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Field Studies In Bako National 
Park - A Learning Experience 

KAREN E. JAMES 
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RACHEL KHOO 

Bako beckoned and since the call of the wild proved so strong, 
we cast away all inhibitions and plunged ourselves into an adventure 
of a lifetime. 

Bako National Park lies 30 kilometres north of Kuching and is 
accessible by boat from Kampong Bako. More than just attracting the 
botanists and naturalists, Bako also offers the geography teacher 
and student, an invaluable site for field trips where textbooks b e ~ ~ e  
real. This is because Bako offers a tremendous reservoir of erosional 
and depositional features, mangrove swamps, plus a host of varying 
vegetational types. 

Our arrival at Bako National Park was a wet one as we sat 
through the half hour boat-ride in the rain. We were all drenched by 
the time our boats found their way through a dense partially 
submerged stand of mangroves. Once the logistics were attended to, 
we made our way, rather feebly, to our cabins, only after being 
surprised by a huge bearded pig that suddenly appeared from the 
surrounding bush. 

Our stay at the park commenced with a hike along a path called 
the Lintang trail which took us invariably north of Bako National Park 
along the western coast. Our hike from base camp towards the 
Lintang trail meant passing through contrasting types of vegetation 
ranging from mangrove swamp to kerangas-type to the dry padang- 
type vegetation. This variation in plant communities gave us a 
valuable lesson in vegetational types before reaching Telok Pandan 
Kechil. 

Our hike to Telok Pandan Kechil was part of an itinerary along 
the Lintang trail. Our sapped energy was quickly recharged by the 
breathtaking view of Telok Pandan Kechil from the cliff known as Batu 
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Belah, which translated in Malay means 'split rock'. 

Spirits having been uplifted considerably, we descended a 
rather steep and narrow trail before we reached the beach. Telok 
Pandan Kechil was certainly the longest beach most of us had ever 
seen, measuring over 130 metres from the line of tree at the back of 
the beach to the sea. It is an ideal spot for studies in beach 
processes and this was what we had to do. 

That same night, a few of us, led by the "David Attenborough of 
Singapore" (Mr Poon Kam Heng) ventured out into the darkness to 
explore life in the mangrove swamp. What we saw that night in the 
nocturnal world of mangroves provided an experience not easily 
forgotten. It was at that moment that we experienced the 
Wordsworthian sentiment of "oneness with nature". 

The third day saw us trooping into the heart of the rainforest. 
This foray into the forest following the Serait trail differed dramatically 
from the expedition of the previous day. Here we came face to face 
with the tropical rainforest of which we read about in books or see on 
the television but which till that moment remained inaccessible and 
mysterious. 

The 'mystery' of the rainforest did not deter us at all. Instead we 
pushed forwards, observing and making mental notes of our 
surroundings. Whilst some of us were petrified by the steep slopes, 
we still could not help but be mesmerised by the rich variety of life 
both plant and animal that abounded in the teeming rainforest. 

A trip to the mangrove swamp at Telok Delima on our way back 
was deemed necessary before a trip to Bako could be considered 
complete. Thus a trek into the swamp was made with a view to 
studying its flora and fauna. It was an experience walking in the mud 
while keeping a lookout for mud skippers and fiddler crabs. Although 
making our way through the swamp was not easy, our labours were 
well-rewarded by a close-up look into a mangrove world of sonneratia 
and avicennia, nipah fruticans and lumnitzera (terentum). 

Our last morning at the park was devoted to the study of the 
coastal geomorphology at Telok Asam. Here, where majestic sea 
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cliffs are juxtaposed with a beautifully rippled beach, we studied 
processes and evidences of wave erosion such as wave-cut 
platforms, exposed cross bedding, iron ridges, honeycomb 
weathering and tidal pools. 

Looking at Life in a Tide Pool. 

Through the ingenuity and foreplanning of our lecturer, Mr Yee 
Sze Onn, we were also able to look at the northern coast of the Park. 
It was a pleasant boat trip and worthwhile too. On wading ashore at 
Telok Tajor we explored the beach and found an arch and a cave as 
well as other features of geomorphological interest. The rock 
formations carved by wind, waves and rain were especially 
interesting. 
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Arch at Telok Tajor. 

It was undeniably a fitting conclusion to our study of coastal 
geomorphology, as well as our stay at the Bako National Park. 

In Kuching, it was time to study a different aspect of geography. 
We focussed our attention on urban geography. It was a different 
kind of learning experience but nonetheless worthwhile and 
enriching. At Bau, which is a mining town south of Kuching, we felt 
humbled before the steep and rugged limestone peaks of Gunung 
Bau and its surroundings. 

Since we were in limestone country, the trip was not complete 
without exploring at least one of the limestone caves for which 
Sarawak is so famous. This we did under the able guidance of a 
trained geologist, Mr Lam Sia Keng who was also our teacher and 
friend for the day. 

We were first shown a panoramic view of the Bau mining district 
from a distant hill where we practised our skills in field sketching. 
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A Panoramic view of Bau. 

Following this, we then visited the Fairy Cave and the bolder of us - even went so far as to explore the Wind Cave. If you have never been 
into a limestone cave before, as was the case for most of us, Fairy 
Cave will prove an intriguing experience and a genuine challenge. 

The final day was spent cruising along the Sarawak River, 
observing the activities and land use along the river and its banks. On 
one side of the river were activities like saw milling, manufacturing 
and wood-based industries while the opposite bank were traditional 
Malay fishing villages, We stopped to look at a Malay village. This 
was especially meaningful as such scenes have virtually 
disappeared from Singapore. Stilt houses and stray goats, washing 
on lines and small provision stalls all remind us of our humble 
beginning many years ago. 

All in all, our trip to this historically rich and geographically 
intriguing country has been both challenging and enlightening. The 
experience has taught us how field trips can be organized to 
enhance learning and teaching. This surely is how theory can be 
related to practice. 
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