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The interior of Agop Lintanga (middle cave) in Gua Batu Tulug, Kinabatanagn

Several indigenous groups on the East coast of  Sabah place their dead in log coffins which are then left in caves. This unique burial practice was first noted in Miasis Darat in the 1890s by Governor C.V. Creagh. The practice was later studied by archaeologists Tom and Barbara Harrison in the 1960s and then by Peter Bellwood in the 1980s. I have since conducted research on the log coffins found at Gua Batu Tulug.

The culture of log coffins burials is found not only in Sabah but also elsewhere in Southeast Asia.
There are at least 13 sites in Sabah with ancient log coffins.There are five along the Kinabatangan River, four at River Segama, three in Lahad  Datu, and one in Kunak. Of the 13 sites, the Batu Tulug Cave and Miasis Cave sites contain the earliest log coffins. Dating has been done on coffins at the sites at Batu Tulug Cave, Hagop Bilo, Segarong, the river mouth of Kalisum, and Kuala Danum. The results are still inconclusive.

Chronometric dating obtained from sample coffins suggest that log coffin burial probably started in Sabah about a thousand years ago.However, dating from one sample in Batu Tulug Cave, indicates that the practice could have begun even earlier.The tradition is still being carried on today by some local tribes, including the Dusun Sungai community at Tongod and Ulu Kinabatangan and the Dusun Segama groups at Kampung Tawayari, Ulu Segama.
However, there have been changes in the form of features, coffins designs, and even patterns of decoration.
The log coffins that have been discovered were made from low-land dipterokap timber such as belian, meranti, merbau, and serayah wood. In making the coffins, logs between 2.5 and 3 meters in length were used. These logs were split, pounded, and dug, as in the making of dugout canoe. This method is similar to the techniques of log coffin makers amoung the Sulod society of Panay, in the Philipines.Coffin handles with carvings such as the head of an ox, a fishtail, or crocodile with open mouth were common. However, most of the coffin covers did not have any decorative carvings. This was because woods such as belian are very hard and could not be carved in time in the event of sudden deaths.
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Cave burial tradition is still being practiced. Picture shows a coffin being brought up to Gua Batu Balos, Ulu Segama
Coffins that have patterns nad designs on the covers feature the seladang (buffalo) head, symmetrical lines, the shape of a tongue or double-sided tongue, fish’s tail, snake, crocrodile, and plants. In Gua Batu Tulug, design on coffin covers can be divided into geometric, anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, plant motif, and stylistic line categories. These designs in places such as the Kinabatangan Basin reflect the close links of local folk with their natural surroundings.
The designs on these coffins were sometimes decided by the deseased but were usually decided by their families.There is a debate as to wheather the designs carried any meaning. Some believe the motifs of ox heads, fish tails, crocodile mouth, snakes and heads of kongkang or monkeys were more than just expressions of love and have meanings yet to be determined.
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1.Gua Gomantong
2.Gua Batu Tulug

3.Gua Batu Supu

4.Gue Miasias Darat
5.Gua Sarupi

6.Kg. Tongod

7.Gua Batu Timbang

8.Gua Batu Balos

9.Gua Tapadong

10.Rock shelter Kuala Danum

11.Rock Shelter Kuala Sg.Kalisun

12.Gua Madai

13.Baturong Cave

14.Sipit Cave

15.Bukit Tengkorak (Neolithic Site)

Two methods of burying with log coffins were used: on raised platforms or without platforms.The first method was popular and found mostly at Batu Tulug Cave and Tapadong Cave. However, in recent years many platforms have collapsed because of age, and the coffins are scattered all over the floors of the caves.[image: image4.jpg]



Top: Carvings on the tongue of a coffin at Agop Sawat (upper Cave) at Gua Batu Tulug

Bottom:One end of a log coffin with the modified shape of a seladang head found at Agop Sawat (upper Cave) Gua Batu Tulup

In the second method the coffins were placed on the ground or in hollow in the walls of the caves.

Another subdominant element at burial sites was the marker device. A few logs were left at the graveyard to indicate that it was a burial site. The marker device used notches to show the number of burials. Markings on the poles of coffin platforms were also indicators.
The dead were buried with their favourite possessions.These usually consisted of cooking pots, kitchen utensils, various kinds of ceramics, and weapons and tools such as parangs, spears, and arrow heads.

In the Wider Context

Log coffin burials give us an idea of the social strata in local societies. Coffins found in the upper parts of stack of coffins, for instance are usually of the weathier or higher classes.This may be one reason for sucn a burial practice. But besides being an indicator of social status, cave burial reflected a desire of some tribal societies to have nearer access to their dead and suggests that the living still felt a bond with the deceased.
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Part of patterns and decorator on a coffin at  Upper Cave, Gua Batu Tulug.

Several local groups in Sabah are still practicing such burial, especially those in the Ulu Kinabatangan and Ulu Segama area.It indicates that the east coast of Sabah has been occupied by communities sharing similar cultures since 1000 or 1400 B.C

Tom and Babara Harrison report that coffins found in Madai, Baturong, Sipit, and Segarong are the remains of a pre-islamic people of  Idahan. This writer agrees and suggests that coffins found in the Kinabatangan and Segama river basins are remants of the pre-islamic culture of Dusun Sungai society.
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Log coffins with jars on the floor of Batu Kukup Rock shelter, Kuala Sungai Kalisun, Ulu Segama.

There have been a culture flow of log coffins from the south to the north of Sabah. There is a difference between the design of coffins found in river basins of Kinabatangan and Segama and those from Madai , Baturong and Segarong; latter are plain and simple. The lack of decoration and simplicity of design point to an early phase of coffin making.
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Villagers tying up a coffin with rattan before carrying it to Gua Kampung Tawayari, Ulu Segama.
Cave burial did not end at the 14th century. The practice was adapted to the local cultural and religious context. A few places in the Kinabatangan basin continued with the tradition until end of 19th century, while in Agop Sarupi it is still being practiced. However, groups of orang Sungai who later embrace Christianity no longer leave coffins in caves but bury them in different locations. An example are the  Christians of Tongod village.

The fact that log burial culture was fairly widespread in Sabah suggests that in the past tribal communities were culturally more homogeneous.
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Log coffins scattered outside the rock shelter at Miasias Darat, Upper Kinabatangan
