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ﬁploring Niah Cave \
Sarawak has a world-famous archaeological cave, the Niah Cave. Since archaeologists

discovered the bones of early Borneo man who lived 40,000 years ago and various stone age
artifacts, Niah Cave has become a famous spot of archaeological and touristic value.

The Niah Cave is located among the cluster of caves in Miri National Park. There are three
main caves and countless other small caves. There are tens of thousands of swallows nesting in
the cave all year round, so it has become one of the places for producing bird's nests, a specialty
in Sarawak. When describing their journey, many tourists who have visited the cave like to add
in a touch of mystery, this makes people ever more attracted.

To get to Niah Cave, you have to drive to Niah National Park, then cross the river by boat,
walk ashore and then walk for a while to reach your destination. Before entering Niah Cave, you
will see a Malay stilt wooden house along the way. This is the Niah Archaeological Museum. The

museum exhibits archaeological artefacts unearthed in the cave, it includes the "Niah man"
wan skulls, , boat coffins, and ancient coins. /
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/ Walk for about a few kilometres along the |[winding path| next to the Niah Archaeological \

Museum, you will come to the entrance of Niah Cave. At the entrance of the first cave - "Trader's
Cave", you can see a row of salt-wood brackets side by side. These are the makeshift homes
made from salt wood, and they are built by busyadors. It was also the place where busyadors
traded bird's nest with merchants from China to Nanyang (Nanyang refers to Malaya, it is the
name used in the olden days by Chinese traders).

Going forward, it is the main cave of Niah Cave. The chamber is 250 meters wide and 60
meters high. It is a very ‘spectacular sight‘ to behold. To the left side of the cave, the deeper it
gets, the darker it is, you must rely on a flashlight for lighting. If you walk alone in such an
environment where you can't see your fingers at all, it feels a bit eerie. There are even some bats

W\g low above your head giving you [goosebumps| (literal translation is hand-standing). /
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Within the cave there are also many scaffolds for picking bird's nests, one of which is a
long bamboo pole inserted vertically on the ground. The busyadors use vines and
ropes to tighten these bamboo poles in all angles, and the other end of the ropes and vines is
tied to the ground. It looks like the ‘mast of a sailing ship‘ moored in the harbor, breathtaking
indeed. The other is a kind of shelf made of salt wood on the top of the rock wall more than
ten feet above the ground, and there are several horizontal wooden frames in the crevasse
between the rock walls. Busyadors climb to the top from these long bamboo poles, and then
stand on the crossbars and poke the bird's nests on the rock wall with slender bamboo poles,
while another worker picks up the broken bird's nests from below.

This job is very dangerous. When collecting bird's nests, the Iban, Punan and Malay who
were hired for the job must have amazing balancing skills, much like a circus acrobat walking
a tightrope. According to legend, in the past, a worker lost his balance while working and fell
from a height and died. Since then, before starting the work of collecting bird's nests, the
aborigines will hold rituals to worship the gods, praying for an increase in the production of
bird's nests and for the safe return of the workers.

Due to over-harvesting of bird's nests in recent years and the increasing number of nest-
robbing incidents, the production of natural bird's nests was greatly reduced. In order to
restore the natural ecology of swallows in Niah Cave, the Sarawak state government once
banned the harvesting of bird's nests, especially during the swallow’s breeding season from
April to August every year. Periodic bird's nest harvesting activities can only be carried out
during the open harvest season. In addition, the guards in the grounds will patrol the cave
round the clock to prevent any nest stealing incidents.
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There are two other caves of archaeological value- the Moon Cave and the Mural
Cave. Moon Cave is one of the ancient tombs in Niah Cave, where archaeologists have
unearthed a large number of ancient artefacts, such as metals, stone tools, ceramics, etc., and
also found human bones and hornbill skull fragments. The most special feature of the mural
cave is the faintly faded crimson murals on the rock wall. These murals, more than 1,200 years
old, can be said to be a ‘real—life portrayal‘ of daily lives of an ancient past - there are images of
hunters, warriors with weapons, animals and insects. There are also images of long, and the
wooden long boat symbolizes the transition of the dead to the land of death. Not far away is
the ruins of ancient coffins known as "death ships".

The way back was steeper and more difficult than the way in. The slope of this path is very
steep and the journey is long. Tourists are often out of breath midway, and their clothes are
soaked in sweat. Since the ground is full of bird droppings, occasionally there is a pungent smell
of dung. The boardwalk is quite slippery and extra care must be taken to avoid slipping.

If you have the opportunity to travel to Sarawak, don’t forget to explore Niah Cave. This will
bring you a new experience and leave you with colourful memories.
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