forced to leave. 

 

- Father Lampe from Tanjong Aru was a special case. He had been expelled from 

Sabah; but he had appealed to the Chief Minister. He could come back and stay 

for another year. He too was served a Removal Order. But he could not stand 

the strain and asked for an extension of one month, which was granted. After 

having celebrated Christmas and the New Year with his parishioners, Father 

Lampe left on 4th January 1973. 

 

- Eleven local priests were left over: Augustine Amandus in Tambunan, Tobias Chi 

and Peter Ma in Kota Kinabalu, John Lee in Tawau, Michael Mewo in Beaufort, 

John Thsung in Telepok, Thomas Sham in Sandakan, Joe Hiu in Kota Belud, 

Simon Fung in Tandek, Simon Fung in Tandek, John Young and Aloysius Tung, 

the bishop’s secretary. 
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December 2nd 1972:  

I, Fr. Bertus Visschedijk, had been to my usual outstation. When I came back, Fr. 

Feldbrugge informed me that the police had picked up Fr. Putman and taken him to 

prison. That was at 3.00 o’clock at night.  Father McDonald had disappeared into thin 

air. Later we heard that Fr. Frerichs was imprisoned too. His arrest turned out to be 

difficult, as lots of people came to protect him. Rumours spread rapidly. Fr. Bauer 

went to an outstation. Before his departure, he came to shake hands with me, 

thinking that I was going to be arrested the following night. I packed some items just 

in case. 

Sunday, 3rd December: that morning I went to Apin Apin. People were shocked to 

hear that some priests had been arrested and put in jail. During Mass they prayed for 

the priests that had been arrested. Some people cried and shook hands and took 

leave of me. At noon, I left them and returned to Keningau. Father Bauer too returned 

from his trip. The next few days turned out to be quiet. From Monday till Wednesday 

we had a meeting with all the catechists of Keningau. I stressed that the future of the 

Sabah Church would be in their hands. We made plans in case I would be gone at 

Christmas time. 

Friday, December 8th: Fr. Bauer and myself we took the catechists of the Training 

Centre with us on Christmas recess to Kota Kinabalu. On the way, we visited our 

three brethren in prison, inspecting also our own future quarters! We spent the night 

in Bundu Tuan. We went still to Telupid and Sandakan. That night Father Haas slept 

in the church and I slept in the house. The following days we celebrated Mass in 

different places.  

Wednesday December 13th: I was back in Keningau.  

December Friday 15th the Immigration struck.  At half past four in the morning, 

there was a loud knock on the door. Fr. Feldbrugge opened it. The immigration had 

come for Fr. Visschedijk. I jumped out of my bed and arranged a few items in my bag. 

After five minutes, I opened my door and faced the authorities. They told me to come 

with them straight away. I was not allowed to wash myself first. I could do that in 

another place. They instructed me to take my passport along. Before leaving my 

room, they made a physical check to find out whether I was armed or. I noticed that 

the house was surrounded by some 20 soldiers, all armed with guns, shields and 

batons. There were two landrovers. I was ordered to take place in the first one. As 

soon as I was seated, five soldiers surrounded me, three of them Kadazan , two 

Malay. We made a great tour round the villages where I had been functioning as 

parish priest. It was still dark. On the way, I started a conversation with one of my 

guards. He was a Kadazan from Bingkor. He felt sorry to arrest me. He was a 

Catholic. Two weeks earlier he also helped take Father Putman to the prison at Kota 

Kinabalu, where we arrived at Kapayan prison at eight o’clock. I was handed over to 

the prison authorities, in case to Peter Govind, an ex-student of St. Francis, 

Keningau. Inspector Bitty came personally to shake hands with me. Various soldiers 

too shook hands with me. They were very apologetic saying they did not understand 

the government. Peter Govind told me that that morning I was the second one to 

arrive, because, at six o’clock, Father Wim van Gastel had been brought in. I had to 
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hand over various personal articles and papers, like my camera, driving licence, 

passport, money and vaccination-card. In return, I received my prison number: 

KKP630. Life in prison had started! 

In my cell, I found Frs. Ton Putman, Frans Frerichs, Patrick McDonald and Wim van 

Gastel. Our cell had been the prison hospital, a small room with a shower and a 

toilet. In the corners were four beds, in the middle of the room a table and chairs. The 

room was 20 feet long, 12 feet wide and 15 feet high. The beds were made of wood 

with a very thin mattrass. There were no windows, but there were four openings in 

the outside wall where thick iron bars were fixed to prevent any escape. The earlier 

three inmates introduced Wim and me to prison life.  

At about ten o’clock, visitors arrived: Father Jud and Sister Saint Luke. They had 

heard of the arrest of the new ‘criminals’ and came to see us and lots of other visitors 

too came to see us, bringing plenty of food, cigarettes and books, which we shared 

with our fellow prisoners. Peter Govind came to inform the first three priests that soon 

inspectors would come to check their luggage. They would be put on a plane to 

Kuala Lumpur. Patrick, Ton and Frans packed the little stuff they had and said 

goodbye. They dressed in white cassocks and sash. They arrived in the country as 

priests and they wanted to leave as priests. Soon they were taken into a van.  

At noon, we received our first prison dinner. Laurentius, a Timorese prisoner, who 

was serving seven years for robbery and theft, was our butler. The food was not too 

good: rice, a bit of curry, cabbage and a few pieces of karabou meat. 

At about four p.m. we received a new companion. Father Jan Goedhart from 

Limbahau walked in clad in cassock and red sash. He had hid himself in a cupboard 

but was discovered. At six o’clock, we were locked in. We did a bit of reading, played 

cards and drank coffee and water. At nine, we went to sleep and dreamt about prison 

life. At midnight, we were disturbed. The locks and bolts were unlocked and another 

companion, Father Jan Tijsen, entered the room. He had been picked up in the 

jungle and was very hungry and thirsty, not having eaten since half past nine that 

morning. We gave him our leftovers and Jan had a good go at them.               

The next morning, we had a concelebration in our cell. We selected some Bible 

readings about prison life. For breakfast we received bread without butter. A guard, 

Vincent Sipaun, an old boy from Penampang, passed us through the barred window 

three slices of bread and six hard boiled eggs. We still had some coffee and some 

Milo. Soon we received some visitors who informed us that our three friends had not 

left for Kuala Lumpur but for Honkong. The visitors brought us apples, oranges, 

chocolates and other goodies. Father Smit, the prison chaplain, came in to cheer us 

up. Also Fathers Chi, Lampe and Tung came to see us. A delegation from the 

Penampang Youth came in. They found it very difficult to accept our plight. Fr. Jan 

Goedhart received a new vaccination booklet. In the weekend, we had Malay guards 

who were not very friendly: that Saturday afternoon and also on Sunday no more 

visitors were allowed in. However, visitors from Limbahau managed to bring us ice-

cream! 
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On Sunday morning, 18th December, at six o’clock, our doors were not unlocked. 

We sang our national hymn: Wilhelmus van Nassouwe, to honour our nation and the 

queen. Since no visitors were allowed in, we concelebrated on our only table. That 

day, we received again the same prison staple food. At three o’clock, we had some 

more ice-cream from Penampang. The next day, we were free again and received 

more than fifty visitors. All these visitors had to show first their identity cards, which 

were officially recorded .Yet many came! We appreciated their visits very much.   

We realised that we would not stay long in prison as it was more a tactic of 

intimidation to make us leave voluntarily. All of a sudden, we had to pack our stuff 

and were taken to the airport, where a plane full of passengers was waiting for us on 

the way to Hongkong. We too were dressed in cassocks and our red sashes. We had 

managed to phone to some people. A huge crowd was waiting to cheer for us, saying 

and shouting goodbyes. The plane was waiting, it was said, for a number of 

criminals. Then we walked in in cassock and sash!  We were well received by the 

plane’s crew. In Hongkong, we went to the La Salle Brothers, some of whom had 

been teaching in secondary schools in Sabah. So we were very welcome and stayed 

there a few days, whilst trying to get tickets to London during this busy time before 

Christmas. The tickets had been forwarded by the Malaysian Government. But the 

local bishop was forced later to pay the bill. We, the Dutch missionaries, we were 

home for Christmas 1972.” (End of Fr. Visschedijk’s report).  

As reported in local news such as Daily Express (p. 2, 11 November 2009), the 
Malaysian home ministry informed parliament that a biography of Mustapha's political 
opponent, Peter Mojuntin, who died in a plane crash, was banned. The reason was 
that the book "allegedly" recorded that Peter exposed Mustapha's attempt to stop 
Catholicism in Sabah by deporting and arresting foreign missionaries. After all the 
priests had been arrested, Peter's house was surrounded by the police because only 
he dared to voice his opposition to the prosecution of the priests. However, he was 
not arrested, because of his strong political support from the Kadazan people of 
Penampang.  

On 15th November, 1970, Fr. Peter Chung from Miri diocese was ordained Bishop of 
Kota Kinabalu. He, a Malaysian citizen, applied for a permit to stay permanently in 
Sabah. His request was refused. So, he had to stay outside Sabah to care for the 
Catholics of Sabah. He could come into the country only as a visitor for a few months 
at a time. This humiliating situation ended five years later, when Bishop Chung was 
appointed archbishop of Kuching in 1975.  

The years between 1970 and 1975 were the years when the Church in Sabah was 
at the mercy of the ruling government. There were feelings of anger and anxiety 
among the people. This was a difficult period, a period when the strength of the 
Church was put to the test. After the missionaries were expelled, the local Church 
began the task of Malaysianising its clergy. The church soon found the resources 
from within to turn a weakness into a formidable strength. Thousands of ‘lapsed 
Catholics’ rallied back to the fold and many young Kadazans sought enrolment  in the 
various seminaries throughout the country. The Church started the struggle to resist 
Mustapha’s brazen attempt to assimilate the various indigenous peoples into one 
ethnic group and one culture through a common religion, Islam. However, there was 
no reaction on the part of the bishops. The parish councils were politically voiceless 
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with few resources at their disposal. Indeed leaving everything to the Almighty 
appeared to be the line adopted by the ecclesial leadership during this critical period.  

A wind of change by Maria Perpetua Kana pg. 18:  

By 1976 winds of change swept through Sabah. Many Sabahans were once again 
speaking the language of inclusion and civility. Mustapha’s political party was 
defeated in the state elections that year. Instead, a new political party, Berjaya, which 
presented itself as a multiracial party, came to power amid fresh promises of 
restoring religious freedom and harmony. It is estimated that ninety-five percent of 
Christian Kadazans voted Berjaya to power (Luping pg. 301). Less than a decade 
later, disenchantment with Berjaya’s politics appeared. The party was voted out of 
power in the state election of 1985, which were won by the newly formed Kadazan 
party, Parti Bersatu Sabah (PBS), which was led by Joseph Pairin Kitingan, the 
recently installed paramount chief and devout Catholic. All these developments have 
caused some to allege that “the Churches played a big part” in the eventual downfall 
of Mustapha. (Tunku Abdul Rahman, 1977, pg.270). This allegation clearly holds no 
substance as far as the church hierarchy was concerned. But the allegation was 
possibly directed against Mojuntin and other local Christians who held their own in a 
difficult and hostile environment to build up a Church responsive to local needs. 

Central Newsletter of Mill Hill: Vol.3, n0 1, January 1973: 

The removal of a number of priests has really shaken the Catholic communities and 
many other people. The removal of Mill Hill missionaries from Sabah was all very sad 
for the people and the Fathers alike, but it will have great positive aspects. The 
Catholics are waking up. Never before has Christmas been celebrated so peacefully 
and enthusiastically as in 1972. 

Parish councils and the Legion of Mary have never been so active as today. The 
local Church is taking shape. I noticed this in meetings of the Bishop’s council. The 
local priests are now much more aware of their responsibility. This is very 
encouraging. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter XXIV 

Modern times and the  Catholic Church 
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Published: November 14, 2023 06:51 AM GMT 

Catholics in Malaysia have welcomed the first priest from the ethnic minority Rungus 

community, an event being hailed as a milestone for the local church. Bradley 

Stephen Belly was ordained by Archbishop John Wong Soo Kau of Kota Kinabalu in 

Sabah state, in the northern part of Borneo Island, on Nov. 8, the archdiocese said in 

a notice on Facebook, Nov.13th 2023. 

The ordination ceremony was held at Saint Peter’s Catholic Church in Kudat, the 

home parish of the newly ordained priest, in the presence of about 2,000 Catholics 

including those from neighbouring Sarawak state. Wong expressed his gratitude and 

lauded Belly for his courage in “responding to God’s call to serve in God’s field.” 

“Continue to pray for this young priest to be able to serve with love,” Wong urged 

Catholics.                                                                                                                                    

Apart from the faithful, around 46 priests from the Kota Kinabalu and Kuching 

archdiocese, and the Keningau and Sandakan dioceses were present for the 

ceremony among others.                                                                                                              

With his ordination, Belly became the first priest from the Rungus community to be 

ordained from Kudat, a coastal town in Sabah. Rungus people are an Austronesian 

ethnic indigenous group mostly found in Sabah. They primarily live in northern 

Sabah, especially on the Kudat peninsula, Kota Marudu, Pitas, and Beluran. There 

are estimated 25,000 Rungus people in Malaysia, media reports say. The lives of 

Rungus people are centred on the cultivation of rice and other crops such as banana, 

maize, cassava, vegetables, melons, pineapples, taro and sweet potato. Families 

also raise chickens, pigs and water buffaloes. Many Rungus men also rely on fishing 

using traps and nets. Traditionally, Rungus people live in longhouses made of 

bamboo and wood with distinct outward-sloped walls. Each family has separate 

quarters in a common dwelling place. 

Animism is the traditional religion of Rungus people. They started to embrace 

Christianity in the 1950s, according to the World Council of Churches. Today, most of 

the Rungus people are Christians. Christians account for about 10 percent of Muslim-

majority Malaysia’s estimated 34 million people. There are about 1.17 million 

Catholics in three archdioceses and seven dioceses. The majority of the country’s 

Christians live in Sabah and Sarawak states in Borneo. 

https://www.ucanews.com/directory/dioceses/malaysia-kota-kinabalu/348?utm_source=in-pg-referral&utm_medium=in-pg-referral&utm_campaign=in-pg-referral&utm_id=in-pg-referral
https://www.ucanews.com/directory/dioceses/malaysia-kuching/350?utm_source=in-pg-referral&utm_medium=in-pg-referral&utm_campaign=in-pg-referral&utm_id=in-pg-referral
https://www.ucanews.com/directory/dioceses/malaysia-kuching/350?utm_source=in-pg-referral&utm_medium=in-pg-referral&utm_campaign=in-pg-referral&utm_id=in-pg-referral
https://www.ucanews.com/directory/dioceses/malaysia-sandakan/355?utm_source=in-pg-referral&utm_medium=in-pg-referral&utm_campaign=in-pg-referral&utm_id=in-pg-referral
https://www.ucanews.com/directory/country/malaysia/20?utm_source=in-pg-referral&utm_medium=in-pg-referral&utm_campaign=in-pg-referral&utm_id=in-pg-referral
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    Parish Church at Belaga. 

St. Joseph’s Advocate-Ireland, Spring 2024: 

The first Malaysian Mill Hill Missionary, Herman Menjuan, was ordained in 2020 and 

appointed to Cambodia. 

The second Malaysian Mill Hill missionary, Elvost Lunchi, was ordained in July 2023 

and appointed to the Sindh Province in Pakistan. \We are sending a missionary from 

a historically persecuted Church to minister in another persecuted Church currently in 

Pakistan. 

  Malaysian Bishops: ecology 

The nine Malaysian arch/bishops made an ecological  pledge at Majodi on 13th July 

2023 (Malacca, Johor, Malaysia). 

It is a timely clarion call for every diocese and parish in line with the release seven 

years ago  of ‘Laudato Si’  by Pope Francis, reminding us all ‘to hear the cry of the 

earth and the cry of the poor.’  It is hoped that every parish in every diocese will set 

up a Creation Justice Ministry.  “There is no time to lose for the sake of current and 

future generations.” 

 The theme for the year 1922-1923 was “Stop Plastic Pollution”. The theme for the 

year September ’23 – August 2024 is “Cut Fuel Consumption.”  
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