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Eastern adventures 
revisited 
Eric Ashby 

The Head-Hunters of Borneo. By Carl 
Bock. Oxford University Press: 1986. 
Pp.344. Pbk £6. 95. $9.95. * 
A Naturalist in Borneo. By Robert W. 
Shelford. Oxford University Press: 1986. 
Pp.331 . Pbk£4.95, $8.95. * 
The Field-Book of a Jungle-WalJah. By 
Charles Hose . Oxford University Press: 
1986. Pp.216. Pbk £4. 95, $8.95. * 

THE island of Borneo, three times the size 
of Great Britain and larger than the State 
of Texas, still evokes an aura of mystery 
and chilly romance. It was the home of 
head-hunters and cannibals. Part of it , 
Sarawak , was annexed, at the invitation of 
the native ruler , by an adventurer brought 
up in the English city of Norwich , who 
took over its government in 1841 and 
founded a dynasty of rajahs named 
Brooke . The Brookes were shining exam
ples of the process the present British 
government call "privatization": they sup
pressed piracy and other crime, exacted a 
poll tax from the indigenous inhabitants, 
and promoted trade in rattan, gutta
percha, pepper and camphor. Behind 
coastlines fringed with mangroves, and 
deltas hidden behind nipah palm and 
casuarina, there were virgin tropical forests 
and tribes untainted by Western civiliza
tion . 

The aura of mystery is being rapidly 
dispersed. Any watcher of nature-films on 
television can now know more about the 
wildlife, human and otherwise, of Borneo 
than all but a few hundred Europeans and 
Americans 50 years ago. So what have we 
to learn from the records of naturalists and 
travellers who were not equipped with 
movie cameras , zoom lenses , tape re
corders and helicopters? Evidently some
thing , or Oxford University Press would 
not have re-issued these three books. 

The main thing to be learnt is that many 
of the marvellous intricacies of animal be
haviour and the sophistication of social 
life among so-called savages have been 
known to naturalists and anthropologists 
for the greater part of a century, observed 
by naked eye, through a handlens or 
binoculars , and recorded in print and not 
on film . This is not to belittle the achieve
ments of the present generation of natur
alists , who have interpreted these dis
coveries to the public and who have , of 
course, greatly extended them; but it does 
deepen one's respect for the pioneers who 
went into the jungles of Borneo without 
the benefit of anti-malaria drugs (except 

quinine), or prophylactics against dysen
tery , or radio communication to summon 
help in danger, or any recording device 
except a heavy plate camera and a sketch
book. These books were written by three 
very different people. In comparing them, 
the main interest is not in the facts they 
record; rather, it is in the impression that 
Borneo made upon the writers. 

Carl Bock's book, published in 1881, is 
the oldest. It records two expeditions , one 
made in 1878 to Sumatra to collect birds 
for the Marquess of Tweeddale , and the 
other in 1880, commissioned by the 
Govenor-General of the Dutch East In
dies, to travel through the Koetei region 
of south-east Borneo, at that time a Dutch 
colony. It is the best known of the three 
books (partly because of its sensational 
title), but as a record of natural history it is 
the least interesting. Bock was essentially 
a journalist and travelled in order to write 
about his travels , not to make discoveries. 
He was much more interested in the peo
ple than in the animals and birds and in
sects, and his interest in the people was 
largely superficial : what did they wear, 
how did they hunt , what happened when 
they held festivals and funerals? He had a 
journalist's taste for the bizarre and un
usual; his most persistent search was for 
the legendary orang buntut, Darwin's 
"missing link" - a tribe of men with 
tails. 

Bock wanted to stay among head
hunters and see samples of their preserved 
heads; in this he was not disappointed. 
The notorious Dyaks were hospitable to 
him (he was accompanied by a retinue of 
52 "tame" Dyaks and 22 armed soldiers 
with the authority of the Sultan of Koetei 
to back him). He was present at the Sul
tan's birthday party and describes it with 
zest: the silver tea service, and the eau de 
Cologne for the ladies (four wives and 38 

concubines). Although the Sultan was a 
Muslim and drank only soft drinks, a chest 
of champagne was produced at Bock's 
suggestion , as a fitting beverage for the 
occasion. 

The book is a racy read and it brings one 
close to a remarkable man. He was only 29 
years old, quite fearless, taking great risks 
without boasting about them, and 
although he couldn't speak a word of the 
language he was able to convey a sense of 
friendliness towards the natives that won 
their confidence. He disliked the dirt and 
squalor, the food and the mosquitos, but 
he recorded all these miseries cheerfully 
and objectively. As a naturalist , however, 
he was third rate, his observations mostly 
trivial, and his achievement slight. As a 
traveller's tale the book is well worth read
ing; but Bock was not the first explorer of 
this region of Borneo, nor is his book a 
perceptive record of its wildlife or its in
habitants. 

Robert Shelford's A Naturalist in Bor
neo was first published in 1916, a genera
tion after Bock had visited Borneo . Shel
ford was a biologist from Cambridge who 
set out upon an academic career in 1895. 
Two years later he interrupted his studies 
to become Curator of the Sarawak 
Museum (another initiative of the Rajah 
Brooke) , and stayed there for seven years. 
It was a wonderful opportunity for a 
naturalist. The task he set himself was not 
merely to collect specimens for a museum, 
it was to study creatures as he found them 
in the forests and swamps. He was pri
marily an entomologist, but at the end of 
his contract he brought back to England 
an immense amount of material on the 
behaviour of animals and birds, observa
tions on mimicry in insects (at that time a 
controversial topic) and some penetrating 
studies of the social life of the indigenous 
people . For the rest of his short life - he 

Home for the dead - Bornean mausoleum, depicted in a lithograph (coloured in the original) based 
• To be published in the United States later this on a drawing by Carl Bock . (Reproduced from the section of plates in The Head-Hunters of 
year. Borneo.) 
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died in 1912 at the age of 40 - Shelford 
worked in Oxford, painstakingly sorting 
out his notes and exquisite drawings and 
photographs. He died before the work 
was ready for publication. Edward Poul
ton, then professor of zoology at Oxford, 
edited the work and this is the volume 
which has now been re-issued. It is a tidy 
and systematic description of the mam
mals, birds, snakes, cockroaches (a spe
cial interest he had), beetles and ants in 
Sarawak; a thoroughly professional job, 
but told in an engaging way which will 
appeal to the same wide audience that 
finds David Attenborough's films so com
pelling. 

If I had to recommend only one of these 
books, it would be the third, by Charles 
Hose. Despite its silly title, which leads 
one to expect pompous recollections from 
some bewhiskered ex-Indian civil servant 
from Cheltenham, it is learned, charming 
and scientifically credible. Of the three, it 
is the only one that gives the impression 
that here is a man permeated by the en
vironment of Sarawak. This is not surpris
ing, for Charles Hose was a senior official 
in Rajah Brooke's government and a 
member of the Supreme Council. He 
served there from 1884 to 1907, although 
his notebooks were not published until 
1929. His style is conversational, as if con
ducting a leisurely tour: sailing along the 
Bornean coast he draws the reader's 
attention to fish, to turtles , to birds, with 
acute observations about each of them, 
clearly the fruit of years of experience. His 
comments about the people, too, are of a 
much higher quality than those of Bock or 
even Shelford; Hose spoke their lan
guages, knew them as individuals and 
wrote about them with affection, as fellow 
citizens, not as subjects of the "white 
man's burden". 

This book, I believe, reproduces some
thing for which there are few modern 
equivalents, namely the deep-rooted 
intimacy of an outsider with an exotic 
foreign country. Even the most lavishly 
equipped film-team cannot acquire that 
intimacy; and these days fewer and fewer 
Westerners have opportunities to spend 
decades in such alien societies. The sur
prising feature of The Field-Book of a 
lungle-Wallah is that it is as authoritative 
and precise in its observations of nature as 
Shelford's book, although natural history 
for Hose was a hobby, to be enjoyed in the 
time he could spare from administration 
and the duties of high office. 

All of these books are, in their different 
ways, most enjoyable reading. They will 
also remind the maker of nature-films that 
he owes a debt to his forerunners who put 
laboriously into print what they, more 
swiftly, now put on to celluloid. 0 

Lord Ashby, formerly Professor of Botany at 
the University of Sydney and the University of 
Manchester, is a Fellow of Clare College, 
Cambridge CB21TL, UK. 
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Jacob Christoph Le 810n 1667-1741: 
Inventor of Three- and Four-Colour Print
ing. By Otto M. Lilien . Anton Hierse
mann, Postfach 723, Rosenbergstrasse 
113, D-7000 Stuttgart 1, FRG: 1985. DM 
180. 

DESPITE the seemingly endless variety of 
our visual sensations , our colour vision 
depends on the presence in the retina of 
just three classes of cone, each containing 
a different photo-sensitive pigment. It is 
for this reason that colour reproduction is 
relatively easy: in each local area of the 
image, we must merely arrange that three 
printing inks or three television phosphors 
stimulate the viewer's cones in the same 
ratios as would the original object. 

The principle of three-colour reproduc
tion was exploited in practice before its 
theoretical basis was understood. The 
three-receptor theory of vision did not 
emerge until the end of the eighteenth 
century, but colour printing had already 
been brought almost to perfection by its 
quixotic inventor, Jacob Christoph Le 
Blon, a miniaturist and mezzotint en
graver who was born in Frankfurt in 1667. 
Horace Walpole said of Le Blon: 
He was ... of surprising vivacity and volubility, 
and with a head admirably mechanic, but an 
universal projector, and with at least one of the 
qualities that attend that vocation , either a 
dupe or a cheat; ... perhaps like most enthusi
asts he was both one and t'other. 

Le Blon has long been a shadowy and 
enigmatic figure and we may warmly wel
come O.M. Lilien's careful biography. 

Lilien has eschewed the often fanciful 
accounts of Le Blon in the secondary liter
ature, and, combining scholarship with 
enterprise, has scoured Europe for con
temporary material, in civil archives and 
in printed sources. He is thus able to pro
vide us with a firm, though somewhat 
spare, reconstruction of Le Blon's career. 
Many of the more important documents 
are reproduced. Lilien discusses in detail 
the editions of Le Blon's book Il Coloritto, 
in which the principle of trichromatic 
colour-mixing is set out. He reprints in full 
the text of the first edition. However , 
although Lilien is a historian of printing, 
there are some gaps in his account of Le 
Blon's printing technique. It took Le Blon 
a long time to find inks with the necessary 
properties, but Lilien does not discuss 
their composition , although they are iden
tified in eighteenth-century sources (for 
example Dossie's Handmaiden to the Arts 
of 1764) and although they could be iden
tified spectropho(ometrically from surviv
ing prints. 

One of the most important documents 
considered by Lilien is a holograph pros
pectus for the "Picture Office" , the ill
fated printing company that Le Blon 
established in London. In translating from 
this French manuscript to English, Lilien 
corrupts one very interesting passage (d. 
pp.28, 30 and 115 of his book). We can 
readily forgive him, since neither French 
nor English is his native language . But the 
passage throws an intriguing light on Le 
Blon's understanding of trichromacy. My 
own translation would be as follows: 

In searching for general rules that would allow 
one to reduce to solid , reliable and easy prac
tice that part of painting called Coloris by paint· 
ers, I perceived that my project would be prac-
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Mixed interpretation - (he opening page of Le 
Bfon's II Coloritto. The book was first 
published in 1725. 

ticable if I could find among material colours 
the perfect primitive colours. Having then at 
last found material colours that came so close to 
the primitive colours that there was no tint that 
could escape me and not be reproduced by my 
colours, I began to realize that. according to 
these principles, painting could perfectly repre
sent all visible objects not only by the brush but 
also by the printing press. 

There is a strong hint here that by 1721 Le 
Blon had already distinguished in his mind 
between the most saturated material 
colours and hypothetical primitives or pri
maries . This important distinction was to 
become critical in the later understanding 
of colour vision and it took Clerk Maxwell 
and Helmholtz to grasp that each of the 
hypothetical primaries would represent 
unique excitation of one receptor type -
something that a physical stimulus can 
only approach. 

There is still much work to be done on 
Le Blon, on his techniques and on his 
theoretical understanding. But Lilien has 
provided us with an authoritative and 
richly illustrated biography that will not 
quickly be surpassed. 0 

J.D. Mollon is a Lecturer in the Department of 
Experimental Psychology, University of Cam
bridge, Downing Street, Cambridge CB2 
3EB, UK. 
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