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Bubject: Tom Harrdisson and Hiz Remarkable Life

"Explorer, museum curator, gquerlilla fighter, pioneer sociclogist,
documentary f£ilm maker, anthropologist-- Tom Harrisson was all these
things. He was alsc arrogant, <holeris; swashbuckling, often drunk and
nearly always deliberately outrageous. In spite of thase contradictions,
he became a key fiqure in every enteéerprise he undertook. Judith Heimann
degoribes how he did so. A brilliant and insightful biography"-David
Attenborough.
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To Seorge my dear <ld friend and his charming lady Linda - A Very Happy and
Proagesous 2001,

Mamy thanke for the note on cor old friend Tom and the book oo bis 1ife.The
locel book sbop is ordering a copy for me. I still ressmber Orapd Cayman
where we drack and a lot and talked & lok. A great furtle man was 1oet whas
ke colled in his gable. He wae alsc my meptor although we crossed awords at
one timk, Ha buried the batched when be realized that T was from Ceylon aod
net anywhers else, Later, I found that he had a beart of gold and was a
vary kipd perscn and be put on this facade of asgressiveness to avoid boing
taksn advantage of. I @Eill bBear from Barbars who is in Holland.

Begards. Stanlay.
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sEtanlay, Happy Mew Year my Friend. I thought you weueld ba interestad in
sthé méasage I wrote below. Aloba, Happy 2001! OQesrge
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*Fromi Gecr@e H. Balars =ghalazewdonlab.mmfa.haweii,sdus

»Igi JeaTurtle Blology/fComaarvation <CTURTLESLists.ufl.edus

s»Eubject: Tom Harrisaos ard Wiz Remarkable Life

"

=Dear Crurtle Readersa: The year is closing quickly and I want to Ball you
zabout & new (190%) book I'we only recently stumbled acroas. The kook is
»about a wan I feel fortunate to have known, but For all ke beief &
spariod. Tos Narrisson's name and fortunes may not be well-keown bo many
zof tha yaungsr or even older pea turtle conservations and acientistes, Tom
>dind bafore his tipe in 1976. & shock to many of ua back Ehen searching
=far guidance from che "older® gec. Frankly, I haven't thought aboub Ton
»for some years, Qut of gight, out of mind. oOften A hard fact of the
=livieg toward those who have died. ['s fot even sure if Tom's name hag
FEVELD EVED & ed ot Cturtle, It hes, of course, in the Marins Turtla
sHewsletter, ip the very firat issuae, in an obituary authored by Dr. Archis
»JarT (reprinted at the botkiom of this messass=l .

-

shavid Atvesberough gives the following brief description of the book
=I've ordesed it and will read with intense inceresc. &And recall & man
=l@sturing, and even scolding, the hell ocet of me the last time T was with
=him late at night at a bar Cavman.

-

="Explorer, magoun curater, guarilla Eighter, pioneer sociologist,
sdocumentary film maker, anthropologist-- Tom Harrisson was all theas
sthirgs. Ne waz also arrogant, choleric, swashbwckling, often drunk and
zaearly always deliberately outrageous. In spite of chese sonkradicticnos,
she became a key figure in every snterprise he undertook, Judith Beimamm
sdescribes bow be did @o. A brilliast and ineightful biography®

w-David Attemboroogh.

™

aTitled- *Tha Moat Offecding Soul Alive- Tom Earrison and his remarkabkle
1Efa™

=by Judith M. Beimann, 420pp illustracted, Univerasity of Mawail Fress 1953,
LGE26. 8%

*Fromi Harine Turtle Hewsletter, Mo, 1, Ruogust 1976
»Tom Harrison: Obicaary

-

skrat*Sanr Tom Aarvisscn, Co-Chaic®dsn of ehe Marine Turcle droup, and his
el B .ovlmtine, were Rilled inp & rosd geoident in Hangkok last January.
2,

*Tom wax an inoredibly werpacile individual who han left hi= mark in many
sfigldn. Him zontributionn to soa turtls coDEeEEvabion were BOCCTOUB.
*Befarm Ehe Japaness gocupation che turkle =97 induskry of che Sarawak
sIclands [Talang 3 Besar, Talang 2 Kechil and Satang), off the scuthwest
sopadt af Bornés, had been in khe hands of a4 Eww prominent Malay familiea.
=In 1941 the ieduatry was placed under & Turele Trust Ordinance to be

sadpiniatored by che Curator of the Sarawak Mupsum, In 1947, Tom Earcisson

sbocame Curatar of the Museun. #e ook chargs of the Turtle Tolasda,
sinstigaced regalation of the exploitatices thers, and sstablinhed a

bagging program. Hie adopbisn of a monal pecal oow-ear tag as & Fin-clip,

=riplacing the unsatisfactory shell-tage previously uaed, wae a mllestons

=#in sea turtle research procedurs. Om July 4, 1926, & Eurtle that bad been

»tagged at ocne of the rogkery iglapds thres years before returced to neat.
»This was the first remigration of a tagged turktle) and since chen,
shundesads of mipilar returno recorded ac the Farawak rookery and elsswhers
vhave shown that the throee-year abespoce represented the predominant
sintermigratory iotesval of the species. Tom's frecuast short published
=accounts of hio conaervation problens and achievoements at the iglands
=abtracted worldwide attention. which surely lengthened the
rEurvival-expactancy of Chelonia. Hhen be disd, the Turcle droup lose an
slrreplaceabla &fficer, the green turtle & staunch bepefactor, and che
=@urviving Co-Chairman a valued friend. Arohie Carrc

-
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Prologue

Ome day in 1975, the phone rang in my office in the consular section of the
American embassy in Brussels, It was the British consul asking in a harassed
voice if I knew a bizarre Englishman called Tom Harrisson who cdaimed to
know me. I cautiously admitted that we had been neighbors in Borneo, and
the consul went on to explain that the man was in his ourter office making an
unholy fuss abour the renewal of his passpart. He was claiming that the birth
date on it and on his birth certificare was wrong,

“Look," I said, curtting short this choleric colleague, “Do vourself a favor.
Look him up in Who'’s Who.”

The entry that the consul would have seen in Who's Who 1975 began:
“Harrisson, Tom. D50 1946, OBE 1959. . . Visiting Professor and Director
of Mass-Observation Archive, University of Sussex . . . ™ and went on for
twelve column-inches to mention, inter alia,

left Harrow (where wrote standard book on the birds of the district) to go on
Oxford Expedition tm Anctic Lapland; . . . ane year living among cannibal moun-
tain tribes of Malekula. . . . Determined, instead of studying primitive people, to
study the “cannibals of Brirain," so started with Charles Madge new type of
social research organization, called Mass-Observation . . . 1945 first white man
to be dropped into Borneo to arganize guerrillas in Sarawak and Durch Borneo
prior to Allied landings, . . . Government Ethnologist and Curaror of Museum,
Sarawak 194766 . . . Se. Research Associare in Anthropology and Southeast Asia
Program, Cornell Universiry. . . .

This was followed by a long list of publications on subjects ranging from
ornithology to Primitive Erotic Art. His chief recreation was given as “living
among strange people and listening to them talk about themselves,®

Tom's birth certificate, though he was unable to prove it 1o the consul,
was indeed wrong, A badly handwritten record ar the British consulate in
Buenos Aires seemed to show his birth in April (26-4-11] instead of his actual
birth date in September (26-9-11). Tom found this official “evidence” of a
wrong birth date to be more than merely irriraring. In notes for his projected
autobiography, he describes his discovery of this error as *womb-traumatic,”
All his life, people had questioned his claims to have done various things.
MNow it appeared that even his birthday was being denied him,
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He started making notes for an autobiography {which he had tentatively
titled Was I That Man?) about this time, in the vear before his sudden death
in carly 1978, He planned to write a “self-pitiless account™ in which he would
try “to find what such a life looks like to others, what DID [ really do.”
Taking on his project two decades after his death, [ have tnied to be as pioless
as he proposed to be in drawing his porteair, in showing whar his life looked
like to others of his day, and what he “DID™ really do. In doing so, [ have kept
within a value system he would recognize and eschewed attempts to judge him
by 1990s standards, whether feminist, anticolonialist, or postmodernise.

I started with little knowledge and few preconceptions, having known
him as a neighbor and casual friend during ten vears in three countries.
Beginning in 1986, | spent ten years retracing his steps, on four continents,
and interviewing nearly 200 people who knew him or knew of him. My qual-
ificarions for this self-imposed rask were a modest flnency in Malay, a little
informal familiarity with anthropology, a few vears spent in Borneo, and an
ability to read difficult handwriting. After five years of desultory work on the
book, | retired from the diplomatic service at the first possible moment in
order to devote my full attention to the project, My motives were totally self-
ish: | adore doing rescarch and had long been looking for a subject that
would rake in two areas of the world that fascinate me, Northwest Europe
and Southeast Asia. If [ have succeeded in my goal, this beok will allow you,
the reader, to see for yourself this extraordinary man and draw your own
conclusions about his life and work,

Tom Harrisson hegan to make a name for himself in England in the lace
1930s, first as an adventurer who had lived among cannibals and written a
best-seller abour his experiences thar argued on behalf of cannibals® rights o
their land and to their way of life. He next made news as the founder of
Mass-Observation, an organization that pioneered doing social surveys in
England. He often appeared in the press and on BBC radio and relevision
{yes, television, in 1936) as a guest expert on birds, ecology, cannibals,
andfor the latest popular dance craze. He had a weekly column as radio critic
tor The Observer and appeared often in periodicals as different as Tom
Hopkinson's Picture Post and John Lehmann’s avant garde Newr Writing,

He was on his way to becoming a household word in England when, in
March 1945, wearing a parachutists wings and the brand new crown of a
British major, he jumped into a hidden valley in the middle of Bomeo to set
up an intelligence network behind Japanese lines with the help of a few dozen
Australian officers and men. Not satisfied with so small or simple a task, he
also raised a thousand-man army of blowpiping headhunters who killed or
captured nearly 1500 Japanese, losing only 21 narive fighters and no
Australians. For this he won the D50,
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After the war, while the social survey techniques he had been the first to
use in Britain became the tools of the new market research industry, he made
his home in Borneo. There, he became, over the next two decades, an amateur
expert in a bewildering number of fields, from paleontology ifinding the
remaing of the oldest Homio sapiens sapiens known at the time) to founding
the first orphanage for infant orangutans, to helping to pioneer the conserva-
tion of the green sea rturtle, to making the Sarawak Museum, of which he
became the curator, the model and inspiration for smaller Third World muse-
ums. At times he would be called away to draw on his knowledge of inland
Borneo to help the Gurkhas or the Special Air Service (SAS) or local security
forces with a local rebellion or a elandestine Indonesian incursion. He became
the best-known person in Borneo, virtually the only one heard of by oursiders,

In England, though, he was heard of only rarely, as when one of a series
of television films he did on Borneo won the Cannes Grand Prix for docu-
mentaries and was shown on the BBC. Thus, I cannot assume that any of
Harrisson's extraordinary achievements are familiar to the reader,

Worse still, of those who remember him, many are unwilling to believe
that he did what he said he did. I have vet to catch him making a bald-faced
lie in print, but he was certainly devious and would sometimes railor the
truth to lead the unwary to a false conclusion, He also sometimes telescoped
the facts to make a story shorter or more striking, as, for example, when he
said he was “sent down from both Oxford and Cambridge.” Tn fact, he
walked out of Cambridge bur would probably have been sent down had he
continued his rowdy carrying on with such disreputable young men as
Malcolm Lowry. Though never enrolled ar Oxford, he participated with
preat success in four Oxford expeditions but was for a rime *banned” from
the zoological department’s premises and perhaps from Oxcford University
aleogether. He would tell the long version if there was time or if his audience
showed interest, bur the phrase “sent down from Oxford and Cambridge"
was in his view close enough to the truth to serve as shorthand for the facts,

Tom's habit of not always telling the exact literal rruth, combined with
the unlikely varety and range of his accomplishments, his skill ar self-pub-
licity, and his lifelong penchant for making enemies means virtually no
achievement he claimed, or which has been claimed for him, was or is
believed by the host of his detractors. For the biographer, this meant that
every “fact” about Tom had to be confirmed by ar least one other source
known to be honest or ar least impartial. When this could not be done, [ have
felr obliged 1o say so.

It is ironic that no such standards of reliability are demanded of his
detractors. During his life and after his death, enrirely ensubstantiated alle-
gations were made against him, for example, that he had absconded with
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treasures belonging to the Sarawak Museam. One cannot simply dismiss
such unsupported allegations, however, becanse Tom's behavior was often so
dreadful as to make many unprejudiced people ready o believe rhe worst
about him. Indeed, although many of Tom's friends would agree with the late
Lord Shackleton that Tom was “the most remarkable man of my genera-
tion,” some otherwise clear-thinking people who knew him are unprepared
to sce any good in the life and work of such a man.

I find that view understandable but cannor share ir. Tom could be dread-
ful, but he could also be witty, warm, exciting, engaging, encouraging, and,
gbove all, life-enhancing. His curiosity and energy were inexhaustible, And
whereas the scientists of his day soughr discrete areas of study small enough
to master, Tom was always looking for ways to connect information and
ideas across disciplines. The narrower academicians saw him for the tres-
passer and marauder he was. They did not welcome him careering across
their carefully fenced-in special areas and opening gares into neighboring
fields—and doing so withour even the license of a university degree. Yet mod-
ern scholars in a number of disciplines—archasologists, conservationists, art
hisrorians, ornithologists, and guerrilla warfare specialists—believe Tom saw
some things more clearly and widely and deeply than anyone else of his gen-
eration. Even in anthropology where he feuded actively with the establish-
ment all his life, although his work had serious flaws, his instincts brought
him very close to present thinking in some respects.

Astonishingly prolific, in addition to writing for scholarly audiences, he
loved appearing in the popular press and in the media, This was not just to
feed his ravenous ego but also because he felt compelled to popuolarize what
he learned so that ordinary people—including the groups of people under
study—could take advantage of his research. It is hard o know which were
more offensive to the academic and scientific establishment: his vices or his
virtues. He was a romantic polvmath, a drunken bully, an original-thinking
icomoclast, & dreadful husband and father, a fearless adventurer, a Richard
Burton of his time.

In whar follows, then, I shall try to show what kind of 2 man Tom
Harrisson was, in all his complexity, and what he did that makes him worth
reading about.
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friend Robby Roberrson at Big Bay had a boat to lend him, but then the tail
of a hurricane hit Santo. As he got near to Big Bay, Baker found the whole
coast “littered with uprooted trees,” He returned to Hog Harbour, convinced
that Zita and Tom “had attempted to cross the 60 miles of open Pacific in an
unsuitable boat and had been caughr by the hurricane.”

On Gaua, £ita and Tom tried to keep busy, while not wishing to stray
from the coast for more than a night at a time in case a boat turned up. Tom
did a census of the population and tried not to notice how anxious Zita was
becoming as she thought of her worried husband. Their stores had given out
and, not wanting to trespass indefinitely on the hospitality of their Japanese
host, they went along the coast to a larger village where a deserted mission-
arys house had a few stores lefr. Zita recounted that *The natives there
remembered me from a previous visit and just surpassed themselves with
kindnesses. . . . Every day people would come in with bunches of bananas,
oranges, coconuts, yams, chickens, fish and turtles’ eggs. The last-named are
just like ping-pong balls gone a bit flabby; they make awfully good scrambled
eggs. . . ." Tom and Ziea diseributed o these friendly Gauans some of the mis-
sionaries’ store of medicine but soon needed some themselves, as both of them
had artacks of malaria. Zita's symptoms were “particularly alarming, as [they]
had the extraordinary effect of making my head jerk backwards all the time,
and we had just seen a native baby die with the same symproms. Poor [Tom)|
was in an awful state, and when he wasn’t busy being a good, sweet and effi-
cient nurse, he spent the time staring at me as if waiting for the end,” Next
came a hurricane, causing damage to the village and confining them to their
temporary home for several days. The storm also underlined the near hope-
lessness of expecting a boat to come for them until the hurricane season ended.
“Then,” Zita recalled, “miracle of miracles, six weeks after our arrival we were
awakened one morning by a terrific bMlowing of conch shells and the stir of the
whale village. I rushed out and saw everyone looking out to sea and pointing.
There was a sail.” The Gauans recognized the boat; it belonged to an intrepid
island trader named Oliver Stephens, a well-known local “character.™ As Zita
remarked, Stephens was “the only man in the group who defies hurricanes. He
was often around collecting trochus shell . . . and he always anchored a few
miles along the coast.” Tom was having a bad spell of malaria, and so Zita
rushed off without him o try to indece Oliver to take them back to Santo.

Back at Hog Harbour, having exhausted local possibilities, John Baker
waited for the Makambo to turn up so he could convince the captain to take
him to Gaua to look for his wife and Harrisson. The steamer was days late,
having had to shelter from the hurricane. Finally, on January 29, the
Makambo arrived late at night. Baker went on board at once and got the cap-
Tin’s consent,
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We wrere just about to start when [the caprain] insisted that he could see a light
far our to sea ro the north. Neither the other officers nor [ could ses anything, and
we dishelieved him; but gradually a flicker became visible, and then it was clearly
a light gleaming through the pouring rain, . . . In a few minwtes she was along-
side. My good friend, Mr, Oliver [Stephens] . . . had brought them back.

Once back at their camp, regardless of how adventurous and idyllic the
lovers' time on Gaua had been, the Bakers were “a couple in an expedition™
again and Tom was the third man. Zita wrote to Naomi:

The present stage in the John-Tom problem is that I realise that John and T aren't
“emancipated™ or *modern™ enough to go quite separate ways indifferenty. A
big quarrel is the only way we could part and a big quarrel means bitterness and
that would spoil all the grand ten vears we have had, Those ten years are the most
real solid good things | have and 1 just couldn't throw them away—especially in
this insecure and changing world.

In writing of "this insecure and changing world,” Zita was delicarely
referring to the fact that, for a woman such as herself, who had no money of
her own and no moneymaking skills except shorthand and ryping, things had
changed very little in the hundred vears since Jane Austen’s heroines had had
to consider a prospective husband's financial prospects as a factor outweigh-
ing all others.

On February 14, 1934, Valentine's Day, Tom {who had no financial
prospects whatever) seemed unaware of the way Zira's thoughts were turn-
ing, He wrote to Maomi:

Zita & John & a third Baker are apparently going soon. . . .

I'm bleeding all over because Zita is going. | am finally indispurably (who
wants to argue with me anyway?) in love with Z. . . . Zita i completely mixed in
me & [ cannot escape it. | am sure & months mosquitos & America will no
reduce or obliterate ir all. And [ am a fearfully one person person, It has all been
most awful hell for me (8 Zita in her way). . ..

Now the hell is nearly over It remains to tptlt it finally. Sooner or larer I
want my money back on the bottle, (Why in the hell can't [ write straight English
sense, . . . Damp ror? Simile the reaction.} It just isn't any fun being a lover, is it?
Iz it any fun having one? | |,

As a goodbye present I have written a long poem-prose for Z, called
“Coconut Moon,"* There seems to be room for something rather virile & think-

*The poem appears in Savgge Civdlisation, pp, 387-394 and is dedicated “for Zita, 1420547 4
revised versson was published on the beter page of cthe New Statesmran gud Natton on January
1, 1937, with unanticipated effects on Tom's canser.
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at that time—and look at its collections of the animal, plant, and insect life
of Sarawak on the ground floor and the native are and artifacts displayed
upstaits, He wrote in the Gazette that he was anxious 1o make the museum
a place that “every visitor wants to see at once, and every old hand o visit
regularly.” He arranged for it to be open eight hours a day and kept the
atmosphere informal “so that even people from the far interior in loin cloths
can feel relaxed and stay in the place all day if they like.” He wanted scien-
tists and scholars from all over the world to use the tens of thousands of
items in the reference collection crowded into two smaller buildings at the
foot of Museum Hill. He was determined that the museum would be a “two-
way, in and out breathing affair—not just a dump of dead corpses, dusty
china and sleepy attendants.”

He liked the fact that many requests for information came to the museum
from outside the country: “a planter in Papua asking about flowers: a lin-
guist in London wanting local vocabularies; an archacologist [asking] about
Stone-Age finds.” He was equally determined to keep up a productive dia-
logue with the people of Sarawak:

Inside Sarawak during a typical recent period [mid 1947] we answered queries
about guano in bird caves; the maias |orang-utan) population; the long-term
cffects of tuba [native vegeral poison] fishing: animals suitable for designs on
stamps; how long it takes a termite to travel a fooy; . . | flying® and spirting
snakes; comstruction pattern of a Murut longhouse; difference between a Penan
and a Punan {Amswer; Nil2); does a crocodile have a tongne? {Answer: Yes,
always, or it couldn't bel; how many eggs a mrde lays (average, Sarawak, about
1064; . .« . the identification of a stone for a Chinese trader {antimony); and how
tor feed a waah-waly [gibbon] in six easy lessons! All part of the Museums job—
and a pleasure,

As he began, so he continued. Over the next rwenty years, Tom would
move heaven and earth to make this museum the best of its kind: a local
Asian museum responsive to local people's interests, “so arranged that even
illiterate people can enjoy the museum,” and yet a resource for the world of
art and science as well. That he achieved his goal is something agreed on by
virtually everyone who knows the Sarawak Museum. He developed ir, as one
knowledgeable witness confirms, *into an institution of world standing.*

He had display cases showing stuffed animals in natural poses and set-
tings and live animals in a miniature zoo behind the museum. One of the first
animals he obtained for his zoo was a spectacularly fierce six-foot king

*Tomn drapped o "flying,"thar is, gliding, snake fram che mussuns upetates window to see how
far ic could “fly." Answers 5 vards.
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Mow that Tom had made Koching his base of operations, he added to the
excellent local multiethnic museum staff char he had begun hiring two years
earlier. He was pleased with the staff but did not eell them so. Instead, as he
had done in his SEMUT days, he would shout and go into towering rages in
front of them, shaking and turning red in the face.

He was, however, also full of stimulating ideas and would push his staff
to do new things. He was particularly good at getring his subordinates, many
of whose written English was poor, to note down what they knew about
birds or animals or people or customs or legends; he would then edit or
rewrite or get ranslated what they had written and have it published in the
Jenirnal with the staff member named as author or co-author. In that sense
he was encouraging and productive. Almost all of the permanent staff Tom
hired for the museum stayed with him the next two decades. They learned to
discount his loud threats and rages and enjoy the excitement of parriciparing
in new and ambitious projects,

Benedict Sandin, the Iban who would succead Tom as museum curator—
and one of the men who worked closest with Tom and received more than
his share of Tom's scoldings—ater nored that although Tom bullied his staff
and “frequently demanded the work to be done with unreasonable speed,”
he would do everything to rescue any of his staff from danger and was help-
tul with personal problems. Sandin conceded that Tom “could be extremely
harsh™ to his subordinates, but if he found their work satisfactory “they
could be certain that this would be rewarded by an increase in salary.”
Because of Tom's close personal ties with the appropriate higher-ups in the
Sarawak government, Tom's “promise for promotion,” Sandin averred, “was
virtually a certainty.” Tom also saw to it that almost all of his professional
staff, however modest or nonexistent their educational backgrounds,
received fully fonded training abroad—a year or owo in England, Mew
Fealand, Ausrralia, or Hawaii—to equip them to do their jobs better.

The museum was housed in one of Kuching’s grandest buildings. The sec-
ond Rajah’s architect had modeled it on a nineteenth-century neorenaissance
French town hall. Elegantly wide, it crowned a hill above the well-tended lawns
of the museum gardens. The gardens, with their flower beds and wrought-iron
bandstand, could have graced the park of any pretty provincial town in
Europe. On Sunday afternoons, young Malays conducred a promenade there
similar to what one finds in Latin countries. The girls in long bright-colored
tunics and sarongs of artificial silk would saunter rogether along the paths and
by the bandstand, tittering behind their hands, pretending not to see the freshly
combed white-shirted young men watching them for signs of encouragement.

Tom wanted these Malay young people and all the other people of
Sarawak to come inside the museum—ihe only one on the island of Borneo
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cobra, a gift from a local donor. Feeding tme attracted a crowd because the
snake was 50 fast and furious in attacking its prey, but keeping the cobra
fed—it would only eat live snakes—evenmally proved to be impossible, and
the animal died. The z00 had berter luck keeping orangutans. It was, even
then, illegal for Sarawakians to have these rare, friendly, herbivore hominoid
apes as pets or 10 capture them without specific permission from the game
warden. Confiscated orangutans were given to the curator o care for.

Other jobs that went with being muoseum corator and editor of the
Sarawak Musesm Journal were the administration and regular inspection of
the green sea turtle egg industry of Sarawak, which was conducred on three
so-called Turtle Islands off the southwest coast. Ex officio, Tom was also one
of the colony's officers responsible for narural conservation, and for protect-
ing natural parks, game reserves, and ancient monuments. He was keeper of
the state archives and in charge of setting rules to control the collection and
trade in edible birds® nests {one of the most expensive delicacies in Chinese
cuisine] and, later, to control the cave guano industry. Any archacological dig
required his permission, as did the export of items of historical valee, such
as ancient porcelain or old carvings or textiles, Finally, as the acknowledged
specialist on the Kelabits and their orang slu neighbors in the central
uplands, he also could expect to be consulted on any governmental contace
with those groups. All these roles (except those to do with the orang wl and
guana) had been part of Tom's predecessors’ responsibilicies. Bur, in Tom’s
hands, the job of musenm curaror and government ethnographer grew to be
more activist. This was a result of his great energy, imagination, and breadeh
of interest. He also knew how to present a proposal for a project in a way
that would attract funds from the Colonial Office and other donors both
within Sarawak and abroad.

Always on the lookout for good Museum staff, he rarely missed a chance
to enlist volunteers to help the museum carry out its many old and new activ-
itics. For example, Neville Haile, a new officer in Sarawak's Geological Survey
Department, was encouraged by Tom to continue his hobby of collecting frogs
and lizards and to donate them to the museum, Haile remembers:

Tom made me Honorary Curator of Reptiles and Amphibians. He got anvhody
who showed an interest made an Honorary Cuorator and their pictuee, deawn by a
local artist, would be displayed in the Museum—a good prece of Fublic Relations,
. - - He was always very positive when it came to Matural Hispory and he was inter-
ested i everything. If anyone broughs along any sort of specimen to show him, be
would not say, “Oh this is the commonese beetde, there are millions of them.”™ Mo,
he would always say, “Oh, this is very inreresting, Where did vou gee it?,” and he
would encourage people oo wrire [chiefly for the Saranmal Musenm Journal] and o
do research and o do all sorts of things, amateurs or not,
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They were not all amateurs. In 19350, for example, Robert Inger, curator
of reptiles ar Chicago'’s Field Museum of Natural History, came out for six
months at Tom's encouragement to collect and study reptiles and amphibians
and to make observations on their ecological distribution. Inger was
delighred with the breadth of Tom’s interests and recalls thar *I could talk to
Tom about frogs and he would be just as interested as if he were a herpetol-
ogist or I could walk to him about lizards and he would have the same acote
kind of interest,” although on sach matters he found Tom to be more inter-
ested than knowledgeable.

In his never-ending search for funds for the museum and for material for
study or display, Tom sought out members of Kuching's biggest and richest
ethnic group, the Chinese. The Ong family, descendants of an enterprising
Hokkien who came to Sarawak in the 18403, was socially one of the leading
Chinese families of Kuching, Since the Ongs {almost to a man—or woman)
were charming, well educated, intelligent, scientifically curious, and rolerant,
they got on well with Tom. Tom had already met Ong Kee Hui in 1946,
when Tom had come breezing into the Land Survey, Agriculture and Forest
Diepartment, where Ong was head of the agriculture section, to complain to
Ong's boss, David Leach, the head of the combined department, that the
Sarawak map was all wrong on its inner border. (In the 1990s, it still was.)
Tom became acquainted with other members of the Ong family via the
Kuching Turf Club, which Henry Ong—Ong Kee Hui's younger brother—
had helped to found after the war. Henry, a man of wide interests and 2 seri-
ous amateur collector and breeder of “everything thart lives in the water,”
from wild plants to uncultivated fish, liked Tom’s omnivorous curiosity,

Henry recalls:

There was a time when every day, instead of going home, I used to call in at the
Museum {my facher's house being down the hill) and Tom used to stop me and
ask me to share his lunch. All he had for his lunch was two boiled eggs and cof-
tee and a bit of wast. {And he expected me to thrive on that!) He was so
engrossed in things that he paid no amention to whar he ate. . . . He would be
writing away and he always had something outrageous o say—either angry or
upset or impatient. . . . But he would then always end up by gerting me interested
in what he was doing. He was good at cajoling you into being used in his scheme,
o his team,

Gradually, via the Turf Club and via the newly escablished Kuching branch
of the Rotary Club, which Tom joined expressly for the purpose of cultivat-
ing the Chinese and other local business and professional leaders, Tom
rounded up Henry's elder brother Ong Kee Hui; his father, Ong Kwan Hin;
a close family friend, C. P Law; and others knowledgeable about Chinese
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and an irrepressible sense of fun, the chief trait that drew the two men
together. Because Sir Abell was five years older than Tom and, even more,
because he was Tom’s hierarchical superior, Tom was careful not to allow the
uglier side of his personality to have free rein in the governor’s company.

Abell thought of Tom as the only person who really knew anything abour
Sarawak worth knowing. He admired how Tom had made the museum the
best in Southeast Asia. He liked the way, when Tom took on a project, such
as the green sea rurtles, that he would get everybody interested. “Tom got into
everything,” Abell recalled. For example, “when they renovated the Council
MNegri building [Sarawak’s parliament], Tom was responsible for its decoration
and saw to it that the Kayans decorated the ceiling panels, which are very
beauriful.” *But,” admitted Abell ruefully, “Tom wsed o get people into boil-
ing rages by his manner of using money.™ For example, Abell recalled:

In his annual budger o Andrews, then Sarawak Financial Secretary, Tom put in a
request for better office equipment for the Museam, more typevwriters, etc., and
this was granted, But the nexr vear the same request went in. Andrews said, *Hold
o, oow, | already gave you the mooey for that last year™ And Tom answered,
"Come and see what I did buy with that money.” [t was something else for the
Museum thot was in irself acceptable bur had not been requested. 5o Andrews
came by me about it and T said, “Well, Tom sall does need those typewriers,” so
he got the money a second time. Bur Tom was always doing that sort of thing.

Sir Anthony, in his attitude toward the local people, was a man whom the
first White Rajah, His Highness Rajah Sir James Brooke, looking down from
his portrait on the dining room wall, must surely have smiled upon. A typical
story about his accessibility to Sarawakians comes from Margaret Young;

It was my husband Bob's firsc day as privae secretary to Abell, Abell had 2
WVIP dinner he was giving that evening—the High Commissioner was in town—
and that day Mr. Yap (a Chiness from some bazaar up country) rang up and
spoke to Bob, who told Abell that Yap had called o say be was in own msday
and rhat Abell had said he wanted him to dine ar the Astana when next be came
to rown. Efforts to make it the nexe nighe Failed; Yap was going back in the morn-
ing. So Abell said that it had o be tonight, then,

50 Yap came, with his wife and his nine year-old dawghter, | was sat next to
the lieede girl to help her sort her way through the ranks of cutlery and she neves
put a foot wrong. Bur the fun really began when Yap had had a fair amounr to
drink. There were two bottles of port circulating, and when one of the bottles gor
o Me Yap, he beapt from his chair and started filling evervones glass and shout-
ing “Yam Sing” [Chinese for "bottoms up™].

First evervone was a bit shocked, [Short of diggimg up a cricket pitch, it is
hard to imagine anything in those days that would have been more upsetting to a
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colonia] Englishman’s sense of propriery.] But then everybody started to enjoy
themselves as Yap danced around the table, For some of those stuffy people, 1
think it made their evening,

There are countless stories of parties at the Astana in Abell's day, from 1950
to 1959, and Tom was present at some of the wilder ones, often bringing
with him his orang sl rednue, including Sigang, After one particularly lig-
nid lunch, Kuching residents remember Tom swimming the river from below
Astana Hill back to the town side, followed by an interested ignana,

Tom never gave lunch or dinner parties but would often have people
come to stay. There were sometimes a dozen orarmg sly guests sleeping in the
back of the house, but he would invite expatriates to stay with him as well,
He would also offer visitors the use of his house when he planned to be away.
An expatriate couple from an outstation remember that in 1951 they were
booked into the Resthouse, which seemed a dreary uncomfortable place,
when “suddenly like a rush of wind Tom arrived and said, *You can’t possi-
bly stay here. You can have my house as I'm off ro the Kelabit country,’ and
rushed out. (He was always in a fearful hurry.) As he did so, he called over
his shoulder, “Don't put soap in the rortles” eves.” With this mysifying stare-
ment . . . he was gone.” Soon someone from the museum came to take the
visitors to the house in Pig Lane.

It was a wooden bungalow on low stilts. Beneath it was a honey bear [a benign-
looking bur dangerous animal] amnd near the house was a rethered Rhinoceros
Hombill. With its red eye and huge bill it was a formidable-looking bird.

Inside, the house was fascinating. . . . On the window ledge in a cage was a
Pen-tailed Shrew, with a foxy smell very strong for such a tiny animal to emit.

The inside door of the bathroom opened off the bedroom and was in dark-
ness until [ opened the outer door off the garden. There was a terribly strong fishy
smell and as the outer door opened 1 found the reason not only for the smell but
for Tom’s parting remark. All the walls had shelves with enamel basins filled with
tiny turtles, each with & number painted on the carapace. Almost daily, someone
arrived from the Museum to measure their growth. (Sometime later they were
taken back to the sea near their istands and released. | | left the outside door open,
a mistake which became evident the next time I went there. On the wooden water
tub meant for our use was a grey heron sitting on the edge, hissing and making
dives at me with its very sharp bill, | retreated into the garden.

The houseguests fele that “It was nonetheless a delightful stay and we learned
to avold the hazards. If we left the inner door to the bathroom open, we
would find curselves pinioned in the passage by the heron, . . . We learned
to listen for the little bell on one of its legs to warn of its presence.™ They did
wonder, though, what Tom was doing with those turtles in his bath.
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Turtles

What was Tom doing with all those turtles in his bathroom?

The so-called Turtle Islands off the southwest coast of Borneo did and
still do provide among the world’s richest sources of green turtle eggs.
Control of the indusery was vested in a Turtle Board of Management, with
the museum curator as executive officer. In line with strongly held local tra-
ditions, the board did not permit the killing of turtles, only the collection of
eggs. The turtle board's execotive officer oversaw proper collection of the
eges to assure their continued supply and made sure that the proceeds went
to appropriate Malay charities and religious instimtions after reimbursement
to the museum for administrative costs.

The edible green turtle {Chelonia mvdas), found in all warm oceans, was
and still is a mysterious reptile. It lives in saltwater all of its adult life except
tor a few hours during breeding season, when the female lays her eggs in a
hole that she has dug in the sandy beach of a particular coral island to which
she returns whenever she lays eggs. The eggs take fifty or more days to harch
in their nest a foot deep in the clean coral sand just above the high-water
mark. The hatchlings scramble toward the water and are never seen again
until they are adules. By 1995, some evidence had emerged thar the newly
hatched green rurtles swim out quickly and within forty-eight hours are in
the main ocean.

Adult males and females appear in the shallow water off the beach from
time to time all year long, most often in the middle of the year. There they
mate in a remarkably clumsy exercise in which the female keeps rurning the
wrong way and other males try to push the winning male off his slippery
perch atop the female's shell. The fertlized female lnombers onto the shore
after dark abour four weeks later to lay her eggs. Ar that point in her breed-
ing cyele, any light or noise, large object, or almost anything else will frighten
the skirtish female back to sea. Bur once she has arrived above the high-water
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mark and has dug a hole in the sand with her front flippers and begun
depuositing eggs, nothing can distract her from her duties until she has laid her
eggs, covered the nest with sand, and headed back to sea before dawn.

Tom ensured that a turtle-watcher waited on the beach during the laying
process. As soon as the female rurtle finished and scarted off, he would mark
the nesting area with a flagged stick. In the morning, the watcher and his
helpers would dig up all the eggs, take some for sale, and—a Tom Harrisson
mnovation—redeposit others in temperature-controlled fenced-off hatchery
areas, sate from other females accidentally digging them up.

When Tom took over responsibility for the Turte Islands in 1947, it was
known that there were many fewer eggs being laid in the Turtle Islands (and
in all known green turtle egg sites throughout the world) than there had been
before World War II, Experts everywhere feared that the green rurtle, like so
many other reptiles hunted for food, was in danger of extinction, Before the
war, the three little Turtle Islands had produced two to three million eggs a
year. At a price of between six and ten cents Straits per egg (abour one-third
the cost of a hen's egg), turtle eggs were an inexpensive and much appreci-
ated seasonal protein source for Chinese, Malays, and Dayaks alike.

One of the “perks™ of being curator was control over visitation of the
Turtle Islands, veritable tropical paradises. Consonant with the turtles’ needs,
the water was crystal clear, the sand clean and whirte, and the number of peo-
ple around very, very few. Tom banned all visits to the islands except with his
permission, to prevent people disturbing the females arriving to lay eggs.
Tom’s little bungalow on the main Turtle Island of Talang-Talang Besar was,
as described by a VIP visitor, “a dream, a tiny hut of wood and thatched with
palm leaves.” Knowing precisely how to impress important guests, Tom
stocked the museum launch with champagne and served picnic meals on the
old Rajah’s crested china dinner service, to the mild annoyance of Governor
Abell, who had given the china to Tom for the musenm.

The Turtle Islands also provided a locale and an occasion for an annual
wild party of just the sort Tom enjoyed. This was the so-called Semakb cere-
mory, a Malayo-Dayak rite that took place a few weeks after the end of the
Muslim fasting month. The Semakb rite goes back to pre-Muslim ceremonies,
combining singing, dancing, and uninterrupted playing of drums, gongs, and
other musical instraments all through the night.

It ended with a big egg battle the next morning, in which sides were cho-
sen and one side stayed on shore as defenders, representing the old year’s rur-
tles, while the other arrived as invaders from the sea, representing the new
year’s turtles. Each side was armed with turtle eggs. As the invaders
approached the shore, both sides fired their ping-pong-like missiles. The
game was rigged to assure victory for the invaders, since otherwise—aor so the
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" . local people believed—the turtles might not return the following year. During
the battle no one was spared, and everybody ended up covered with raw egg.
It was a messy, rowdy game, involving only men. The combatants—espe-
cially Tom's guests—were encouraged to shrug off their inhibitions by the
generous provision of alcobol. Ong Kee Hui, a guest one year during the
19505, remembers that *It was fun throwing rurtle eggs at the Governor.”
Omne year Tom brought along a wastepaper basket to wear on his head like a
helmet. The next year, several government offices were denuded of wastepa-
per baskets for a few days in Maw.

In spite of the amusement Tom obtained from his turtle stewardship, he
was in deadly earnest about wanting to find out why the number of eggs kept
dropping. Nothing was known about how and where the rartles lived when
not mating or laying eggs, what they are, how long they lived, whether and
how often they returned to the same beach, how many eggs a female laid
each year, or how many clutches she laid in a vear. In 1951, Tom decided that
nothing could be learned about egg production variation withour knowing
maore about the adule females. The next vear he invited a thirty-one-year-old
American zoologist at the University of Malaya in Singapore, John R.

~._ Hendrickson, to come and collaborate with him in studing the turtles.

-““"“.'"" Hendrickson seemed a good choice. He was certainly enthusiastic,. He
rried to label about 250 of the laying females but had difficuley drilling holes
in their shells to artach the tags; furthermore, the copper tags he used tended
to disineegrate in the ocean. He then had an idea that became a major con-
tribution to the the study of rurtles worldwide. He used tags such as those that
were used in the United States to clip to a cow's ear, and he arranged for the
rags to be made out of monel metal {a nickel-copper alloy). Making a slit on
the inner edge of a female tartle’s front flipper and inserting the nonrusting tag
could be done quickly and painlessly while she was absorbed in egg-laying.
From this point on, turtle tagging everywhere in the world has been done this
way, Tom was duly impressed. He left Hendrickson in charge of this tagging
effort while he went vp-country for a wip expected to last six weeks.
Hendrickson and his helpers set about tagging every female turtle they felt
they could withour unacceptable disturbance to them. They had tagged
about 1,500 females on Talang-Talang Besar {the biggest turtle island) by the
time Tom got back in April 1953, two months later than he had planned.

Tom was by then not only sick from scrub typhus, contracred in the
uplands, but also exhausted from walking down to the coase after the Auster
sent to bring him home had rwrned upside down and crashed on take-off
with him inside it, This accident, in February 1953, was almosr an exact
replay of the crash when he had aken off in the first Auster to try to fiy out
of the Bawang Plain in 1945, Once again, it was the first flight from a new
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airstrip, this rime at Bario, built thanks to Tom's lobbying on behalf of the
insistent Penghulu Lawai Besara, But this time Tom was forty-one years old,

While Tom was delayed up-country, Hendrickson, in addition to tagging
temales, had tried o learn more about the turtles' lives. He had tried to fol-
lowe the hatchlings into the sea, but all he had learned was that voung tustles
once at sea are very good at avoiding large objects, such as a man or a canoe.
Undaunted, Hendrickson tried to learn more about how the adules mated. To
do this, he floated by them on an air martress, using his hands as paddles.
Twice, a tiger shark, the adule turtle’s most dangerous predator aside from
man, approached and Hendrickson had scurried back to shore. One night,
Hendrickson waded out waist deep, His back bent over the water, he got very
close to a mating couple when another male tried to mount bim. The zoolo-
gist limped back to shore and rold the story to someone, who told it to Tom.

Later, after a row in which Hendrickson accused Tom of “stealing™ his
field notes eo publish them in the Sararwak Museum [otrnal as his own, {pub-
lishing without alerting the younger man and “scooping™ him in the process),
Tom told a friend that he had had to send Hendrickson back to Singapore
after the man had become so besotted with the sea rurtles that he had tried
to participate in their sex life. This is a rypical Tom throwaway line, a tele-
scoped, funny, and scurrilous story that has elements of truth but gives a
totally false impression. As to the rights and wrongs of Tom’s use of
Hendrickson’s turtle field notes, it is likely that Tom incorporated the zoolo-
gist’s notes in his own reports without attribution. Since his M-O days, Tom
had never been overly conscientious about giving others written credit for
work done on a project that be had organized or arranged.

Yer undoubredly the most important factor gradually creating bad feeling
between Tom and Hendrickson ultimacely culminating in this row was that
Tom, from 1953 onward, became increasingly unhappy with the whole tag-
ging project, especially Hendrickson's zeal in carrying it out, In the three
years that followed the 1953 tagging season, not a single turde tagged in
1953 or later rerurned to the Turte Islands. In 1954, Tom cut back on tag-
ging, and in early 1955, he suspended the program altogether, by which time
abour 4,000 rurtles had been tagged in all.

Thanks to the continued tagging of females in 1934 and early 1955, Tom
had mare information, but it only served to increase his dismay. A check of
the tags on incoming females confirmed a tentative finding from the 1952
copper tagging season: females laid eggs not once a year, as had been sup-
posed, but from two to seven times a laying season, Since they produced
about a hundred eggs in each clutch, the number of adulr females involved in
laying a million eggs, the total annual outpur of the three Turtle Islands at
this time, was much smaller {1,400 to 5,000 females) than the 10,000 previ-
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ously estimated. If che 4,000 tagged females of 1953=1935 never returned,
Tom and Hendrickson, by scaring them off, would have precipitated a much
grearer catastrophe in three years than many years of gradual decline. (Had
Tom known that evidence now suggests thar the green turtle can live 40 or
more vears, he would have been stll more upset. )

Fortunately, on July 4, 19356, after three vears™ absence, the first of the
1953 monel tags turned up on a healthy female's flipper as she lumbered up
the beach at Talang-Talang Besar. Over the next two weeks, a dozen more
appeared from that group and still more came over the next several vears.
One question about the green turtle now appeared answered: green turtles
lay several times a laying year but breed only one year in three, four, or five
years. Informarion from other sources on the basis of the Hendrickson tags
showed that the turtles migrate hundreds, perhaps thousands, of miles dur-
ing the nonlaying years.

Tom also made some significant discoveries about the juvenile green tur-
tle, not in the wild but using the large numbers of baby turtles raised in rubs
by himself and his friends. He learned what these young turtles eat {fish and
shrimp, not vegetal matter as had been thoughe); what water they like (very
clean, very salty); whae kinds of swimming they are able to do soon and what
kinds they do later; and many other new facts about them. Into the mid-
19603, Tom continued his studies of seasonality, clutch size, individual fecun-
dity, diet, fertilicty, growth, location of breeding areas, and learning skills of
green turtles raised in aquaria and looked into different modes of prorecting
the next generation.

Ultimately, the problem of turtle population decline remained unsolved.
Although conservation publicity led to turtle soup no longer being on the
menu in most of the places where it had been served, accidental caprure of
mertles in fine-mesh fishing and shrimping nets and the destrucrion of the tur-
tles" habirat continued—and still continues—to threaten their survival. Tom's
work on the green turtle, however, added to his international reputation as a
conservationist and would gain him a position on the turtle survival com-
mittee of the International Union for the Conservation of Mature (TUCH), the
world's leading conservationist organization, then based in Morges, near
Lausanne, Switzerland, Until the green mirtle’s habitar is improved and pro-
tected, little can be done to ease its plight, but Tom added significantly to the
small amount known about it
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Figure 21 The Great Cave of Miah, showing the area where the archaeological staff
stept bn the late 19508 and earfy 19605

Figure 32 Plankwalk to the MNiah cave, over the swamp, in 1966, [Robert Pringle}



Figure 43 Lian Labang, Tom's Kelabit long-time aide and friend, pours & drink down
Tom's throat one last time, at the Kudhing ainport on October 1, 1966,

Figure 44 Tom and
Christine in 1970,
[Ludmilla
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Figure 41 Tom showing a mysteriows lifesize carving near Santubong to senior Sarawak
officials while Stan O'Connor looks on, 1966,

Figure 42 Tom calling on Tan S Taib bin Mahmud and Puan 5ri Laila in 1966 to celebrate
the Muslien holiday, Hari Raya bdul Fitrl. Tan Sri Taib later became Sarawak’s chéef minister.
[@Hedda Morrlsan)
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still in Sarawak. The crisis had been precipitated by a visit thar the boy's
mother had made to Bryanston, Biddy arrived in a highly inebriated state
and, when paying a call on the headmaster, had started to undress in his
office. This incident, or rather the way Max's schoolmates ragged him about
it, was thought at the time to have caused the already high-strung fifreen-
year-old to snap. With Biddy clearly incapable and Tom out of the country,
Max’s godfather, Admiral Sir Charles Lambe, now second sea lord, had been
rung up and asked to take the boy out of school. Lambe placed Max in the
Bethlem Royal Hospital in Kent, which was in those days just such a place
as its corrupted name, Bedlam, would conjure up.

Tom was at a loss about whar to do, He did not have custody of the boy
and, having put in train so many projects for 1956 and the first half of 1957
involving big sums of money and many other people, he appears to have felt
he had to wait until at least May 1957—after the Niah digging season and
the completion of the television films—before he could return once more to
England to try again to gain custody of his only child.

Tom and Barbara returned to Sarawak on March 21, 1956, a week after
their wedding, and ser up housekeeping in Pig Lane. Sigang had already gone
back to Bario. Next, Barbara removed a pair of doves that had previously
inhabited the bedroom. Without touching any of Tom’s papers, which she
knew would throw him into a frenzy, she started to make the house more
attractive. Staying with them in Pig Lane were some very fine cramg sy
carvers and painters (Berawans and Kenyahs), They decorated the walls and
ceilings of the house and the museum with murals in bold red, black, green,
white, and yellow, often with graceful black tendrils curling out from a cen-
tral tree or dragon figure. The carvings were also in bold colors but were
chunkier. Many of them—the Berawan pieces especially—looked like a cross
berween European gargoyles and Indian temple carvings, with humans and
animals engaged in various kinds of sexual congress.

Everywhere one looked there were fascinating things. There were finely
woven Bornean straw hats and mats and blankers as well as daggers and
swords in intricately carved bamboo holders. There were lacy Kenyah carv-
ings, given o Tom when he had visited the Bahau-Kayan River valley toward
the end of the war. There was also Tom's vast collection (mostly bought
abroad) of intricately carved amber-colored hornbill ivory and rhino haorn,
and his smaller collection of ancient blue and white Chinese and Thai porce-
lain, much of it bought in Thailand and Singapore, as well as things Tom had
bought in Sarawak for the museum and had brought home to study,

Barbara displayed all of these objects to their best advantage, while
respecting the ensemble as having long surrounded Tom and having become
part of him. She later wrote: “This house and its contents have grown over
the years, . . . It has grown to fit its master, his ideas and fancy, his work. It
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i5 & living thing. . . . You either love it or hate it.” Because it was Tom's, she
toved it.

She next began a campaign to get Tom's drinking under control. She
placed the gin, whisky, and brandy bottles ont of sight, and came to an agree-
ment with Tom that he would ask her to get the bottle and serve him when
he wanted a drink. She would give him a drink whenever he asked, but the
bottle would not simply sit by his side untl it was empty. The program
worked and gave his life a real renewal.

Tom assessed his first vear of marriage to Barbara, 1956, as the “hardest
(but I think the most useful} vear since the War, Being married to a nice girl
makes such a difference. . . " This remark, written in a letter to a happily mar-
ried man he knew, is the warmest tribute to Barbara that [ found in Tom's per-
somal writings. At no ime did he say either to her or to anyone else that he had
married her for love, To her he would say, in a joking manner, “I married you
because I needed a secretary.” In a letter to the anthropologist Derek Freeman,
he announced that he was now married to “a German girl, archaeclogist,
stenographer, etc. This makes it easier to keep the moth out of the old suits."

This cold-blosded comment may be a fairly accurare gauge of his feelings
at the time., As with Biddy, the sexual spark began to flicker even before they
married. Whatever his reason for marrying, it was clear to all of Tom’s
triends that Barbara was doing him a lot of good. He was now sober most
of the time and able to focus for longer periods on his big projects rather than
Hitting restlessly from one subject to another.

One of the reasons, perhaps, why Tom was now willing to reduce his con-
sumption of alcohol was that he was ambitious to accomplish an enormous
amount during what he expected 10 be the second half of his life. In his
youth, he had had a premonition that he would die ar age thirry-six. Having
passed that hurdle, he now expected to live into his eighties. A year earlier,
19585, at age forty-four, he had written:

As Dhave a stisfactory secured job and as 1 [still have half moy life] io froat of me,
I am not huerying. Except only in things which may vanish if 1 do not hurry. For
this reason, | have rather concentrared on folklore and archaeology with several
major sites. . . . 1 [also] bope ey complete a report on the Malay community next
vear and [ think it may be an interesting one which will both fit in and contrast
with the Leach series.

Later in the same letrer, Tom wrote, “Of course, [ try to do too much bur |
will not stop myself.® Thanks to a dictating machine, he was “writing 8000
words a day.™

In addition to all his writing in 1956, Tom had another cause for satis-
faction (and relief!) when he and Barbara, on a combined horeymoon-and-



The Best Year 311

research trip to the Turde Islands, were present on July 4 when the first of
the 1953 monel-tagged turtles lumbered up the beach to lay her eggs again
after a three-year absence, to be followed soon thereafter by other female rur-
tles of that cohort.

Tom's efforts to preserve Borneos fauna took another step forward char
year, partly thanks to Barbara. She felt sorry for the captive orangutan juve-
niles in their cages behind the museum and worried about all the dreadful
things that the 200% visitors gave them to ear. When Tom suggested that she
take the next orangutan baby that was confiscated to Pig Lane and look after
it in their bathroom, Barbara agreed enthusiastically,

They named their first orangutan baby “Bob,” after Dr, Robert Inger,
curator of reptiles at the Chicago Field Museum of Natural History, who was
rerurning to Sarawak in December to continue his observations and study the
reptile collection of the Sarawak Musenm—"countless bottles packed full
wirh snakes, lizards, frogs, turtles.™

Inger was only one of a string of foreign scientists who came to Sarawak
during the 19505, many of them at Tom’s behest. One who arrived in August
1256 was Gathorne Gathorne-Hardy, Viscount Medway, the eldest son of
the Fourth Earl of Cranbrook and the nephew of Max's godmother Ruth
Gathorne-Hardy, Lord Medway, just down from Cambridge, came to
Kuching as a very low-paid technical assistant at the museum, He stayed in
a new guesthouse Tom had had built that year ar the bottom of the garden
in Pig Lane for visiting scientists and orang ulu guests,

Tom was delighted to have Medway working for him. This tall, slender,
quict young man of twenty-two with a quick mind and imagination was seri-
ously interested in zoology (his father was an expert on prehistoric fanna).
He had the inbred self-confidence needed to get along with Tom without con-
fronting him or suffering tongue lashings by him. Tom had encouraged him
to come to Sarawak to collect material for a doctoral dissertation in zoology,
perhaps on the swiftlets that made the edible bird nests,

Quite aside from Medway's talents and tact, Tom enjoyed having a lord
working for him and loved to brag about ie—not always to grear effect. In writ-
ing to encourage Inger's second visit, Tom noted that “we are very lucky o
have Lord Medway working with us," to which the American replied, “I look
forward to meeting Mr. Medway when [ come,” Tom wrote again to Inger say-
ing something about “Lord Medway, (who incidentally is a peer of the realm),”
only to get another note from Inger in which “Mr. Medway" is mentioned.

Int late 1956, however, Tom heard of another “expent™ visitor who would
be coming to do research the following spring and objected violently, The
“expert” was the noted historian Sir Steven Runciman. He was coming, at
the behest of the Colonial Office, to write a history of the Crown Colony as
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part of a series of histories of British colonies. Sir Steven, whose specialty was
the Middle Ages and who had never before attempted to write 2 modern his-
tory or anything about the Far East, had been chosen because a friend of his
was the public relations officer in Sarawak and had suggested him.

Sir Steven mildly recalls that Tom “had made it clear thar he did not
approve of me being invited to write the history of the Rajahs, on the rea-
sonable grounds that | knew nothing about their country.™ Whar Tom actu-
ally said, or rather shouted, to the denizens of the Aurora Bar as part of a
long diarribe was, “Why, of all people, they should have chosen that minc-
ing lietle queen!™ Tom's real objection o Runciman was not the historian’s
alleged sexual orientation but that he would be presenting Sarawak to the
world without any commirment to the people or the place.

Despite his annoyance about Runciman, Tom, looking back over the past
year as he sat at his dining rable with Barbara, Medway, and Bob Inger at
Christmas 1956, had much cause for satisfaction. His new wife had made his
house a charming place to live and entertain; she was also helping transform
the immense flow of his writings from tape to typescript while entering fully
into his professional interests, especially archaeology and saving orangutans,
He had two affectionate orangutan babics. The second one, the tiny Eve,
arrived just in time for Christmas, Lord Medway, almost a nephew, was prov-
ing an excellent assistant. The BBC was prepared to underwrite, help produce,
and air the series of six films that Tom and Hugh Gibb planned to make the
following February through May. The Sarawak and Brunei governments, and
the Shell companies of both places, were ready to provide the money, logis-
tics, and some of the personnel to make an extensive dig at the Niah caves.

Fitter than he had been in years, Tom also felt more in control of his job
than ever before. He had written Derek Freeman in October, “1 am getting
gradually more organized. The stage seems to be passing when I have to
fight. Now I have to argue.” All in all, 1956 had been a great vear, so long
as one ignored the fate of Tom's son, seill incarcerared at Bethlem Hospital,
a tact Tom did not share with anyone in Sarawak except Barbara,

In late February 1957 the Niah dig advance party moved up the Niah
River to Pangkalan Lobang, the nearest landing place by shallow-draft boat
to the caves, bringing lierally tons of equipment and provisions needed for
a two-month stay, a few skilled technicians, and a handful of experienced
Malay diggers from the Sarawak River delta,

The caves were a mile and a half inland from Pangkalan Lobang through
swampy and often flooded jungle scattered with sharp limestone rocks. A
plankwalk, starting at Pangkalan Lobang and ending at the Great Cave, had
been put there years earlier to help the gnano diggers bring their heavy gunny
sacks from the cave to the launches for shipment 1o Miri, The plankwalk was
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On their way home from Brunei, Barbara was allowed to enter Sarawak,
Tom went on to England and thence back to Cornell while Barbara stayed in
Bomeo to complete some research. Tom took advantage of her absence from
Cornell to engage in “rurting,” as one of his friends described it. He boasted
to his close men friends abour sleeping with Cornell secretaries and picking
up women in the elevator on the way up to his flat.

When Barbara rerummed and there were once again two people in one
small apartment, Tom felt cramped. Fortunately, they had a temporary
respite from overcrowding when they were offered the use of a colleague’s
house for the summer. For three months, they enjoyed this charming house
and garden. In July, they both went to a fauna conservationist conference on
the East Coast, where they metr Charles Lindbergh, the famous aviator, who
WS Active I COnSeTvation marters.

Tom and Barbara had to give back the borrowed house ar the end of the
summer bot found a slightly bigger apartment in their old building. They
were in the process of moving into it in ecarly September when Benedict
Sandin came for a month's visir to the United States, a trip that Tom had
arranged so that he couold take Sandin to the founding meeting of a new asso-
ciation to bring together social scientists interested in Borneo. The result of
an idea of Tom's, it was called the Borneo Research Council and is stll active.

Leaving Barbara to complete the move to the new apartment, Tom,
Benedict 5andin, and 5tan Bedlington went to New York, Connecticut, and
Maine to see people connected with the new Bomeo Research Council,
Dwuring this trip, the three men stopped at the home of a Wall Street million-
aire, who had a large house in Connecticut. The tycoon, an elderly man, hay-
ing given his three guests an excellent elegantly served dinner, went to bed
early and left them to help themselves to nightcaps. The three men spent the
next few hours availing themselves generously of their host's brandy. The
main purpese of the trip was a visit to an island just off the coast of Maine
owned by one of the prime movers of the Borneo Research Council, the
young anthropologist George Appell. The meeting was successful and, in this
Borneo context, Tom was a star again. But at the Appell home, as at the
tycoon’s, and at the homes of most of his colleagues in Comnell, Tom could
see that many people—some younger, some older, but all having done less
that was memorable than he—were living in far greater comfort and security
than he could hope for Despite his carlier boast o Lord Medway thar he
could easily raise money in America for Southeast Asian projects, he now
saw that America’s dislike for the Viemam War would scon dry up the
sources of money for such studies, making it improbable that his conrract
would be renewed on more favorable terms. Furthermore, if Kahin learned
that Tom was persona non grata in Sarawak, he might not renew the con-
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tract on any terms. A visit 1o Ithaca in October by Bill Solheim, by then pro-
fessor at the Universicy of Hawai'i’s East-West Center and famous in his field,
must have added to Tom's sense that once again he was being left behind
while younger men moved ahead.

Soon winter came to Ithaca. In late November, Tom and Barbara invited
twa couples to their apartment for dinner, one being the Bedlingtons, Stan
Bedlington remembers:

It starwed to dnow, one of the biggest snowstorms in years. So we started
drinking and we went through every single bottle of wine in the house, And it was
so bad that the other guests could not drive home. Ar one scage the evening got
very bawdy and the men started talking about male underpants and we starsed
dropping our trousers and showing whart sort of underpants we wore and Tom
was wearnng a pair with a Unon Jack,

As always in convivial male company, Tom's language was full of slangy sex-
ual and bathroom words, like a2 Harrow schoolboy's.

Tom hated the cold and, when the fall term came to an end, he and
Barbara were able (thanks to the sultan of Brunei) to escape from Ithaca’s
infamous winter weather and fly off to the tropics, They stayed a month at
the Brunei Resthouse as guests of the sultan and were treated as distinguished
visitors. It must have been a preat pleasure for Tom o be back in a world he
understood and which valued him. Even more soothing to his ego, he was
being interviewed and followed abour almost everywhere he went during the
winter and spring of 1968-1%69 by a British writer named Timothy Green,
who was doing Tom's “profile” for a book about four living “adventurers™ of
renown. In addition to the section on Tom, the book, which was published in
1970 under the title The Adventurers, included the life staries of Jane Goodall
{the chimpanzee expert), Wilfred Thesiger (the explorer of Arabia), and Col.
5ir Hugh Boustead, a soldier and colonial administrator in the Sudan and
Arabia. Tom must have been pleased to be in such distinguished company.

Shordy afrer New Year’s Day 1969, Tom lefr Barbara in Borneo and flew
e Manila to work on conservation business on behalf of the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the World Wildlife Fund.
For six weeks, he wandered through Philippine jungles to survey the sima-
tion of the ramaraw, a small water buffalo that in historic times had been
confined to the island of Mindoro where its numbers had now shrunk to a
total of perhaps a hundred animals. He did a similar survey of the monkey-
ecating eagle {now more often called the Philippine eagle), which is the
Philippine national bird and an even more endangered species than the rama-
raw. A deputation led by Charles Lindbergh and Tom paid a call in February
on Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos to persuade him to enforce the
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Philippine law.that theoretically protected these endangered fauna. Marcos
endorsed the plan thar Tom and Lindbergh proposed for the protection of
these animals. In addition, largely thanks o Tom’s efforts, a Philippine
Wildlife Conservation Association was established with adequare capiral
from private Philippine sources; it made saving the tamaraw its first project.®

- Barbara and Tom mer again in mid-March in Morges, Switzerland, the
headquarters of the IUCN. They atrended meetings for several days on
endangered species, and Tom worked with the great American turtle conser-
vationist Archie Carr on strategies to protect the green murtle. One afternoon,
there was a cocktail reception and a presentation to the IUCN of a statue,
attended by its sculptor. She was a middle-aged Belgian widow, the Baroness
Forani, Small, wiry, blonde, and vivacious, with a lined, expressive face, she
looked somewhat like Zita might have, had she still been alive, Tom spoke
to her and found her charming. She also appeared to find him interesting
and, as a joke, gave him a stuffed toy turtle in recognition of his connection
with turtle conservation. She also gave him her address in case he ever came
to Brussels, where she lived, or to Cannes, where she spent summers in an
apartment that she owned in a chateau overlooking the beach.

By early May, Tom and Barbara were back in Ithaca, The previous summer,
Tom had failed his driver's test again, from a seeming inability to make himself
follow the examiner's instructions; he never drove again, And so, on lovely
spring days, he had Barbara drive him around the Finger Lakes, some of New
York state's loveliest countryside. He enjoyed these rides, but he was becoming
restless and bored. The publications he was preparing show it. Never a
painstaking editor, he seemed more careless and impatient than ever. His long
book, The Malays of South-West Sarawak Before Malaysia (published in 1970
by Macmillan in London and by Michigan State University in Lansing), shows
that, at the end, he had no pagence lefr. One of his reviewers, Gale Dixon,
noted that “This big, heavy volume is packed with good information impor-
tant to professional anthropologists, historians, economists, geographers and
sociologists and of interest to a wide readership of informed people who make
the social sciences their avocation.” But this reviewer, and nearly everybody
else who tried to find a path through the dense jungle of prose that continues
for 650 pages, became filled with rage and sorrow at Tom's “bad grammar,
awlkward sentences and utter lack of organization.”

There were similar problems with his next two publications. These were
two “data papers” written in collaboration with Dr. Stanley O'Connor, a

*The Philippine eagle is sill approaching extinerion a5 its forest babivar disappears, bat Tom's
work was effective in helping save the tamaraw, By 1987, the conservation program ke starmed
had led 10 & three-fold increase in the number of these animals
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Cornell art historian who had come to Sarawak to parricipate in the
Sarawak River delta digs. One of these “dara papers™ is on their excavations
of the prehistoric iron industry at Santubong, the other on the gold and
megalithic activity found ar the site. The data paper on the iron industry was
truly pioneering, one of his reviewers remarked, bur also “maddening in
presentation . . . ," and “so inflared and colloquial® thar it “threatens ro
bring the craft of prehistoric archacology into disrepute.™ (See Notes and
Sources for recent views on this work.)

The other data paper, Gold and megalithic activity in prebistoric and
recent west Bomeo, was applauded by a reviewer (Dales, in Man) for the fact
that “Lengthy and fascinating discussions are presented on the history and
uses of gold in South-east Asia in both ancient and modern times. Equally
interesting material is presented on the . . . widespread use of both megalithic
monuments and arrangements of small stones [associared with the gold and
iron, which has] prompted the authors to introduce the term *micro-mega-
lithic®. . . . {See Notes and Sources for recent work drawing upon this data
paper.) Yet this same reviewer, while finding the book “literally a gold-mine
of information,” also complained of its “disjointed presenration.” Could one
blame Tom’s co-author, Stan O"Conno, for its fauls? Only in that O"Connor
tound Tom's convoluted, involuted way of connecting things so interesting he
did not mind that Tom's sentences gave the reader the sense of riding on a
roller-coaster. For O'Connor, Tom's idiosyncratic daring was an exhilarating
change from the often narrow-focused and conventional prose of archaeo-
logical and art historical writing.

Others were more censorious. An archaeologist at the University of
London, 1. C, Glover, reviewing the second book, gave a contemptuous ren-
dering of its ideas before coming to a crashing conclusion: *A reviewer of the
authors’ previous publication . . . noted that it 'threatens to bring the craft of
prehistoric archaeology into disrepute’; one fears that this has now been
achieved and the next casualty can only be Cornell University if the Southeast
Asia Program continues to lend its name to such work,”

Fortunately for Tom, by the time of this appallingly harsh review, he was
no longer associated with Cornell University, Long before this review
appeared, Tom was no longer living in the Untites Seates, or with Barbara.
His entire life had changed.
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Second Youth

In the spring of 1970, The Times reported thar “Tom Harrisson, the cele-
brated anthropologise, who over 30 years ago founded Mass-Observation—
the first of the now prolific organizations for discovering and tabulating pub-
lic opinion—is ro spend three years ar the University of Sossex sorring through
the matertal he collected during the 12 vears he ran the organization, . . ."

Ower the next few years, Tom had all the major dailies and weeklies write
ahour the new Mass-Observation Archive, Drawing on his experience with
the media, when some television photographers were coming to film the
archive at its new home at the University of Sussex, he asked the M-O
archivist, Dorothy Sheridan, to take a fele-tip pen and quickly write our big
legible labels, such as “Sex,” “Money,” and “War," and tape them onto the
file cabinets without regard to the files’ actual contents, which no one vet had
had time to sore theough, He explained to Sheridan, whose first day of work
this was, thar file cabinets were not photogenic in themselves and the pho-
tographers would need something to take picrures of,

In April 1970, Tom went to Brussels and collected Christine and Ludmilla
and Christine’s car to go back to England to see his mother's sister, Aunt
Violer, and retrace the steps of his childhood. When they reached the comer
of the road where seven-year-old Tom had stood waving goodbye to the car
that was carrying his parents away, he burst into tears. He told them how his
parents had stayed away for years; how his father had not cared for him but
only for his brother; and how he, Tom, had done everything in his power,
even scandalous things, to get his father's attention, if not his respect.

Much of the time that Tom and Christine were together was spent not in
tears bur in laughrer. Christine loved to play the monkey and do clownish
things, such as fart and make rude noises, and Tom enjoved it, too. He called
her “Monkey™ or *Connie™ (from con, a French term of abuse with roughly
the same connotations as “asshole™). She called him “Baby.™

ars
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Christine boughe a minivan that she called the “Tom bus.” They would
go around in it with the grandchildren, who found Christine’s and Tom’s out-
rageous manners delightful. Once, Tom and Christine and her four litte
granddaughters went to the beaches of Zeeland, in the Netherlands, where
they all behaved riotously and were thrown out of restaurants. Christine
would organize birthday parties and frequent unbirthday parties that were
gay and full of silly behavior. She would make everybody wear clown
makeup while she, with a pair of underpants on her head as a hat, directed
them in an improvised pantomime.

Onme of the things this odd couple had in common was a horror of being
bored. They went to great lengths to aveid it. One day Ludmilla found a
cheap package erip for a week's skiing at S¢. Moritz, Christine and Tom said,
“What a good idea! We will go there too.™ But instead of flving with Ludmilla
and staying at her bargain pension, they reserved a room at a famous hotel
and drove there in Baron Forani's splendid ancient Jagnar sports car. In order
to do honor to the old car, they decided o dress appropriately to the period.
They found some old parachutist uniforms from the war in the basement.
Tom and Christine put these on and wrapped themselves in old parachutes.
They wore old Lindbergh-type aviator's goggles, and Christine had her hair
curled in a 1940s style. In this getup, they drove all the way from Brussels to
the door of their chic 5t. Moritz hotel. Tom had not had so much fun since
the days when he was courting Biddy, and on a whim she had hired out the
floor of a hotel and ordered up magnums of champagne.

As with many wealthy people, Christine had a miserly side, She hated
wasting the free hotel breakfast. She would pack up the unearen croissants
and the brioches, the lirtle pats of butter and the lirtle pots of jam and, to
Tom's great amusement, sneak them out of the hotel in her bag so thar they
could have them to snack on at a picnic lunch.

This was Tom's first experience of living as a European on the continent,
and he was intrigued. Afrer Tom introduced Christine ro his family, she—after
some hesitation—ler him meet her relatives in Wallonia, rich farmers who
lacked Christine's international sophistication, She was worried that he, being
such a snob, might not like her Arlon family, but, once again, his genuine iner-
est in people and love of novelty made him a good goest in new surroundings.

He admired Christine’s handsome Brussels house and promptly ook over
one of the nicer rooms for his office. To commemorate the toy turtle that
Christine had given him in Morges, he began with Christine's enthusiastic
complicity to fill all the houses empty surfaces, including the window sills,
with a growing collection of “turtles,” everything they could find in the shape
of a turtle, from valuable T'ang pottery tomb seatues to cheap plastic shapes
meant to float in the bath. Members of Christine’s family saw the encroach-
ment of this rurtle collection on her house as indicative of Tom’s territoriality.
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ver saw it in the beam of his headlights, it was too late to avoid it. The log
seove in the left windshield and impaled the passengers in the fiest two rows,

It was the kind of accident that occasionally happens on Thai roads. As
often in such circumstances, the driver ran away, abandoning the damaged
bus and its passengers, four of whom were dead. These four were Tom,
Christine, and two Thais.



Epilogue

Ome afternoon in January 1976, the same British consul who had phoned
months earlier to ask if I knew a man named Tom Harrisson rang up again,
sounding equally harassed, to ask if I knew Tom's nexr of kin.

The man has gos himself killed in a road accident way off in Thailand somewhere
and nobody knows how to get in rouch with his family—or with his Belgian wife's
for that matter.

It seemed incredible that such a powerful force had been extinguished by a
mere accident, As one of his M-0 colleagues wrote of Tom, It is still bewil-
dering to contemplate this brutal halt to his energy, creativiey and panache.”

Arrangements were made for Tom and Christine to be cremated at a
Buddhist wat in a fashionable Bangkok suburb, The cremation was to be
done by the wat’s Buddhist monks, but the lictle ceremony that preceded it
was led by an Anglican clergyman. One of Tom’ American Cornell students
was living in Bangkok and came to the service. He recalls that there was juse
a handful of people, The Belgian and British embassics cach sent someone,
The clergyman, who knew nothing abour the dead couple, mouthed a few
platitudes and opened the Book of Common Prayer, and Tom's Singapore
friend read the lesson, The florid Brirish embassy official, who appeared to
have drunk his lunch, looked about him and commented aloud on how he
loathed “all this superstition.™

The “superstition” the diplomat loathed was not the pallid little Anglican
service but the more colorful Buddhist cremation ceremonies that were going
on about the wat. During the ceremony for Tom and Christine, 2 half-dozen
ovens were in use, with crowds of people moving in and out, going to this or
that cremation,

Thai Buddhist funcrals often last four or five days, Much prestige is
attached to having the wat full of friends, relatives, and business contacts
during those days. The Comnell student, married to a Thai, explained:

If it is an important person who has died or is the chief mournes, the place will be
packed and everybody will be coming in and loading the place up with flowers
and it is just like a long wake. And the monks will be sitting around chanting and
there will be incense burning and maybe you will have people bringing in 3 tra-
ditional Thai orchestra that will play music and sing and chane.
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While Tom and Christine would have enjoyed all this hubbub, most of the
Europeans there for Tom’s and Christines cremation “looked extremely
uncomfortable and did not know what to do.™ The two coffins were closed
because of the damage caused by the accident. Tom’s coffin was big and dif-
ficult to maneuver. It took some rwenty minutes to get it into the furnace.

Peter Harrisson, who happened to be visiting Bangkok a few days after
the cremation, collected Tom’s and Christine’s effects and handed them over,
along with the ashes, to Tom's solicitor in London, who forwarded them o
Brussels. There, some weeks later, a small group huddled under umbrellas on
a cold wet day to warch a Belgian veterans’ association pay homage o
Christine’s Croix de Guerre before her ashes and Tom's were placed in the
grave dug ten years earlier for Baron Forani, No mark on the baron's tomb-
stone was made then or later to indicate that the grave also harbors
Christine’s and Tom’s remains. Tom, who in his marriages had been like a
cuckoo, habirually taking over nests built by others, undoubtedly would not
have minded. It was not in a cemetery that he wished to be remembered,

Mary Adams, to whom word came in London three days after Tom's
death, knew precisely how Tom would want his death commemorated. She
saw that the press was informed and thar timely obituaries appeared on the
BBC and in The Times. The Times had a draft obimary of Tom on file in its
“morgue,” written by Sic. W. Le Gros Clark, a polymath and a grear scien-
tist, who had predeceased Tom. Mary Adams undoubtedly helped bring the
obituary up to date, It is, in the opinion of most people who knew and liked
Tom, the best statement to appear in the press, giving the real flavor of the
man and his gifts. She asked Professor Asa Briggs to chair a memorial meet-
ing in Tem's honox, to be held in London on the premises of the Royal Society
of Ares. Briggs was already vice chancellor of Sussex University and about to
become a Life Peer that year. With his consent, Adams set about finding the
right people 1o speak.

The meeting took place on March 17, 1976, and many people who knew
Tom artended, to listen to recollections of him by the speakers Mary Adams
had chosen. She almost forgot that Tom had a brother but remembered in
time to write to ask him if he wanted ro be part of the program. Bill
answered, I would like to come along to listen.®

Max Nicholson, the speaker whoe had known Tom earliest, was firse, His
subject was not only Tom's work in ornichology but the “amazing intricacy of
his interests and life pamern.” Nicholson claimed that this pareern, which
resembled “a patchwork of convennonally unrelared elements™ had been put
m place right ar the start of Tom's career and had been assembled “with con-
sumimate skill to compose the total Tom harmony,” He cited the extraordinary
number and variery of things Tom had done in omithology berween the ages
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of seventeen and twenty: several major bird censuses, the scientific soundness
of which had been confirmed many times since; two Arctic expeditions; a paper
on bird flight in Natrre and numerous articles in other learned journals.

Nicholson pointed out that all during the time that Tom was busily pio-
neering in omithology, he was also interested in many other things, each part
of the patchwork. After the expeditions to Sarawak and the New Hebrides,
Nicholson asserts, Tom was ready to transmute what he knew about birds
and was learning about people into *a new kind of organised effort to under-
stand what makes people rick in society™—Mass-Observation. Before he was
rwenty-six, the major pieces of the patchwork were already basted togecher.

Nicholson reminded his andience what Tom had written as his credo, in
his Letter to Oxford, carly in 1933, when he was twenty-one:

Be mob-conscious, it is one of the grandest feefings]. . . . | Argue for arguing’s
sake orcasionally—just to make people see there are two sides, to make them
aegre. - . . Never swallow anything or anyone whole before vou know exactly
what it is you are swallowing]. . . . | De not be content to see something wrong;
do something abouat it, put it right[. . . . ] Don't be afraid all the tme. Artack as
well as defend. Put some guts into things. . . . There is no excuse for anyone to
be miserable for more than one day a month, unless he is hungry orill. . . .

This all sounds like a sermon. And so it bloody is. Things are wrong, vou will
agree. They have got to be made alright. I mean to try, and a loc of little shoes like
you might have a erack at it too. . . .

Asa Briggs spoke along the lines of a letter he wrote to The Times a week
after the accident, in which he stated that *During what proved, alas, to be
his last years, Tom Harrisson was as vigorous and as inquisitive as he was
during the carly vears of Mass-Observation.” Eschewing nostalgia, Briges
added, Tom had remained “as curious about [students’ and colleagues’] atri-
tudes and ways in Brighton as he was about those of the people of Bolton,”

Lord Shackleton, having used alcohol to try to anaesthetize the pain of
losing one of his oldest friends, could not recall later what he had said at the
memorial meeting. He conld only comment afrerward that he would, “with-
out hesitation, describe Tom as the most remarkable man of my generation.”

Richard Fitter, a vice president of Fauna and Flora International and a long-
ume officer of TPCN, focused chiefly on Tom as “one of the buccaneers of
wildlife conservation.” Tom’s buccaneering, in Fitter's view, was as much in evi-
dence around a conference table at Maorges as in the jungles of Southeast Asia;

There was aobody like Tom Harrisson for blowing away cobwebs, sweeping
away outworn rules, and penetrating behind bureaucraric verbiage and obstrue-
rions. . . . Indeed, perhaps his greatest valoe to the conservation movement was
his readiness to speak his mind, however unpalatable his views might be.
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Charles Madge, prevented by sudden illness from attending the meeting,
had planned to speak about his days with Tom as co-founder of Mass-
Observation. Although he acknowledged having “had some difficuley in rec-
onciling myself to Tom's showmanship and to the excessive claims that he
tended to make for his work,” he had found Tom’s "energy and magnetism
. + « irresistible.™

Michael Tweedie spoke of Tom's contributions to archaeology, especially
the Deep Skull, and Maleolm MacDonald told of Tom in Borneo, his work
for the Sarawak Museum, and his guerrilla operations during the war Mary
Adams spoke about Tom during M-0 in wartime, his many appearances on
BBC television and radio from 1936 onward, and his insightful crirical
reviews of wartime BBC broadcasting that he wrote for The Observer. Hugh
Gibb described making award-winning films with Tom.

Tom would probably have wanted most to be remembered for his anthro-
pological work, which was never taken seriously by the professionals, His
books Savage Civilisation and World Within and his Mass-Observation pub-
lications were admired by the reading public for their insights abour “primi-
tive” peoples abroad and “the man on the street” at home. The information
in them was far deeper than one would find in a eravel book about the for-
mer or a market survey on the latter, Yet even his best workes lacked the the-
oretical underpinning and methodological discipline that would have helped
them cross the threshold into serious anthropology or seciology.

On the other hand, his anthropological and sociological writings were
filled with insights and connections between things that in many ways were
more enlightening than a standard anthropological work and withour some
of its failings. Lauriston Sharp, a Cornell anthropology professor who had
long worked on Southeast Asia, made his students read Tom's Savage
Civilisation description of Big Nambas initiation rites to teach them how it
felt to be a traditional Melanesian teenager. Professor Sharp complained that
one could read Sir Edmund Leach’s classic, Political Systems of Highland
Burma, and come away with the wholly false impression that the modern
world's value systems had not impinged on the people that Leach had stod-
ied. Leach, like most social anthropologists of the *British School™ writing at
that time, had limited the discussion in this early work of his to tradirional
systems. Tom's writings were never so narrowly focused or narrow-minded.
Moreover, their purpose was less to inform and impress establishment schol-
ars than to enlighten the general public and, especially, to help the group
being studied.

An archaeologist seeking to assess Tom's contributions to his field gave
one of the best descriptions of the problem thar exists in trying to define
Tom’s intellectual and scientific legacy:
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We live and work in an age of extreme academic specialization. The proper course
for the proper scholar is to claim for himself a precisely defined area of interest
and to remain strictly within those boundaries. Woe be unto him who steps
beyond—intellecrually or geographically. He is regarded with suspicion and mis-
trust by his colleagues. He has losr his label. One difficulty we experience in
understanding Tom Harrisson's career is that he never had a label. We cannot
define him by discipline. . . . It was in omithology that he began his scienrific
career and he maintained a keen interest in it throsghoue his life. Bur his para-
mount interest was in Borneo. Every aspect of it fascinated him—irs land, its peo-
ple, irs plants, its wildlife, its history. As an ethnographer he understood beteer
than most thar the lives of no people could be fully appreciated without some
knowledge of their past. It was inevitable that his cathalic intereste would even-
mally engross him in Borneo's prehistory, | .

This man, being an archaecologist, does not realize chat some of the
accomplishments Tom is best known for have nothing to do with Borneo. In
England, Tom is best known for Mass-Observation; in international circles,
for fauna conservation; in the South Pacific, for his early work on the New
Hebrides; in Australia, for his wartime guernilla operations. This is without
mentioning his stellar work on radio, television, and in documentary films,
some about Bornen, but soame on entirely different subjects.

The archacologist rightly points out Tom's first and most enduring area
of interest: birds. Lord Medway (now Lord Cranbrook), trying after Tom's
death to conjure up a picrure of him, describes him

clad in singler and checked sarong, seared commandingly ar his desk in thar
uniggue kouse in Pig Lane, of at a table in the cave mowth ac Miah, or on a veranda
at Santubong . . . or Talang-talang, ralking or writing, and suddenly dropping
everything to snacch up the ever-handy pair of binoculars, observe the behaviour
of some particular bird, scribble a noce in his iflegible handwriring on a fresh page
of a school exercise-book, and then resume his former business,

It is certainly as a “bird man™ that Tom was first brought to the frontiers of
science. His interest in birds never ended. Medway is undoubtedly correct in
stating that “I have often heard it said that in Mass-Observation, Tom
Harrisson applied to people the techniques of bird-warching. On the other
hand, I am certain thar whenever observing humans, he also invariably had
an eye and part of his mind on the surrounding birds."

Monetheless, the connecting thread that ran through Tom’s main interests
was not birds or Borneo bur, simply, people. The most important insights he
brought to ermithelogy were on the links beoween bird and man. For exam-
ple, his best-known waork on birds in the New Hebrides is on their use as
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auguries and, in Bormeo, on the wse of their migrations to determine the
farming calendar. Similarly, although Tom's work about turtles covered many
aspects, his interest in them was aroused by people in Sarawak wanting and
needing turtle eggs. His interest in the orangutan was in large part because it
iz a near relative of man, His efforts in archaeology were in order to learn
more about the past of people he cared about.

His primordial interest in people is most evident in his Mass-Observation
research and in his smdies of native groops in Sarawak and the New
Hebrides. All the knowledge he obtained by this research was meant to be
passed back to the people themselves or to be used on their behalf. Because
of a commitment to the people of Borneo’s interior, he had stayed at war
against the Japanese for months after “peace™ had been officially declared.
Tom's and SEMUT 1'% stubborn refusal to abandon a commirment to the
people who had risked their lives for them may help explain why Borneo,
unlike other Japanese-occupied areas of Southeast Asia, did not ger caught
up in postwar anticolonialist belligerence.

To Tom, omnivorously curious though he was, knowledge for its own sake
was sterile. It had to be part of a dialogue with the affected people, helping
them to change or 1o adapt to changes thrust upon them. This was what had
led him not only to strengthen the Sarawak Muoseum but also o play a key
role in creating museums in Brunei and Sabah. If knowledge was power, it was
uncivil and immoral not to share it with the mass of people. He insisted on
getting things into print, on the air, or in the museum as quickly as possible in
a form that ordinary people could grasp and use, Thar is one reason why Tom
was secn as “unscientific® and would have remained an unwanted outsider to
the academic world even if he had had dozens of degrees or diplomas, It is no
wonder that Mary Adams was one of the few to understand him. Like her,
Tom cared desperately about educating the general public.

What is Tom's legacy? To answer the question literally firse, Tom's will,
dated January 2, 1971, left everything to Christine, If she did not survive him,
it all went o “my son Maxwell Barr Harrisson but in that event 1 give to such
charity as my executors think best £1000, my collecrion of ohjects, my per-
sonal chattels and unpublished writings (except Mass-Observation archives
which I give to Sussex University).” There was little money in Tom's estate for
Max to inherit, Probated in February 1976, it had a net value of well under
£5000. According to Christine's daughrer Ludmilla, Tom’s “collection of
objects” was given, along with Christine’s, to various French museums.

Of more permanent value than his “collection of objects™ were Tom's
papers. These were divided by his trustees according to subject. All the M-O
marterial and everything thar did not belong elsewhere went to the M-O
Archive at Sussex University. The Borneo peacetime material was given to the
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Malaysian Mational Archive in Kuala Lumpur, The SEMUT papers were
donated to the Auseralian War Memorial Library’s archives in Canberra. One
of Tom’s detractors claims that “much of his writing was too hasty and care-
less to endure,” which is true, although, thanks to Tom’s immense produoc-
tion, that still leaves a handful of hooks in print decades after his death, The
same critic predicted that Tom's voluminous notes “would probably be unin-
telligible to anyone else.” They have proved ineelligible, though barely.

But what Tom would have found to be the most valuable part of his
legacy is what remains in people’s memonies. In the Kelabit highlands, Tom
is still remembered as their principal benefactor. Asked by a visitor to name
the person who had helped them the most, Kelabir leaders in the lace 1970s,
by then very devout Christians, nonetheless rated Tom as having done more
for themn than anyone else, even the Reverend Hudson Southwell,

Dorothy Sheridan, whose job as M-O archivist makes her a sort of official
keeper of the Harrisson flame, had a personal problem to resolve upon heat-
mg of Tom's death: what to do with the £100 he had given her to buy a used
car. She knew that she could not buy that car. The cash he had given her was
not pearly enough and she could not make up rhe difference. So, in an effort
to be true to the spirit of the gift, she bought a motorbike with the money:

I taught myself to ride this motorbike and | used to whip round and, when I got
on it, I would think that “If it hadn't been for Tom Harrdsson, [ wouldn't be on
this motorbike.™ I did eventually get a car and learn to drive—in order o go up
oo Sootland o see an old M-O diarist, Maomi Mitchison,

For Sheridan, Tom—though dead—was still a liberating and encouraging
force.

For Michael Chong in Sabah, word of Tom's death brought a different
reaction. Chong's feelings toward Tom had always been mixed. He could still
hear the famous voice echoing through the Grear Cave at Niah, shouting:
“Bloody fool, I don’t know what the North Borneo Government is going to
do with you!" But he also could nor forget that, withour Tom’s efforts, he
would not have had a career ar the Sabah Museum,

When | was applying for museum training in the UK, I did not have the educa-
tional background for it. | had only passed Form Iin 1952 But, when Tom went
to the UK in 1967, he worked o patch things up for me and I went to the UK
in 1968, First | went to the Commonwealth Institute in London, then Glasgow
for three months, then Leicester for three months. Then it was display, conser-
vation and cataloguing at Liverpool and finally back to London where T was
with the Horniman Muscum for fifteen months while artending lectures at the
University of London as an unenrolled studenr. That oo was Tom Hacrisson, He
helped me a lot,
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With all this waining, Chong was offered the curatorship of the Sabah
Museum, but timidity caused him to give back the top job after only a month
in office. A similar diffidence caused him to pass on to his boss Toms request
in December 1975 to come to Sabah for Christmas, As Chong recalled in
1991, “The Director was away and the letter was never artended to. And
today, I muost say that I feel a bit guilty. His trip might have been to Sabah
instead of to Thailand. Much as | wanted to help, I was not the head. B,
sometimes, | feel guilty about it, still today.™

Shariffuddin, Tom's first Brunet Museum trainee, upon hearing of Tom's
death, went 1o Brussels as on a pilgrimage, to see Tom's turtle collection,
Shanf had once been asked by Tom: "What is your hobby?™

And [ said | did not have g hobby, And Tom got very angey with me, “You have
to have a hobby,™ he said, “Otherwise you are wasting your time.” [ went to Tom
and Christine’s house with Tom's lawrver from London. Harrtsson, when | was in
Brunei, had asked me o collect for him tartles and anything abour turtles. And
he said he had a nice collection of rurtles and [ wanted to see it, simply to see how
it was, But it was not there, .. . 5o when [ came back bome I said =0, I'll take
up collecting rurtles.” 5o now I collect turtles, like Harmisson did,

*I could never decide if he was a goody or a baddie,” reflected Nic Hill,
Tom's English godson's brother, unconsciously reverting to the vocabulary he
would have used in the days when he had known Tom best, when Tom had
taken him for an unforgeteable ride with a giant panda, It is 2 question that
deserves examination.

It one listened only to the gossip of old Sarawak hands, one could easily
conclude that Tom was a “baddie.” As one of his friends remarked to me in
1993, all of Tom’s admirers acknowledge his faules, but few of his detractors
concede that he had virtues, One of the few who does is a Malay, Daruk
Amar Abang Yusuf Pureh. Yusuf Puteh, who held high office in Sarawak
after Tom retired, remembers and still resents that Tom had “little to do with
the local intellectuals,” aside from those on his own staff or those working
in his research areas, He blames the snub on a mixture of arrogance and jeal-
ousy on Tom's part, “As a person, there were a lot of minoses abour Tom,
And with the expars, thar was where he [most] showed his arrogance. He
would even chase a Head of Department from Talang-Talang.” Nonetheless,
Yusef Puteh says that As regards Tom's contribution to Sarawak, [ would
without hesitation see him as a big plus. Nobody else would have done what
he did in his day, in a singlet and shorts and no shoes. He was a pioneer, with-
out all the facilities and ameniries that they have now, , ., .”

Alastair Morrison, whose great dislike of Tom somewhart distores his oth-
erwise gentle memoir of Sarawak’s colonial era (Fafr Land Sarawak), is like
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Yusuf Puteh, nonetheless willing to admir that Tom did some things of value.
Because of this, many people regard his assessment of Tom in thar memoir as
the best and the fairest to appear in print, Morrison describes Tom as “an
extraordinarily gifred, imaginative, wayward egocentric who seemed to take
perverse pleasure in misusing or failing to use to the full his grear endowment
of talent, His life seemed to be devoted very largely 1o flouting the elemen-
tary disciplines and restraints which form the basis of civilized life and good
scholarship.” He goes on at some length, conscientiously trying to weigh
Tom'’s worth, and ends with the statement thar “Naot all his deeds, however,
were evil, He did some good in his own way and despite the many unpleas-
ant episodes with which he was associated, Sarawak would have been a
duller and poorer place without him.™

Drawing on many of the same facts but on others as well, I have come to
a rather different assessment than has Morrison. My main conclusion is that
Tom was a strong force for good in an almost countless variety of fields.
Certainly he would have been a stronger force for good if he had been better
able to control his temper. Had he not made the enemies thar blocked his
return to Sarawak, does anyone seriously believe we would still be waiting to
learn how old the Niah Deep Skull is? And almost certainly, if he had been
better trained for some of his work, archaeology and anthropology, especially,
his achievements might have been more readily accepted by the world of sci-
ence. But most of the work would never have been done at all without his
curiosity, energy, and drive, not to mention his skill as a publicist and fund
raiser. The guano diggers would have carried away Sarawak’s prehistory, and
the missionaries and the transistor radios would have wiped out the traces of
the upland cultures he so lovingly recorded before they all but disappeared.

Tom is accused of having kept out experts who would have done the
work betrer. But look around Southeast Asia, in places where he was not pre-
sent and thus was unable to prevent good work being done by others, and
compare it with what was done while Tom ruled the roost in Sarawak. I
think the facts show thar Sarawak’s contributions to anthropology and
archaeology (to name merely the two most deprecated of Tom's areas of
interest) stand up well. Indonesia might have had berter anthropologists and
Thailand better archaeologists, but nowhere was so much good work done
in both of those fields simultancously as in little Sarawak before 1968, The
reason is simple: Sarawak had Tom.

Bishop Galvin, whom Tom encouraged to write up what he learned about
the people of the Baram River valley, was asked to assess Tom in 1976,
shortly after Tom's death. Galvin asserted that Tom’s “place is shoulder to
shoulder with Wallace™ and the other grear naturalists of Borneo's heroic
age, The bishop, who had spent many vears in Sarawak, claimed that *To the
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ordinary people of Sarawak [Tom)] was a giant, not a goblin; someone from
outer space but not an ogre."”

Tom’s character was extremely complex with many dark sides. He was,
tor example, an appalling husband and father. Yer he also often showed a
genuinely caring interest in people individually and in sociery ar large and a
high courage and enthusiasm many people, including the author, found life-
enhancing.

Professor Stanley ("'Connor, a colleague and a close friend during Tom's
last ten years, captures the excitement of being in Tom’s presence, He recalls
traveling with him in 1966, during the time the two of them were doing
research on the iron industry in the Sarawak River delta:

O one of those trips [in the delta] Tom insisted thac we go ashore ar a charcoal
burner’s post several miles above Santubong, By then it was evident thar charcoal
was the fuel for the ancient iron hearths at Santubong, and it was sypical of his
approach to recovering archaeological material that he should interpolate ir into
the lived world of the present. As we stood in the cool domed oven in a clearing
on the aver bank, Tom's conversation turned through the growth pamemn of sran-
grove trees, the price of charcoal, the movements and values of Malay wood gach-
erers, the pig and coconut raising of the Chinese owners, the fragrance of food
cooking over charcoal in Kuching, the use of palm fronds for sails over che fire-
wond boats. And, then shifting slightly bur withour perceprible break, back down
into the deep trenches where the charcoal mixed with iron slag and Chinese
stoneware sherds from the Sung dynasty. Ir was eather like raking up residence in
the shifting, rransparent planes and interpenetrating space of a cobist painting.

Having had a word on Tom from so many people, let us give him a lase
word of his own. Three months before he died, preparing notes for his auto-
hiography, Tom scribbled on a card a short list of *Words | Hate.” Two of
the words he hated were " Obwious—nothing is™ and “Vilgar—everything
should be”. He did not leave a card to show what words he loved the mose,
bur one of them surely must have been “Alfve”






