


Clifford Sather (1938-2024): A Tribute and Remembrance in a Borneo Context
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I think I have changed my mind about obituaries. It seems, from the Latin, appearing in English in the early eighteenth century, that it signals a departure (obire: to go towards or die; obitus: death; passing away).  This is not how I remember Cliff Sather. I have the fondest memories of him. This tribute and remembrance are not about departure.  I will continue to benefit from what he wrote and be inspired by what he achieved in his research and publications on the Bajau Laut in Sabah (see, for example, 1978, 1997) and the Iban in Sarawak (among many other publications, 1977, 1996, 2001a), and more generally on Austronesian Studies (see, for example, Fox and Sather 1996). 
I first met Cliff in September 1972 at The Sarawak Museum. He was there working with Stephen Morris and Hatta Solhee on the Miri-Bintulu Regional Planning Study (Sather 1974). I was then a postgraduate student.  I did not have much of an idea about what I was doing in Sarawak, and I simply stated that my supervisor at Hull University wanted me to go to West Kalimantan via Sarawak, visit Iban longhouses there, and perhaps try to get over the border between Lubok Antu and Nanga Badau to spend time with the Iban and the Maloh in the Emperan and the Kapuas Lakes region. Postgraduate supervision in those days was a bit hit-and-miss; at least that was my experience.  You had to find your own way.  
Cliff said to me, in a conversation about my rather unplanned research, ‘Don’t count on it’, given the security situation along the Sarawak-West Kalimantan border in the early 1970s.  He was right; with Javanese troops from the Siliwangi division patrolling the borderlands and with curfews imposed on Iban longhouses there, cross-border journeys, especially for foreign researchers, were nigh impossible. I ended up having to fly from Kuching to Pontianak on the Indonesian airline Merpati (alarmingly just before take-off, one of the ground staff, obviously in maintenance, took a hammer to the wing, near the engine: all you can do is pray), and then eventually I had to go to Jakarta to get security clearance. I remember that Cliff was enormously helpful in advising me on the perils of fieldwork in Borneo. I saw him as a mentor and a rather youthful sage; just after I met him, he kindly read a draft copy of my first paper on Borneo, which was then published by Benedict Sandin in The Sarawak Museum Journal (1972).  Benedict retired as Curator and Government Ethnologist in October 1973, and the 1972 issue of the journal, somewhat delayed, was edited by Lucas Chin, the then Acting Curator, and Benedict’s successor. 
Prior to encountering Borneo I had also corresponded with Rodney Needham at Oxford, met with Edmund Leach and Anthony Richards in Cambridge; and had an encounter with Tom Harrisson at the Travellers Club in Pall Mall. I have already indicated, in another paper, that any encounter with Tom, and this was undertaken before my field research, was an experience (King 2025).  I had already met with Stephen Morris in London in 1971 when I was studying for an MA at the London School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) with his wife, Barbara Ward, as my tutor and supervisor in the anthropology and sociology of Southeast Asia. Stephen was just down the road from Malet Street and Russell Square at the London School of Economics (LSE) in Houghton Street, and within walking distance. My first meeting with him, over coffee and biscuits, was at the Royal Anthropological Institute in Bedford Square, again a stone’s throw from SOAS and the LSE. Stephen’s wife Barbara managed to balance the twin characteristics of a good supervisor and tutor; she was both supportive and demanding. 
In one of our meetings in Kuching, Cliff gave me his views about Rodney Needham and Edmund Leach. His approach to Anglo-Dutch-French anthropology of the 1970s was sympathetic and understanding but he was not really a structuralist. American and European anthropology did not necessarily meet with congenial agreement. Cliff very much liked Anthony Richards and his work on the Iban, and spoke fondly about the Iban dictionary that Anthony was compiling. He also valued his developing scholarly relationship with Benedict Sandin. He offered no particular views on Tom Harrisson, other than saying, without Harrisson, and his colonial management style during the dying days of British imperialism, it was unlikely that the Sarawak Museum would have been placed on the global academic map. But after Harrisson we were fortunate to have very able and industrious curators at the Sarawak Museum, Benedict, Lucas Chin, Peter Kedit and Ipoi Datan, among them. 
I arrived in Sarawak in mid-1972 to a hive of activity.  Benedict Sandin was Curator, having taken over from Tom Harrisson. What could one say about Benedict? He was genial, helpful, relaxed, and he gave us accommodation in the Curator’s bungalow in the then Jalan Babi (now Park Lane), though he was not staying there (Walker 2015a, 2015b). Cliff Sather developed a productive scholarly relationship with Benedict and much of Cliff’s best work on the Iban, in my view, was undertaken in Benedict’s homeland in the Saribas and in collaboration with Sandin. My wife, Judith recorded that when we first met Benedict in the museum, he was most welcoming, smoked menthol cigarettes and wore open-toed sandals. The Sarawak Museum in the early days of research on Borneo was the place to be. It was the centre of research well before UNIMAS (Universiti Malaysia Sarawak) was founded in 1992 and began to take over the research functions of the museum; and, in those days, it did not seem to be part of a more closely controlled state-bureaucracy; though this began to change from the mid-1970s. 
Was this something to do with the way in which Tom Harrisson ran it, though he did it with a daunting and commanding presence? It was a comfortable place to be: to read, to study, to sit quietly in the library and be conducted around the library collections by the wonderfully helpful librarian Loh Chee Yin, to talk with others with interests in Borneo, to drift down to the Aurora coffee house, a five-minute walk away, and exchange ideas (Loh Chee Yin 1980). I venture to add, with a degree of caution, that a lot of what came out of Sarawak research was probably discussed some time or another in the Aurora; I have fond memories of exchanges over a period of time with Allen Maxwell, Peter Metcalf, Simon Strickland, Jérôme Rousseau, Jayl Langub, Henry Gana, among many others.
Not only were Cliff, Stephen Morris and Hatta Solhee occupying spaces in the museum library in 1972, but Stephanie Morgan returned from a recent visit to the Upper Kapuas, showing us wonderful photographs of the Taman in and around Putus Sibau.  My dear friend Peter Eaton, who was then undertaking doctoral studies with me at the University of Hull, appeared in the course of undertaking field research on school leavers in Sarawak as a comparative study which included case material from Papua New Guinea (1979; Cleary and Eaton 1993; King 1993). Subsequently, I met up with Peter on numerous occasions in Brunei Darussalam.  
My wife and I stayed in the pondok at the rear of the Curator’s house on Jalan Babi and shared accommodation with Carol Rubenstein, who was then carrying out research on the poems of indigenous peoples of Sarawak (1973a, 1973b). Graciously, as she saw that we were rather delicate, pale-skinned English couple and seemed hardly able to handle the tropics, she slept on the verandah, and she gave us the bedroom. She would liberally coat herself with insect-repellent before retiring to the verandah. 
The history of Tom Harrisson’s abode has been documented by John Walker, which was styled the ‘glamorous, salacious times of Banglo Segu’ (2015).  Dr Timothy Hatch lived there from 1977 to 1986. Tim Hatch undertook studies of shifting cultivation in Sarawak among other subjects (1982), as did Rob Cramb (2007). Both of them worked in the Sarawak Department of Agriculture, which is where I met them. I cannot but agree with Tim’s experience of being there: ‘Like everyone who stays here, I think, you fall in love with it’. When I stayed there, I was surrounded by the memorabilia of Tom Harrisson; some of his publications and offprints; his photographs; his desk and bookcases; I was somehow with Tom; perhaps my wife and I even slept in the bed which he used in the pondok, however improbable this may seem. 
I suppose it captured moments in Sarawak’s history. I also recalled, and was reminded of it by Stephen Morris, of Derek Freeman’s infamous ‘raid’ on Tom’s abode and his intervention in the bungalow. This was a dramatic episode in Sarawak’s scholarly history (Heimann 1997). Robert Winzeler, in his review of the Harrisson biography, says ‘Heimann recounts the problems that developed between Harrisson and Freeman in some detail, and the specific incident that she tells about must be among the oddest in the history of late colonial administration and social anthropology’ (2000).  It was not just odd, it was quite bizarre as recorded in Peter Hempenstall’s biography of Derek Freeman (2017: 68-74; and see King 2018a: 183-197).     
Peter Kedit and his wife kindly took me back to the Harrissons’ bungalow when I visited Kuching some seven years ago.  Heart-breaking.  It was locked with temporary gates; the garden overgrown; the entrance barricaded.  We could not enter, and I have not been back since then. I hope the Sarawak government has had the wisdom to designate it a heritage site, and resurrect it to its former position in the history of Sarawak. John Walker informed us, in a paper published in 2015, that the Harrissons, in that Tom had married Barbara Brunig in 1956 (she was then divorced from a German forester), that ‘From their home in the Segu Bungalow, the Harrissons formed a remarkable relationship, of central importance for Sarawak art, history, ethnography and archaeology’ (2015: 98). More than this that ‘the Banglo’s heritage value derives also from its being the site of important artistic production by both traditional and modern artists and craftsmen and from its pivotal role in important intellectual production in the 20th century’ (ibid.: 115). I can vouch for this given my encounters in the pondok.   
During my early introduction to Sarawak, I also met with Peter Kedit who was developing his career then, working on Iban bejalai and other issues that the Iban faced in a modernising Malaysian Sarawak (1980, 1993). Tuton Kaboy was there, as was R. Nyandoh as an archaeological assistant, and Joseph Inggai. Jok Bato, doing mural work for the museum was camping in a room below the pondok, and kindly finished a beautiful painting for me, which I still treasure. He introduced me to Tusau Padan, artist, story-teller, musician and a maestro of the sape in the nearby Rumah Dayak; Tusau had enjoyed a long relationship with the museum as a resident artist. I have to record that my later adventures with Tuton Kaboy in the upper Rejang and in Belaga were unforgettable, exhausting, amusing and, sometimes, dangerous.  
Michael Heppell also arrived in Kuching in 1972 with his wife and pondered whether I was searching for an Iban Mount Olympus in the Upper Ketungau in West Kalimantan. We met him for the first time in the central market in Kuching.  We have since had differences of opinion (Heppell 2018a, 2018b; King 2017, 2018b, 2020).  But differences in interpreting Borneo are to be expected. In important respects, Borneo Studies is a relatively intense and manageable world, particularly in anthropology, in which there are dense interconnections and networks. Most of us know one another and meet up at conferences and seminars, and now online. 
My next encounter with Cliff was when I was involved in co-editing a series of volumes on the upland peoples of island Southeast Asia with my doctoral supervisor, then my Head of Department, Professor Mervyn Aubrey Jaspan. Mervyn had set in motion four volumes on Sumatra, Borneo, Sulawesi and Luzon. His untimely death in 1975 presented problems. We had to withdraw from our original plans. I had an exchange with Professor P. E. de Josselin de Jong who had already written and submitted a paper on the Minangkabau of Sumatra.  Generously, he withdrew and published it elsewhere.  At that point we had received nothing on Sulawesi and Luzon.  But we had some positive reactions from anthropologists working on Borneo and a stand-alone volume seemed feasible. I remember that George Appell was particularly enthusiastic. He was a scholar of such enthusiasm and energy.  Hence Essays on Borneo Societies appeared (King 1978). I had already met George Appell, Stephen Morris; and Herb and Pat Whittier; and corresponded with George, the Whittiers, Jérôme Rousseau and Alf and Judith Hudson.  Jay Crain and Bill Schneider were enormously helpful. 
I remember Cliff Sather’s patience and helpfulness when I was editing the book on Essays.  I was in something of a quandary, trying to make my mark with a first edited volume.  I suggested that some of Cliff’s sentences on the Bajau Laut were too long, and I shortened them. He came back to me.  And I have the letter. ‘Terry, you may find a difference between American English and your English, but I think that what I sent to you on the Bajau Laut is perfectly formed and argued.  Other than some minor revisions I would be most content if you left the chapter as it is. George Appell has read it, and I did include some of his suggestions and comments’. I suppose all I should say was I was doing my best in an arena of established scholars.  So, I left the original draft more or less as Cliff had sent it to me. Cliff’s chapter was based on his intensive field research among the Bajau of the eastern coasts of Sabah in 1964-65, with a return visit in April 1974. The main material came from his Yale doctoral thesis of 1971. His focus, in his chapter in Essays, was on the local community, kinship and the conjugal family, the structure of the village household, filiation and marriage, and the household cluster. Re-reading it recently, I think he got it right in the preoccupations of the anthropology of the time; I should not have tried to tinker with it. Sometimes you have to be regretful.
I also had exchanges with Stephen Morris and George Appell, in this edited book, fraught with scholarly dangers. They were rather insistent that nothing much needed to be changed in their chapters. Stephen also made several comments on my editorial introduction. He said to me, on a memorable occasion, ‘Do you know that much about cognatic kinship? What is all this toing and froing on the concept of the kindred? Derek Freeman has already addressed it’.  I think at this point, I gave way.  Alf and Judith Hudson were affable and guided me through their draft chapter, though they were not sure quite where the book was heading at the time they submitted the draft chapter.  Nor was I.  Bill Schneider and Jay Crain were wonderfully supportive, and gave me confidence.  Jérôme Rousseau and Herb Whittier seemed to be suitably content. 
Subsequently Bernard Sellato wrote a searching paper which, among things provided a comparative overview of social organisation in Borneo, and a classification of Borneo societies, using, along with other material, nine of the ten chapters in my Essays.  He added insights which I had missed (2002: 67-92).  As a part of the celebration (hommage) of his career as l’argonaute de la forêt tropicale, I revisited what I had written and his comments and analysis (King 2022: 569-604).  
I then met Cliff on several other occasions at BRC conferences. He was always gentle, considerate and discerning. He was never ‘pushy’; he just guided you in a certain direction. I agreed to be external examiner for his PhD student, Henry Chan Chok Kuang (2007), when Cliff had a professorship at the University of Helsinki; I had already examined Henry’s Master’s thesis in the University of Malaya (1992).   In Helsinki, it was still daylight at midnight and I could not sleep. It was the last time that I met Cliff and Louise together over breakfast in an excellent outdoor restaurant in central Helsinki. For me, it was an extraordinary experience, talking with Cliff about the research that he was currently undertaking on Iban oral traditions.  Talking with him, I just knew I could never match his knowledge, connections and expertise on Iban culture. 
It was even more extraordinary in Helsinki, given that British doctorates are conducted in enclosed spaces, in discussion between the candidate and the internal and external examiner, and now, a moderator or chairperson. It is a rather private experience, whereas the defence of doctorates in continental Europe are usually public affairs. Thus, I then had to debate with Henry Chan in a forum; Cliff was there; he asked me a few challenging questions. I had to do the same in Uppsala with Lars Kaskija (2012), who, when he met Bernard Sellato and me before the viva, said, ‘I am so pleased to meet the dinosaurs of Borneo Studies’. Perhaps this was a Swedish translation of ‘ancients’. And then in Paris-Est with Adéle Esposito (2018). This was one of the most frightening experiences of my life to be in a public examination with my secondary school A-level French, examining a PhD thesis in French with five senior French professors. 
What are Cliff’s achievements? They are many. But for me what stands out is the work that he accomplished with Benedict Sandin when they were in Penang (1977, 1980, 1982, 1994).  More especially, the preparation of Benedict’s 1977 monograph brought together significant presences in Borneo Studies in that Derek Freeman was involved in his ‘careful reading of the entire manuscript and his numerous valuable comments’. And Judith Hudson and Stephanie Morgan gave their support to the preparation of an earlier draft of Benedict’s work (Sather: 1977: xvi). Cliff followed this up in 1980 with a publication on Iban adat and augury, then wrote an obituary in 1982 on Benedict’s behalf, to mark his sad passing, and then a tribute to Benedict’s work on Iban oral history in 1994. George Appell gives us a considered view of what Cliff Sather achieved in Iban Studies, in a thoughtful and comprehensive overview of the field of studies and references to Cliff’s publications (1994). 
But Cliff did rather tick me off for the paper I wrote on Derek Freeman in Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land en Volkenkunde (2017). He messaged me, ‘Terry, I don’t think this is the best paper you have ever written. Why did you write it?’ (and see Sutlive and Appell 2018; King 2020). 
Nevertheless, leaving aside differences of opinion, it is difficult to express what I owe to Cliff’s scholarship. Among other published work, Cliff’s article ‘All Threads are White’ is a masterpiece, in my view (1996).  He captures the problems we had in reconciling egalitarianism with social inequality and hierarchy in Borneo societies. Rousseau grappled with this (1980), as I did (King 1991). But perhaps we were trapped in binaries (hierarchy and equality).  I think Cliff rescued us from this dilemma; and it is not to deny the contribution that many others have made in the clarification of issues in understanding Borneo social organisation, including the substantial work of Rita Armstrong (1991,1992) and Christine Helliwell (1994, 1995, 2001).
Cliff says this, and it stays with me. I wish I had written it.
The characterization of societies as “egalitarian” — in Borneo as elsewhere in the non-Western world — has come under increasing scrutiny in recent years…. Even so, despite this newfound interest, compared to “hierarchy”, notions of equality have been far less explored in the anthropological literature. Part of the reason is almost certainly as Flanagan (1989: 261) suggests: that equality tends to be “naturalized” in the social sciences and so regarded as the proto-cultural condition out of which structures of inequality are presumed to have developed by evolutionary differentiation (cf. Fried 1967). Thus, it is not equality, but the origin and maintenance of inequality that is viewed as problematic and therefore the primary subject of sociological speculation and theory. Relatedly, inequality is taken by many to be universal (cf. Fallers 1973) — an inherent property of all human social systems; or the term “egalitarian” is applied by default, a residual category, to those societies that otherwise lack clearly defined hierarchical features (1996: 73). 
I have to leave this celebration of Cliff’s contribution to our understandings of Borneo, and perhaps, with what I wrote, in reviewing his monograph on the Bajau Laut that captures his contribution ‘[It] presents us with a meticulous and well-crafted piece of work…. It is a rare delight to be able to read good, painstaking ethnography’ (King 1997a [1998]: 256-257). If I had this dedication on my departure, I would be content. Where would Borneo Studies be without Clifford Sather?
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  1     Clifford  Sather (1938 - 2024):  A Tribute   and  Remembrance in a  Bo rneo C o ntext   Victor T. King     I think I have  changed my mind about  obituaries. It seems, from the Latin,  appearing in English  in the early eighteenth century,  that it signals a departure  ( obire :  to go   towards  or die ;   obitus :  death ; passing away ) .  This is not how I remember Cliff   Sather . I have the fondest memories of  him.   This  tribute and  remembrance  are   no t   about departure.  I will continue to benefit from  what he wrote   and be inspired by what he achieved in his research and publications on  the  Bajau Laut in Sabah  ( see, for example,  1978, 1997)  and the Iban in Sarawak   ( among many  other publications,  1977, 1996, 2001a) ,  and  more generally on  Austronesian Studies   (see, for  example, Fox and Sather 1996) .     I first met  Cliff  in  September  1972 at The Sarawak Museum. He was the re   working with  Stephen Morris and Hatta Solhee on the  Miri - Bintulu Regional Planning Study ( Sather  1974).  I was  then  a  postgraduate student.    I did not have  much of an idea about   what  I  was  d oing in  Sarawak, and I simply  stated that  my supervisor  at Hull University  want ed   me to go to West  Kalimantan   via Sarawak , visit Iban longhouses there,  and perhaps try to get over the border  between Lubok Antu and Nanga Badau  to spend time with the Iban  and   the Maloh   in the  Emperan and the Kapuas Lakes region.   Postgraduate supervision in those days was a bit hit - and - miss ; at least that was my experience.    You had to find your own way.      Cliff said  to me, in a conversation about my  rather  unplanned research,  ‘Don’t count on it’ ,   given the security situation along the Sarawak - West Kalimantan border   in the early 1970s .  He  was right ; with Javanese troops from the Siliwangi division patrolling the borderlands and with  curfews imposed on Iban longhouses   there , cross - border journeys, especially for foreign  researchers ,   were  nigh  impossible.   I ended up having to fly from Kuching to Pontianak on the  Indonesian airline Merpati   (alarmingly just before take - off , one of the ground staff , obviously  in maintenance,  took a hammer to the wing, near the engine: all you can do is pray) , and then  eventually  I  had to go to Jakarta to get security clearance. I remember that Cliff was enormously  helpful in advising me on the perils of fieldwork   in Borneo .  I saw him as a mentor and a  rather  youthful  sage ;  just after I met him ,   he kindly read a draft copy of my first paper on Borneo,  which was then published by Benedict Sandin in  The Sarawak Museum Journal   (1972).   Benedict retired as Curator and Government Ethnologist in October 1973, and the 1972 issue  of the journal , somewhat delayed,  was edited by Lucas Chin, the then Acting Curato r , and  Benedict’s successor.     Prior to encountering Borneo I   had also corresponded with Rodney Needham at Oxford, met  with Edmund Leach and Anthony Richards in Cambridge ; and had an encounter with Tom  Harrisson at the Travellers Club   in Pall Mall .   I have already indicated, in another paper, that  any encounter with T om, and this was undertaken before my field research,  was an experience  (King   2025).     I had already met with  Stephen  Morris in London in 1971 when I was studying  for an MA at the London School of Oriental and African Studies   (SOAS)   with his wife , Barbara  Ward,   as my  tutor and supervisor in the  a nthropology  and sociology  of Southeast Asia.   Stephen 

