
was introduced to the craft and was instantly 

“hooked.”  He became a master fly-tyer and highly 

sought after in those circles. He strove to tie the 

ultimate flies; and he did. Through trade shows and 

the internet, he was ranked as world-class.  He soon 

learned about and became active in the “feather 

underground” network of fanatical fly fishermen.  In 

this world, the ultimate flies were for collecting, not 

fishing.  These ultimate flies and the materials they 

required, were very high priced and often needed 

feathers from endangered and even extinct 

specimens. 

Through his research and investigations, our 

author is able to part the curtains for us to have a 

glimpse into this world.  He also will leave you with 

many questions at the end.  What happened to all 

the feathers? Does Rist still know of their 

whereabouts? What has the museum done to 

protect themselves from this ever happening again?  

This book will take you on a sojourn into the lives 

of the birds, their explorers and exploiters and the 

real-life underground feather mafia, which is still 

probably quite active today. It combines natural 

history with a real-life “who done it” mystery story.  

I recommend it for a most enjoyable read.  

A ‘Naturalist In’ Series 

THE YEAR OF BORNEO. 1– KINABALU  

AND THEREABOUTS 
by Chris K. Starr 

Page 15 THE FIELD NATURALIST Issue No. 2/2020 

Review of: 

F.W. Burbidge 1880. The Gardens of the Sun.  

London: John Murray 364 pp.  Reprinted 1991 by 

Oxford Univ. Press, Singapore.  Available online at 

http://archive.org/details/gardensofsunorna00burb.

[48th in a series on "naturalist-in" books; see 

www.ckstarr.net/reviews_of_naturalist.htm] 

 

Borneo, with a land area of 748 thousand 

km², is the world’s third largest island, just a 

little behind New Guinea. The two are 

continental islands, Borneo sitting on the Sunda Shelf 

and New Guinea on the Sahul Shelf. They are both in 

the tropics – Borneo athwart the Equator – and to 

this day largely forested, so that with their large land 
area they have immense species richness and high 

endemism. 

It is no surprise that both islands are home to a 

great deal of human diversity. The aboriginal peoples 

of Borneo, known under the catch-all name of 

Dayaks (or Dyaks) number more than 200 distinct 

ethnicities with a comparable diversity of languages 

and dialects within the Austronesian group along 

with Malay, Tagalog, Malagasy and hundreds of 

others. Already during the colonial period, 

immigrant waves of Malays and later Chinese had 

affected the ethnic composition of Borneo, so that it 

was and is very much a multi-cultural area. The 

customs and practices of the aboriginal Dayaks and 

to a lesser extent the Malays and Chinese, have had 

a large place in naturalist-in books about Borneo. 

This is, in fact, the main substance of the earliest of 

these books (St John 1862-1863), whose opening 

sentence reads, “The wild tribes of Borneo and the 

not less wild interior of the country, is scarcely 

known to European readers.”  St John’s extensive 

treatment includes four appendices on native 

languages. 

In the colonial period, Borneo was divided 

between two European powers. Almost three-

quarters of it, colonized by the Dutch, became the 

region of Kalimantan in what is now Indonesia, while 

all but a tiny piece of the rest formed the British 
regions of Sabah and Sarawak, now part of Malaysia.  

Because naturalist-in literature is almost entirely a 

product of English-speaking peoples, all books about 

Borneo in this genre are drawn from the former 

British-administered parts of the island. The vast 

region of Kalimantan has only a sparse presence in 

the biological literature. 

This year’s naturalist-in reviews are devoted to 

books about Borneo. It is a very rich subject.  

Review no. 31, on Wallace’s The Malay Archipelago, 

has some Borneo component. 

Frederick William Burbidge (1847-1905) was an 

English horticulturalist and horticultural writer with 
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a life-long association with the Royal Botanic 

Gardens at Kew. In 1877-1878 he was sent to 

Borneo to collect plants, with special attention to 

ferns and orchids favoured by European gardeners.  

His collecting in Borneo yielded about 1000 species 

of dried herbarium specimens, live plants and seeds.  

Among his most notable finds was the giant pitcher 

plant, Nepenthes rajah.  The 170 or so members of 

this genus have a wide distribution, with their centre 

of diversity in Borneo and in particular on Mt 

Kinabalu near the northeastern corner of the island, 

the highest peak between the Himalaya and New 

Guinea (Luping et al. 1978). These remarkable 

plants form distinctive pitcher-like leaves into which 

they secrete digestive fluids. The inner surface of 
the pitcher is very smooth and slippery and 

furnished with downward-directed hairs, so that any 

insect that enters the vesicle is almost certain to fall 

into the fluid and end up nourishing the plant.  

Burbidge also added about 50 species to the known 

ferns of Borneo, including about 20 new to science.  

His collecting included ant-harbouring plants of the 

genus, Myrmecodia, characterized as a "remarkably 

curious gouty-stemmed plant, parasitical on low 

jungle-trees".  We will have more to say about 

these in the next review. 

He and his assistants also collected many birds, 

using snares and blowguns with poison darts.  It is 

striking that, for all his attention to individual plants, 

Burbidge showed little sense of landscape or 

vegetation patterns. Although I cannot be sure in 

the absence of an index, I noticed no mention of the 

dipterocarp forest, the predominant land biome in 

that part of the world. 

The 16 chapters are a chronological treatment 

in the manner of the 19th-century natural-history 

classics. There are eight full-page and 18 smaller 

illustrations.  Because Burbidge was writing at a time 

when most of his readership had little opportunity 

to travel beyond Europe, he devotes the first three 

chapters to the process of getting there. Today's 

readers will prefer to largely skip over these and 

move to Chapter 4 with his arrival in Borneo. 

Early on we encounter a remark that could have 

come from Darwin, Bates, Wallace or any number 

of Victorian-age exploring naturalists: "Setting forth 

for the first time in a new country, of which but 

little is generally known, is always exciting work, and 

as a rule things turn out to be different to what one 
had imagined they would be." To a botanist from 

Europe, this was a wonderland, about which he 

wrote lyrically.  In entering any new area, he was in 

a state of constant expectation, not knowing what 

wonderful new fern or orchid or palm he might 

encounter around the next bend in the trail. 

Aside from the climate, the cycle of the seasons 

is something that unavoidably strikes any newcomer 

from the North Temperate Zone to the tropics. In 

Borneo, Burbidge noted nothing comparable to the 

northern spring or fall, something that he found 

unsatisfying, remarking that "During a year's rambles 

in one of the richest and most fertile of tropical 

islands, I saw nothing really fresh or spring-like." 

Burbidge had a low opinion of the socially 

dominant Malays as a whole, regarding them as 

"courteous, dignified, and hospitable", but dishonest.  

He was more interested in and favourably disposed 

toward the aboriginal groups.  He noted that violent 

Pitchers of four Nepenthes species in the Botanical Garden in Quito, Ecuador. Photo courtesy Chris K. Starr 
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crime was uncommon, even though most people in 

Borneo were beyond the reach of established law.  

Everywhere he went he remarked on local society 

and economy, although what he had to say about 

anything except plants and birds was superficial and 

vague. Dealing with native guides could be 

frustrating at times, as they were very wary of 

omens and would not continue if they met with a 

contrary.   

Collecting expeditions in that period were 

subject both to facilitating factors and obstacles.  

The main advantage that they enjoyed was 

association with the colonial power and thereby 

with collaborating local chiefs, so that they could 

count on substantial local hospitality and assistance 
in most areas. This was important, as it was a very 

labour-intensive enterprise, requiring guides, 

porters and assistance in collecting.  He employed 

one very agile man to climb trees for epiphytic 

plants that otherwise would have remained 

inaccessible. 

The obstacles were both physical and social.  

There were very few roads outside of the main 

towns, so that travel was mainly by river in the 

lowlands. In the highlands, watercourses were of 

little use. Like St. John before him, Burbidge made 

two long ascents of Mt. Kinabalu by two different 

routes at a time when there were no maps of the 

route to the top.  In contrast, today one starts from 

the national park headquarters at 1500m and 

ascends by a clear trail, so that there is no 

possibility of getting lost, with or without a guide. It 

is about like climbing El Tucuche three times, a 

fraction of what it must have been in Burbidge’s 

time. 

The first ascent was in a party of 32, including 

two horse-mounted hunters.  Part of the way was a 

series of hazardous river crossings.  While riding 

water buffaloes across one river, Burbidge and one 

other were swept downstream; the buffaloes 

struggling to regain their footing. They were lucky 

to escape. He commented that "No one can 

possibly understand the danger of these swollen 

torrents who has not had personal experience of 

them. ...Adventures of this kind look tame when 

calmly written down after all danger is past, and 

when read by the comfortable fireside, but they are 

very real and exciting when one is undergoing them 

in person." On the same expedition, "We crossed 

the river twice, and now, at 8:30, all further 

progress seemed impossible, since we had to cross 
again, and this at a place where the river is a boiling 

torrent nearly five feet deep."  As they waited for 

the river to subside, "the most gorgeous butterflies 

flit here in the chequered shade afforded by 

overhanging branches. Yellow, white and brown 

species vie with each other in activity."  This is a 

nice illustration of the true explorer’s spirit, always 

open to new wonders even in the midst of 

adversity. 

I cannot resist one more example of his lyricism.  

"There, gleaming in the sunlight, like a scarlet jewel, 

beneath the great leathery aroid leaves, is a cluster 

of tubular aeschythanthus flowers; and here is 

another wee orchid, a tiny pink-blossomed 

cirrhopetalum, whose flowers and leaves scarcely 

rise above the bright carpet of velvety moss among 

which it grows." 

While hazards from hostile natives or large 

animals, such as venomous snakes, were minimal, 

there were plenty of troublesome land leeches.  

They were sensitive to vibrations from approaching 

footsteps and would wave about to make contact.  

Under those circumstances, checking oneself for 

leeches is a standard part of any rest stop, just as 

checking for ticks is in some other tropical regions. 

Chapter 15 treats tropical fruits, including a long 

disquisition on the durian. This fruit has the justified 

reputation of being both stinky and delicious, much 

more so than jackfruit.  For the record, though, it is 

neither as stinky nor as delicious as people say, but 
don’t take my word for it. This chapter is of little 

Left: Mt Kinabalu as seen from a distant mid-level 

locality.  Photo courtesy of the Star newspaper, Kuala 

Lumpur. 



Please send us your ideas and observations to admin@ttfnc.org for inclusion in the next Bulletin!  

FLAMINGOS  ON  THE WEST COAST  
 by  Elizabeth Seebaran 

A Quarterly Update  
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interest today, but for contemporary European 

readers who would never set foot in the Asian 

tropics it made perfect sense to include it.  

Likewise, Chapter 16 on "Notes on Tropical 

Travel" provided much practical advice for the time, 

even if we can disregard it today. 

The book has four appendices by specialists on 

plants and birds of Borneo. 
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American Flamingo sightings were observed on 

June 6th 2020, between 8:30am and 9:30am 

At Waterloo - 26 birds counted, four of which 

were juveniles from the grey plumage and appearing 

slightly smaller in size. At the same time in Brickfield 

- 11 adult flamingos were nearer to the mangroves 

northwards. No sightings were observed at Orange 

Valley.  

Sightings on the west coast mud flats seemed to 

have started with a flock of about 200 individuals 

seen on the afternoon of Friday 8th May far south of 

Orange Valley fishing jetty. Pictures included are 

from sightings on the 6th of June. 

Top: Juvenile American flamingo – indicated by the grey plumage; Bottom: adult American flamingos.  

Photos by Elizabeth Seebaran 


