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AN ASCENT OF GUNONG TAHAN 

BY J. P. MEAD 
(late Director of Forestr)l, Malaya.) 

• 

We acknow ledge with gratitude the p ermission of Captain J. P. Mead, C.B.E., 
to include this most interesting article concerning a little known region. 

UNONG TAHAN, 7186 feet, is the highest summit in Malaya. , It 
Jies on the boundary between the States of Pahang and Kelantan 
well to the east of the main mountain range that forms the 

backbone of the Peninsula. It has not often been ascended. There 
are no particular technical difficulties, but it is ·not easy of approach, 
lying as it does in the centre of a vast expanse of uninhabited country, 
cove~ed with tropical jungle. . 

The proper org(;lnisation of . supplies is most important and by no 
means easy, as no villages are met wi~h and no game for the pot is to 
be had. Also, to reach the foot of the mo~nt?in, the Sungai Tahan has 
to be ascended in canoes, a journey of three days. This stream, more
over, resembles what in Europe would be a rocky trout stream in 
mountainous country, which no one would dream of navigating. 
Again, owing to the bare rocky soil of its headwaters, the Tahan is 
liable to rise without warning and to become impassable for periods 
of a few hours to a week or more. . 

After the last war, the Malayan Government woke up to the fact 
that there were no proper hill stations in the country and investigations · 
of possible sites were put in hand, among them being' Gunong Tahan . . 
Accordingly, between 1921 and· 1923 a topographical survey of the 
massif from about 4000 feet upwards was m~de and observers were 
stationed on the plateau at 5500 feet to study the meteorological con
ditions. For various reasons, of which the sterility of the soil was the 
most important, the observers were withdrawn in 1923 and the project 
was abandoned. The uplands of Gunong Tahan are unique in Malaya 
-in the absence of tree growth, and unimpeded all round views. There 
is no soil, except in a few sheltered positions along the streams, and its 
place is taken by flat rocky out~rops, some quite bare, but for the most 
part covered with dwarf vegetation, ordinarily no more than knee high, 
among which conifers, myrtles, orchids and pitcher plants are con
spicuous. Everywhere else in the Peninsula the mountains are covered 
with tropical forest to their summits. The results of the meteorological 
observations extending over more than two years may be of interest :......-

Highest maximum temperature, 70° F. 
Lowest minimum temperature, 42° F. 
~owest minimum temperature on ground, 38° F. 
The rainfall was not exceptional, varying from .174 to 192 inches. 

From the nearest point on the.railway, it takes at least seven days to 
reach the summit, five being spent passing through jungle: The actua] 
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times are: Tembeling (on the railway)-upstream to Kuala Tahan, 
using motor boats, 1 day ; Kuala Tahan, upstream to Kuala Teku, 
using canoes, 3 days; Kuala Teku, climbing ridge to plateau, 2 days ; 
plateau to summit and return, I day. It is not possible to shorten these 
times when marching with loaded porters, ·although the stage from 
Kuala Teku to the plateau can be done in one long day without loads 
and with great" fatigue. The return journey is much quicker, Kuala 
Tahan bei~g 'reached on the third day from the plateau and Tembeling 
on the fourth. · · 

In July, 1936, I organised a party of _four members of the Malayan 
Forest Service to explore the forests of the district and to make botanical 
collections of the little known flora of the mountain . . 

Travelling by rail from l{uala Lumpur, the capital of the Federated 
Malay States, I joined the others at Tembelit:lg, on the east side of the 
main range, early on the morning of July 20. Here the Tembelingjoins 
the . great Pahang River, which flows eastwards into the China Se.a. 
By 9 o'clock our baggage had been stowed in three outboard motor 
boats and we started to ascend the Tembeling. Apart from a brie( and 
distant glimpse of Gunong Tahan, the journey was uneventful and at 
dusk we arrived at Kuala Tahan at the junction of the Tahan and 
Tembeling rivers. The night was spent at the Game Ranger's bun~ 
galow, which occupies a commanding position with views over both 
streams. 

Our start on the following morJ;lii).g was somewhat delayed by the 
necessity of dividing the baggage and supplies, our four selves and 
thirty-two Malays amongst eleven canoes (or ' dug-outs,' so called 
because they are literally dug out of a single tree trunk), as motor boats 
could. no longer be used. · 

From Tembeling to Kuala Tahan we had seen only secondary 
growth, resulting from old cultivation, and the occasional remains of 
Malay houses, reminders of the disastrous floods of ten years before. 
From Kuala Tahan onwards, however, 'the route lay through· virgin 
forest. For some distance the water was deep and the neram trees on 
the banks formed a perfect canopy of interlacing branches through 
which the sunlight flecked the water. In half an hour or so, however, 
the first rapids were met with. The canoes had to be unloaded, all the 
baggage portaged upstream and the empty dug-outs hauled up by 
main force along the narrow rushing channels between the rocks. The 
fact that the Tahan was low made this work more thari usually laborious. 
Before camping for the first night, seven portages ha~ to be made. · 

Shallows are, of course, even more numerous than t_he rapids, and 
we constantly had to clamber overboard and wade knee deep against 
the stream over rounded, smooth boulders on which our boots slipped. 
Malays, wading barefooted, experienced ~o difficulty, but for us it 
was very fatiguing. During the three days ascending the Tahan (a 
distance of under 14 miles), we had to wade, often for considerable 
distances, on no less than ninety-two occasions. It is not possible to 
leave the stream : the banks are too steep and rocky,' and the jungle too 

• 



. 
AN ASCENT OF GUNONG TAHAN 

thick to walk through. Each night, after eight to nine· hours' work, we 
camped on a terrace a few feet above the stream. These terraces are 
the only flat ground to be found, but camping in such places on streams 
like the Tahan is not altogether safe. One is liable to be awakened by 
the river washing round one's bed and a hasty evacuation uphill in · 
darkness, torrential · rain and thick undergrowth must then be made. 
Centipedes, scorpions and such are likewise apt to be incommoded by 
the water. On such an occasion during a previous ascet:tt, an un- . 
fortunate surveyor was badly stung in the nether regions by a scorpion, 
which had taken refuge in his trousers. 

It may be of interest to mention· that, althpugh the whole Gunong 
Tahan area· is included in a game sanctuary, we saw not a single mammal 
during the expedition and on the mountain itself only a hawk and a 
small dark bird of unknown species. Fresh tracks of elephant, tapir, 
barking deer and other animals were, however, plentiful in the sands 
of the Tahan. · Ikan kelah, a species of carp, abounded in that river 
below Kuala Teku, but in its headwaters fish are entirely absent, a 
most unusual circumstance in Malaya, but doubtless accounted for 

• 

by the profusion of rapids and waterfalls. . 
Kuala Teku was reached d'n the afternoon of July 23, the third day 

after lt~aving Kuala Tahan. Here the Tahan divides into two equal 
branches and is no longer navigable, even for dug-outs. We abandoned 
the river with a sigh of reiief and passed the night on the site of what 
had been a permanent camp at the time when a meteorological station 
was maintained on the mountain. After thirteen years, the house and 
orchard had completely disappeared, swallowed by the jungle, the 
levelled ground being the only indication of former human habitation. 
The ascent proper starts from this point, the route following the 
watershed between the Teku and Tahan streams right up to the summit. 
· Before starting the following morning, the canoes were carefully 
hidden and a couple' of Malays detailed to guard them. This is a 
necessary precaution in country where elephants abound, as they are 
very destructive and any unfamiliar object will almost certainly be . 
wantonly smashed. 

' We started to climb early on the 24th. The ridge rises abruptly 
behind the camp, but is quite easy to climb, .except, in some places, 
"for the laden porters. We halted for the night at a height of 36oo feet 
at a point on the ridge known as Wray's Camp. There was just room 
for the two tents· and a shelter, which the Malays quickly built for 
themselves of branches and thatched with the broad leaves of the palm, 
Teysmann£a altzfrons. Water had to be brought up painfully in bamboos 
from a tributary of the Tahan some hundreds of feet below. Shortly 
after making camp, a high· east wind arose, which nearly blew the tents 
into the Teku valley. It was very cold until the wind dropped at du·sk 
and the Malays did not at all appreciate it. 

The ascent was resumed on the following morniJlg. Fro~ the camp, 
the ridge, which rises steeply to sooo feet, is throughout very narrow, 
only tw<'> to three feet broad, is often broken by large rocks and the walls 
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are precipitous. At 4000 feet we were surprised to see the tracks of an 
elephant, and we prayed fervently not to meet him. We followed his 
spoor for over three miles, where at 5900 feet he had descended into 
a steep gully. For his bulk, the elephant is an extraordinarily nimble 
animal. ' 

As we climbed higher; the vegetation gradually became more open 
and diminished in height. The dominant species is Leptosp.ermum 
jlavescens, a small tree not unlike the box, whic~ here assumes gnarled 
fantastic shapes reminiscent of Rackham's drawings. Incidentally, 
when visiting Kew Gardens a year or so later, I happened to notiee 
some Leptospermum plants in one of the houses (not the tropical 
house) and innocently remarked to a man working there that the genus 
also occurred in the Malay Peninsula. This he flatly denied and re
marked that occasionally ' bumptious people who tried to teach him 
his job ' did come in there. 

As we ascended, the morning was magnificent with bright sun and 
clear views, to Mandi An gin (Bath of the Winds) in Trengganu on the 
east, and on the west, across the deep Teku gorge immediately below 
us, to range after range of forest clad hills. Towards ·midday we 
reached the most formidable obstacle on the mountain, whe~e the ridge 
is obstructed by a precipitous wall 180 feet in height. The Malays 
call this Tangga Duabelas, which means ' Tw~lve Steps,' but the 
connection is not very obvious. To circumvent this, we descended a 
little and traversed for some distance to the left, thence regaining the 
ridge by climbing the very steep scree-covered wall, the porters being 
helped by a steel cable placed there in 1921. We regained the ridge at 
a height of 6300 feet, here quite bare with outcrops of quartzite and 
even narrower than before. A little further on we passed over a hump 
and saw the Padang (open plateau) some fifteen hundred feet below us 
to the west, the site. of the permanent camp from 1921 to 1923. Beyond 
the plateau was the gorge of the Teku lined with high cliffs from which 
a waterfall descended. 

We walked ·down to the Padang, crossing brown peat-stained 
. streams flowing over beds of white stones and past patches of bog in 

which strange flowers grew, a new world for those used to travelling in 
Malaya. The huts used by the observers were still standing, but during 
thirteen years of desertion the wind had stripped them of most of their 
felt covering, leaving only the bare fr~mework. The fact that the 
skeletons of light meranti wood remained showed that the climate of 

. Tahan does not suit the termite. These huts, shaped like the Nissen 
huts of the war, were built in sections and transported with much 
labour up the mountain. 

As the Padang is entirely treeless, no saplings for tent poles were 
forthcoming, but this difficulty was overcome by slinging the tents 
inside the huts, the cement floors. of which, incidentally, were still 
intact, as also were the steel cables anchoring the huts to the stony 
ground. vV e found a few quite serviceable tables and chairs, and even 
a small library of novels, works of reference and periodicals, most of 
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which. were still easily legible, in spite of being drenched by every 
rainstorm for so many year~. We read many of these books during our 
stay, but to get a book involved running the gauntlet of a hornets' nest 
in a corner of the hut. .On our return to civilisation, I sent a copy of 
Truth, dated April I 1, 1923, to the editor with an account of the 
circumstances in which it was found. 

Hardly had the tents b~en slung, before heavy rain fell and a violent 
east wind rose, flooding the huts; this continued till midnight. It 
was extremely cold, we were soaked and it was .impossible to prepare a · 
meal. but conditions were made more bearable by hot rum punch 
brewed with the help of a spirit stove. The~Malays,tried to keep warm 
by lighting a fire in their hut, the atmosphere of which was something 
to wonder at. 

The following morning, July 26, the weather for the final lap was 
lovely, though decidedly cold, the camp remaining in the shadow of 
Gedong, the last major hump on the ridge south of the summit, till 
7·45· Once the sun reached the camp, however, wet clothes and the 
like dried with a. rapidity n.ot ordinarily found in Malaya. 

The Padang lies at an elevation of about 5500 feet, leaving 1700 feet 
to the top of Tahan. Crossing the fiat land at the foot of Gedong, 
where stunted Agathis fiavescens (a close. relation to _the Kauri pine of 
New Zealand) are common, we climbed directly up a steep slope back 
to the main ·ridge, reaching it at a col adjoining Gedong to the nor~h. 
Thence· the ridge, here very broad, was followed direct to the summit, 
which was reached in about two and three-quart€r hours. From the 
point where we regained the . ridge, the vegetation was scarcely ankle 
high. . 

On the sum·mit, we found the east side of the mountain obscured by 
clouds. Everywhere else, however, the view was magnificent, the 
main range being visible from Gunong Noring in the north of Kelantan 
to Ulu Liang in southern Perak, with Gunong Benom an isolated mass 
in the south. Almost due west (bearing 273°) Gunong Korbu in 
Perak (the second highest mountain in Malaya, 7160 feet) was plainly 
visible 64! miles away, overtopping the main range, of which it is a 
western outlier. The descent to the Padang wa·s accomplished in 
just over two hours. 

We spent altogether four days at the Padang camp, during which the 
forests of Gunong Kechau (6380 feet), west of the Teku gorge, were 
explored, and large. botanical collections made. The rocks of the 
Padang area are mainly red quartzite with numerous veins of pure 
quartz, often containing very large, well · formed crystals. We got some 
fine examples by offering the Malays a prize for the best mass of 
crystals. Most of these •were collected on a knoll north-west of the 
camp, called Conical Hill. The Malays call these cry~tals · in!an 
(diamonds) and they are reputed tJ) be guarded by dragons and djinns, 
who, however, did not interfere. 

On July 29 we started the return journey, which was much quicker 
than the ascent, the first night being passed at W ray's Camp, the second 
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on the Tahan, and the third at Kuala Tahan. The passage downstream 
was a great contrast to the outward journey. Although in so:ffie places 
portages of part of the baggage had to be made, the Malays shot the 
rapids with the half-loaded canoes with remarkable skill. The crew 
consists of three, one standing in the bows handling a pole, the· second 
squats behit:1d him, \vielding either a paddle or a baler as required, 
and the third sits in the stern and steers wit.h a paddle. The passenger, 
if any, sits precariously balanced .in front of the steersman. With 
hardly a couple of inches free board, the 'dug-out must be· steered 
between jagged rocks and through boiling water often descending at a 
steep angle, yet not a single canoe was upset and little baggage even 
got wet. . 

The night of July 30 on the banks of the Tahan was an uncomfortable 
experience, as · we were invaded by the ants that the Malays call semut 
ap£ (fire ant), a black ant with a big head, whose bite feels like th~ stab 
of a red-hot needle. Hardly had the ant invasion been repelled, 
before we were attacked by clouds of sandflies, minute insects against 
which a mosquito net is no protection and whose bite is extremely 
irritant. The Malays say that every sandfiy has sworn that one day 
he will swaJlow a man. · 

• 

On the last day, August I, we four Europeans left Kuala Tahap 
early to catch the midday train from Tembeling to Kuala Lipis, the 
capital of Pahang, leaving the ·stores to follow later. Unfortunately, 
however, the motor boat broke down repeatedly and we missed the 
trairi. Although the village of Tembeling does not pretend to cater 
for European· tastes in food, we found 'Quaker Oats, sardines and beer 
in a Chinese shop, thus managing to survive until the night train took 
us on to Kuala Lipis and the Government rest house, where we· dined 
at I I P .M. . 

In conclusion, I should like to pay a tribute to our Malays and their 
headman, who cheerful1y endured considerable hardships . without a 
murmur and worked extremely hard for long hours without any s.ort 
of urging. The Malay has a keen sense of humour, which is a great 
help on expeditions of this kind. 

------------------
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IN MEMORIAM 
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WILLIAM TINDALL LISTER 
0 

18.68 1944 • 

. 

WILLIAM LISTER, ophthalmic surgeon and photographer of Alpine 
scenery} sprang from a family ~oted for its contributions to the scjen-
tific study of Optics and Natural History. · 

Lister's grandfather, Joseph Jackson Lister, F.R.S. (1786 1869) 
was the discov.erer of the principle upon which the moqern microscope 
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