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Sailing boat::, .Qf. •'/estern :Jarawak. 

Garawak forms part of the southern shore of the South China uea. 

The Sarawak coast lies between 1 ]. and 5 N., and between 109 E. and 

114 E. Cape Datu, at the western end, is about 400 miles east of 

Jingapore and some 700 s.. of Jaigon. 

The sea between these points is nowhere more than 50 fathoms 
¢ 

deep and, like the lfor·th uea, was once dry land. Tides run strohgly 

along the co st and between thes waters and the Java uea: because it 

is shallow, the water is very quickly turned into a nasty chop by a 

squall, especially when the wind is contrary to the tide. Sudden, short, 

equatorial storms strike from the .Jouth and West during the "au Llflr" 

months, and fierce stormu lasting several days come fro the North 

during the North-as t Monsoon» 

As usual in these latitudes, the baromete he. a regular 

v riation durir.g the twenty-four hours for mo of the year: o.nd wind 

tend to i away when the un ia hi h, but Dorneo is big n ugh to create 

off- hor and on-shore winds orning and evening, which a all the 

local fisherman nor ally needs. Thee br ezea al o erved the ten­ 

clippers of tle 1 t century1w ich •ould often hav b in becal. ·d for 

day», between t our ia straits and the China co t, ! th k·pt to 

th borteet cour e. 

Tb are ar. bar at the out iv t tid 

f t. atu, n t oft e 

riv rare t p t r ky , f • l 

1 i bay; ut t r·6t of t coa t i w.y1 fl iet 

of sw p b hi n t ·r r t om 11 i about t V 1 u 

oft a 0 e f s le 1 • b tt II 
a, t wr riv t1 af ±erxts a t 
• 
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Boats for use in these conditions must be of shallow draft, 

capable of riding out a sudden squall, and easily driven under oars. 

They cannot, and do not need to, go well to windward: the tide is so strong 

near the river bars that, when it does not serve, the usual course is 

to anchor until it does. The largest boats now are about 56 feet in 

length over all. Formerly, and further to the East, much larger boats 

were built for trading: in particular, the ago-carrying schooners, 

Malay boats have a dug-out keel,made ihe-same way -es-e» 
a 

upiven longboat. A tree is felled and,suitable length of the trunk 

cut: from this nearly a quarter is removed with the axe to make a flat 

side. The baulk is then set up on rough trestles a foot or two above the 

ground with the flat side uppermost. The flat aide is then attacked 

with the axe and hollowed out. The hollowed log is spread out wider 

by putting in water, or letting the rain fill it, and heating it with 

fires lit beneath it. Jpreader thwarts are forced in as the spreading 

and hollowing proceeds. It is a matter of nice judgment to decide at 

what point to stop the process, an attempt to get an additional half 

inch may result in a bad split and complete waste of labour. 

The resulting "keel" will be twice :tkax aa widen th original 

diameter of the log, 2''-3" thick in tho mid le, tapering to about 1}" 

at the edges. The ends arc tap red tom et tho stem and stern-po» ta, 

an the wt,u:l,lt piece is about 4" deep ini e. The opr ading of tho ti be 

has th ffect of bending t e ende upwo.rd, thi giv a fine curve to 
the line of t k l4 o that the boot will float wit bow ten 

barely in th wat r. lt al o i plifi the making fit of th 

k l-piec i really keel and ;arboard ste es .e in 

o1 pi 



When any large pieces of timber are to be sawn, the work is wsu»., 
As fa {st KE so ha lArr--a ·[ ·coving lase backs. ar-in s 
done on a scaffold and not over a pit. Green timber is in plenty Tor 

ob&ova st} ;y, fe Ket h-fp Is we {" 
rollers, windlasses, and scaffolds,/and a pit would soon fill'with 7-,» 
A J lb· /- <p...,,' dJ.. c'a water in a rainy climate. The saw used is a larger version of 

a carpenter Is frame-claw, having a central beam \,i th two end-pieces. 

The saw blade is stretched between the end pieces by twisting rotan 

cane (Calam~ spp.1 between the other ends of them. The blade is - 
always set at an angle of about 356° to the fram"-'t the ski.l needed 

for it's use lies in keeping the saw-fraine at the ssme angle to 

prevent it twi~ting and binding in the cat, and to secure a straight 

cut of anything up to thirty feet. The angle of blade to frame allows 

an unlimited lenbh of cut. 
For boats, however, and where there is no uhortag of timbeer, 

axe and adze are used more than the saw, but these tools will get no 

more than two planks out of on tree, and there is a al or wasted 

wvod in chips and shavings­ 
Planes, saws, brace and bit and other 

odern tool are used, of course, but a e not necoe ary for the 

construction of the hull. Much of the finer work can b don with 

parang or bu h knife, which alway» has a b c 
t b'a e to give 

glancing blow n cleaner out. uch use i. also ade of the long- 

handled "penknife', which 1 u d wit) th hand l lying alon th 

in i oft for·arm, an by c ttin away from t b dy 8('. ir t the 

forefi r. 
n t kce l-piec of bo t i r dy, it 1 ro t fro 

t fo t t t e vill a aet u 0 tock n art w t r, A 

bet r of palm 
tat at of 

u wi l not ra:k or • r it y dry it to ra i ly. l a 
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where craftsmen are concr-rned, it may appear that nothing is 
being done at all, or very little, for weeks on end. In fact, of 

course, other work is going on elsewhere: treenails are being made 

indoors at home, other timber and spars are being prepared, sails 

and nets are being planned and made; and all the time the hull 

timbers are seasoning. The, suddenly there will be a different 

keel laid down, and the boat that never seemed to grow bas been 

finished as by magic and is away to sea. 

The p anking is built up first: floors, timbers, tem and 

stern-posts are fitted afterwards. The hull is of carvel construction 

and the atrakes are joined one to another by edge-pegging. 

Corresponding holes are bored in the edges of the two strakes to be 

joined, hardwood treenails are fixed in one edge and the new atr ke 

fitted onto them. itrips of papery glam bark ax■ (Melal uoa 

leuca.dendron) are laid as caulking before the stra ·s arr joined: 

when construction io complete, an' remaining crevices are filled 

with a paste made or damar po~der heated in kerosin or kruin oil 

(r sin. d an oleo-r sin, obtained from Dipt rocar tree). 

Fire i again u ed to ben th ood t the requir h 

A st#eke i s bet ·n wooden driv n into t e arth or and, 

b t littl 'by force, ad h ld irmnly by o bl twi t 

by WOO en api lt 1 t n eared wi t ( by 

111 owr obtain d by t pin t e fl r of 1!!.P..! 

, a C n a 1 b ilt t 

a t w od wi ou in it. oft 8 t a a l w 

t twist to t r·d • t y­ a4y 

st 1 n·v r oy d. 



5tra.kes are sprung into place on the hull and held there by 

temporary timbers,set inside and out as clamps, the strain being got 

by twis ting rotan right round the bull. By the time the top st.ake 

is in place, some of the floors will be in and timbers will be ready. 

These are grown to shape, although pieces sawn from straight wood may 

be used in small boats w:l,i r intended mainly for river work. 
< 

The pieces are laid so that they overlap on th~ lowcat strake and the 

edge of the "keel": they a.re fixed to the hull but often not to each 

other; indeed. they sometimes do not even touch their partners, 

All is done with treenails, and no metal is used at all. o ts of 

floors and timbers are always of an odd nurrber or the hull will be 

"closed" or "shut in". 

The boats are doubee-enders, with a little more rake to the 

bow than to the stern. The stem and stern-posts are each of one 

piece, rabbeted to take the ends of the strakes, so that ther are 

no anrons: breast-hooks and deadwood are the last to be fitted. A 

s all deck is often built at each end, partly for extra strength and 

rartly to protect audh things as firewood, earthenware watr jar 

and the portable fireplace. This last is a box, or half of a four- 

allon keosine tin, filed with clay, Thwarts ar et low near the 

bilge, ex t the one that serve as t t-part: ·rs, ad t ey 

hold th flooring. Thi may be of plank but, in boat, 

t f it v.111 be 

fil 

of +lats of be boo or nibog (RS?RI"f 

with eu cr ·per tat it i e ily roll up 

t a low ba i r t tow of f± 

A bot o; fur fathoms, 24'-2' 0A, woul b 260'-22' LA an 

a ar of a v r,- 11 tl V- b in s ·tion: this l 

ro 11 na ee it to ri over as rat er th throu 
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The depth from sheer to keel would be less than three feet and the 

greatest beam would not exceed six feet. The "keel" will have taken 

a curve in the spreading process, so that the boat will lie on the 

beach or the mud of a creek on its mid-section only, the stem and 

stern being clear by a foot or two. Boats are tarred, or painted, 

(outside at least) against teredo, unless one of the very hard and 

heavy timbers has been used,when no protection is necessary. Big 

boats, such as trading candon€ of 36 foot and more, are very ofter 

given clipper bow ... , with scroll ork and vestiges of a carved 

figurehead. They wiJl be provided with an open ended deckhouse with 

palm thatch ia ilul £idea right across the boat, leaving no side decks, 

This may be only eirht feet long, or it ray extend from tee a.,t aft 

to leave only a small cockpit for the helmsman. The thatch ,ill be 

strengthened inside by planks under the ridge so that tbe ere ay 

jump up and run across the top wk1tll v.i thout falling throu it. ho 

inside will be impassable, because it will be full of p 

deck cargo. 

The smallest ve aion of thio dock hou6'i 

s or 

i he overing of 

a ferry-boat. These boats are srall,sis of--ii±writ 12'-20' 2on , 
+. 

with la k ides and thatch roof over the wole boat exc t j about 

4' f e bow. Fro h re the boat i roe , a a wo n o 

cor run ack aft t control th liftin uart -ru r. 

a 

f ·r ie 

.y i t e towns a 

not ail. 

boat th r re ov r ui t l & i t a, ut 

w'.1 is 

rift t 

t ti 

four main ty 

on t it 

) a: any -~- 
14ty 4'-3' 

of bor-t: 

to ; t 

fort ----.;;,..-- 

ta t 

; the 



0 
1 ' \ 

\ 

slim, fast peleleh, or bandong teuai, of small size; and the now 

very comnon balok (pronounced bay-lok). 
The peleleh has less beam 

than the others; and a taller, more pointed and raking steu and 

stern-post. The balok is distinguished by x snub ends stopping just 

below the sheer sbrake. In small boats it is often the practice to 

make a detachable xkeex top strake to give more freeboarJ at sea 

and gr0ater convelllience for work in sheltered water. The s.:trx 1:>trake 
r 45¢ 4' 

is fitted with very short timbera:pierced for pegs with which it in 
}. 

secured to the hull timbers­ 

These boats are all rie,ged alike ard in the simplest fashion. 

A single pole mast is stepped in one of t e floors a out a quart r 

of the brat's length from the bow: it passes down through a hole 

cut in a. stout thwart but is not wedged tight. The wood preferred for 

masts is bintan&ur, especially the yellow kind, Calophyllun ob]iqli­ 

nervium (fa ily Guttifer e). It is a tall, slender tree, yi lding 

a straight pole, light and strong. asts are rarely, if ev r. 

painted or varnished. Another kind of timber, e age, (Q. itophyllum 

for and 
io a oquatter treo yi lding a hard, toug wood u e 

floors grown to shape­ 

There i no etan i g rig1ng xce t or t 

V l • ingle heav at th thead t k s t 

se.11 hoi te , the r 11 of th haly i 

boat t win w ve a 

ot no a ly orn n ee!, r not often 

i laced to y rd, ef r+bly r ru - 
VO or 

i 1 t t. it i 'V 

t i nt to a tr av 1l«r of a 

larger tr in 

alyar.s w! in the 

t to on ft 

le daaile r 

A si e l -ail 

• 
i 
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no downhaul. 

The boom is a bamboo cut with a notch at each end to which the 

clew and tack are bent: there is no lacing to the boom. A piece of 

rope, or tl,e rest of the fall of the halyard, is hitched to the mast 

and made into a bowline for the notch of the boom to rest in. There 

is no separate clew earing: the sheet is bent to the clew and to the 

boom end. [here are no cleats, and no sheaves except the one at the 

mast head. The fall of tr e sheet may be 
t} 

the rudder post hes it is long enough to 

secured to-tsstms aft to 
;% s«big, so[e 
let fly[while' still secured. 

The sail is a dipping lug i th very li ttle angle at the throa.t. 

It is possibly derived fro the lateen, ly imitation of uropear 

ship$boats. The fir:t Rajah of Sarawak, sir James Brooke, arrived 

on thio coao t in his own topaai l schoor £:r "Royalia t", . Y. '". , and 

hips like .M. • ..>, "Dido", u.i.r Henry Keppel, with their boa to r.u rew:J 

were failiar only three or four generations a o. 

Cloth are laid arallel to the leach, an o.ilc th used 

on all :.r.ce t the l.rgest bor ta i a cheep cotton drill. i ht 

boltrope i wn to a 1 e .g of the sail. A f ·w p opl their 

sail wi tl: tan ir extr t, but th majority l ave t m whit to be 
... "' ~~ 

ily e n fr i t e BO to ervc a ~ i t 8 i al 

wh in ary. Th ten in i re ily availabl fro r of 

pl r tic 1 rl fr t au, waum f 

l nu r way t e l 

tr t ownwar •• t'e yr i t ly l 

a e li t OU 

a s' f r a 24' t, wil r 
t ta. 
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Reefing is simple vii th such a rig and cons is ts of lowerin{'." the 

yard, lifting the boom from its mast loop, rolling the sail on the 

boom, replacing the boom-end in its loop and get tiI1f undc1· way agaiu. 

Heaving to in heavy weather would entail loosing the boom and stowing 

mast and laying it in the boat as v.ell. 

it, furling leach to luff, lowering yard, and perhapa lifting out the 
o. Ma{ 

In the unlikely event of,binig 

cauht unawares , the boat could be saved by letting go sheet and 
{ 

halyard. 

'he rud er is made fror::: a singl piece of heavy wood about 3" 
o-a6 

thick. The post is five feet long ams the blade taking nearly half 

that length and about 18" wide. The top of the post is pierced to 

receive a line with wl.ich it is secured to a short strongpost ill.llt 

stepped through the after-decking: the rudder hangs over the lee 
€ 

n qu..rter and is ecured to tie side by anoth r line pas ed roun 
A 

through to holes in the top strake. 

The till r i simply a tvo foot tick tap red s u r , to be 

Jar.: ed i e s uare hole cut through tle ruder po t. Putt. .ng out 1 

clumsy it uch e rud er, b cau cit u t b unohi 

a ain o the ot r quart r, th l O n t the i i l o d 

the halye r t t win to C rry t rud 

o b 1 aet 1 u e except i t b t . a. ion 11y 

a bo t th fit f ba t, t V only 

one 

ar still e. e of t -f bl alt tt 

wit t 11 

.. 0 -1 t 

wi 

a 0 fl 
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Although outboard engines are now coming into use, and light 

die::iels on bigt;Br boats, rowing has by no means been ousted. L'i..,hermen 

commonly row many miles at sea and, before the last wa.r. fish was 

carried to the capital, Kuching, by rowing. ::i'he journey, ith the 

tide, took about four hours in a light boat; just twice as long as a 

motor launch. 

The oarsmen stands and pushes in Me:diterranean fashion. The 

oars are long, with long, thin, straicht blades: the hand hold is s 

fitted T-riece. The oars are slung by soft twisted cord to the 

forward side of a thole pin: ttis is set in p block of wood inside the 

top stake. Oars &.re "feathered" through the water and not above it. 

'he method has several advantaes: you ca: see where you are going; 

you ca.n go it choppy water and keep up the movement almost indefinitely. 

ohoulder and wrist muscles are used most: 'or the rest, it is a m tter 

of using your own weight to rock on one foot and shift the other back 

and forth at each stroke. 

Yet thi way of rowing only c» ie into e in the latter half 

of l t century. Before then, bots e pad le • no t e till were 

further aot, at Bintulu, tw nty years ago ­ It ie only th Chine e (pg.lob) 
who cull,with a plia e, or bent, we p lung over the t rn, 

Thia brief ac ount would not be co plet without om ntion 

or ther boat i use t econ t of oarawak. 

h 

to b 

ua 'hinse fi.hr n r tu lly u bot 

t er 

e r r 
b 

e 

un» i 

ift-n t fi 1 

ey a e k o 

ar bu lt upo at 

rived fr 11 

are chi fly 

l wit a 

an er n bo t 

ly}' r a 1 le th but hav a muc at b t a, t.e 
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The kotak is carvel built, but the ::i trakes al:e joined by edge 

nailing through notches cut in the upper strake. Ploors and timbers 

grown to shape are used and construction is heavy. The hull is decked 

on a double hoeeback: the two beams of this are three or four feet 

apart and the hatches are built between them. The side deaks are very 

steep and two heavy bulkheads are built amidships to serve as a 

fish well. so that the hull io immen!Jely strong. 'l'he forwa:r·d part 

is used for stowage of nets and the after part for crew accommodation. 

Nowadays, the after part also houses a Japanese diesel engine and the 

sails have gone. 

Sailing kotak are not often seen now, but it used to be 

very usual to see a fleet of thirty or more sail putting to ea 

together. Then, the rudders were of the lifting variety and 

perforated; the bows had large bulbous eyes and leaping fishes 

carved on them; the sails were or the familiar 'jw k'' pattern with 

bambboo battens. I believe dager-boards were used occnoion lly, but 

I h· ve not ..,oen them: many had e. h rd chine aft, a:r te; wer all 

uch better to windward then th lay boato. 

Only the fl± .ai t palm-1 af helte i rcct on t eek 

b C u e, th ny, t whol t 1 blows cl r a ay 11 o m 

so t t t e bo t end t two c • 81 th daf ·r or . 
w th t ail A. () t nti:t ly ive: w&; t 8 ,I. I th 

11 1 b ir or row t 

11 M».1asy b at in e tio • k 

aft u e t 0 t t Ve 

r h 11 fi rr re om 

t e t a f r l e on.a 
to a h er. 
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Further East, from the uaclong River to the Hejanf,, the boats 

have spri tsailJ. 'l'he bow aml :.;tern are different in style, being 

finished with a fl:a:t short level board instead of a sharp point. The 

sails are very long in te foot and have an almost square aspect. 

A notched bamboo boom is used: the t1in outer end i .... set in a loop at 

the clew and slid outboard; the butt end is set by its notch into a 
{tsors A [Tc oa±st, 

cane grommet providl':ld for the purpose on one of the mi cJ ·bi p timet1 a. 

he boats are known as prau pen;erei from their use in prawn fishing , 
prau being a.he common ... a lay word for boat ar:.ct ,Rengerei one of the 

fishing methods un d. 

The l.J.elanau boata of the Rejang delta are fitted with two 

masts for the main fishing season and seem to be a cross bet» en the 

spritsail boats juot described and the barong Ennau of the cast 

furth ·r east still. The baro_ng are prams, ith t.o mast3 carrying 

deep square oaile on yards and booos, the oail on eaci mast being ·et 

as a dippirg lug. They re uced for a method of fi..,h non 

pennu, w re fi h are d iv n un er artificial h de in 9a 

ipn t w ic i or d by ollin the b at. h f t a d 
0 

can ride break re ov r a allo b r, ioh i 

hr OU ntr ce t ey h V 0 that rt oft t. 

oon ic f rm t e u o st 

lar e, 8 up t , b t e o ly on 

I n i u r l w wi f ly ty 

f t. y w 1 t 0 .rope 

s r t rno. 

18 oth a r u a 

h t, i 0 a u 8 a • 
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manner of reefing. 

The sails were laced to the booms in the usual way but were 

bent to traveller bands on the gaffs; the gaffs were standing spars 

and not readily lowered. For reefing and furling, the peak of the 

suil was hauled in to the throat, just like a window curtain, leaving 

only the lower triangle of the sail set. To set the sail again, the 

out-haul on the gaff was used to spread the curtain again. l!'or 

furling, the sail •would be reefed in this way first; the t ,e clc•w 

and ls.cing ca.;;;t off and the sail all furled to the mast. 

A study of the sarawak Malays has been undertaken and part 

of the report has been published in the .:iara'r7e1:. Museum Journr.l by the 

Curator, (Vol. XI, 25-24, 1964). This describes in eto.il the history, 

society and economics of the people themselves. Among other things 

it shows ho great a local knowledge they have, ana ho eep, nl 1ost 
(>,,IA,, 

instinctive, naerstanding of tides and seasons. It al.o m :er clvar 
~ 

the equgl tatus enjyed by the omen, ev-in though t y u e u lim. 

ntil recently, the ale.ya plac offering 8. t uth of 

a riv±·r e t t l gin ing of eac Int e n, hua 

fi herm n V it t 0 a. 1 e Ia th hre wh , I 

i 1 , t e 1 ok i fl t t cl who has 

ue tho 

ll 

1 .hey 

on 

0 

till 

t 
tly 

1, 

w.i ri e. 


