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Summary of findings 
 
The three human skulls from Borneo that are presently in possession of the OSG Graaf Engelbrecht 
school in Breda are part of a larger anatomical and natural historical collection. Although former 
teachers assume that the skulls were already in possession of the school before the Second World War, 
the earliest confirmed year of their presence in the school is 1963.  
 
With regards to Skull A (“90 year old”), a physical anthropological analysis commissioned by PPROCE 
indicates that it probably concerns a male, with a biological age estimated between 30 and 60 years, 
most likely younger (20-50 years). This seems in direct contradiction with the text on the skull that 
states that it concerns a 90 year old “chief insurgent” who was killed in the context of the Banjarmasin 
war (1859-1863), raising questions about the reliability of the text. However, because this age 
estimation has a relatively low probability, we have searched for archival evidence for the several claims 
in the text. This lead to a few hypotheses regarding the identity of the skull, with the most probable 
options of haji Buyasin and Panembahan Aling, the Raja of Muning. Although we have found several 
indications that support this hypotheses, there are still a few important uncertainties that make 
definitive conclusions impossible. 
 
Reconstruction provenance 
 
< 1963 - 2020 
 OSG Graaf Engelbrecht in Breda and predecessors 

Wil Mathijssen, “De Rijks-HBS, een terugblik,” 34. 

 
Visual information 
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Dr Raphaël Panhuysen (ANTHRO.NL), who conducted physical anthropological research on the skull 
commissioned by PPROCE, concludes that it concerns an intact skull without a mandible, sealed with a 
resin, probably shellac. Moreover, it “probably” concerns a male, with an estimated biological age at 
death of between 30 and 60 years, most likely younger (20-50 years). However, this age-estimation is, in 
the words of Panhuysen, “a very unspecific estimate with a relatively low probability.”1  
 
On the frontal bone of the cranium, a Dutch text is written in black ink. Part of the inscription is 
damaged and vague. The text reads: 

oud 90 jaren 
Hoofdopstandeling in 1860 by Z O Afd van Borneo 
onderwierp zich *….* zulks op den koran beroepen 
viel bij zijn arrestatie in den Afdeeling Kall poere 
den 28 Januarij 1866 

 
In translation (K.S.): 
 90 years old 
 Chief insurgent in 1860 in the S E distr. of Borneo 
 Submitted *…*  had invoked the Qur’an 
 Fell at his arrest in the District of Kall poere 
 28 January 1866 
 
Provenance report 
 
The Openbare Scholengemeenschap (OSG) Graaf Engelbrecht high school in the town of Breda has in its 
possession two human skulls and a skull cap that can be related to the Indonesian Archipelago. The 
skulls are inscribed with a Dutch text, and the skull cap carries a Dutch label, indicating that they are 
from Borneo. All three are part of a larger natural historical and anatomical collection. The natural 
historical part of the collection consists of tropical nuts, animal skulls, and bones, and until recently also  
contained a collection in formaldehyde. The Indonesian skulls are part of a larger collection of other 
human skulls, bones, and skeletons without tags or labels. The school has no concrete information about 
the provenance of the Indonesian skulls or the collection at large. Former teaching staff indicated that 
the Indonesian skulls had been part of the science and biology cabinets as long as they can remember.2 
A memorial essay in an anniversary book of the school of 2017 notes that Skull B [see report Skull B] has 
been part of the collection at least since 1963 and that the collection at large was already in existence 
during the Second World War.3 
 

                                                 
1 Physical anthropological analysis was conducted by Raphaël Panhuysen on 10 February 2022, in the presence of PPROCE-researchers Jona 
Mooren and Klaas Stutje, Laurens de Rooy of Museum Vrolik, and a representative of the school. The conclusions can be found in the research 
report “Physical anthropological report of three skulls in the biological collection of the Graaf Engelbrecht Highschool, Breda, The Netherlands” 
by dr. Raphaël Panhuijsen, ANTHRO.NL, February 2022. Please note that this report will be available via the documentation folder of Museum 
Vrolik in Amsterdam UMC. A research account is included at the end of this document. 
2 The author wishes to thank Mr. Mathijssen, Mr. Mens and Mr. Rikkert de Koe for their valuable information. Interview C. Rikkert de Koe and 
W.F. Mathijssen, retired biology teacher and vice principle, 4 December 2020, and H. Mens, retired amanuensis, 8 December 2020. 
3 Wil Mathijssen, “De Rijks-HBS, een terugblik,” in 150 jaar Graaf Engelbrecht 1867-2017, ed. Mariette Voeten-Potteboom (Breda: Graaf 
Engelbrecht, 2017), 34; Interviews of the author with C. Rikkert de Koe and W.F. Mathijssen, 4 December 2020.  
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Beyond the inscriptions, the Indonesian skulls carry no further marks, tags, or labels, apart from a blue 
tag glued to the mandible and temporal bone of skull B. Name tags on other elements of the collection 
suggest that many items belonged to the “Natuurhistorische verzameling, hoogere burgerschool – 
Breda” or “Natuurhistorische verzameling, Rijks hoogere burgerschool Breda” (Natural historical 
collection, [State] higher commoner’s school Breda). Probably around 1954 a few foetuses and human 
remains in identical box-shaped jars and carrying type-written etiquettes were added to the collection. 
Furthermore, individual items carry alternative etiquettes, such as four models of hearts from “Linnaea, 
Naturhist. Institut Berlin, Turmstraβe 19,” a coconut from “Schoolverzameling, Koloniaal Museum 
Haarlem,” and a bat with a tag from “L.W. Schaufuss - Dresden, Sachsen.” 
 

 
Photo 1 and 2: Tags of the “hoogere burgerschool – Breda” and “Rijks hoogere burgerschool Breda”, photo by the author. 
 

The hoogere burgerschool Breda was the direct predecessor of the Rijksscholengemeenschap Graaf 
Engelbrecht, which was formed in 1968 and merged between 1998 and 2008 into today’s OSG Graaf 
Engelbrecht.4 Established in 1866, the hoogere burgerschool was initially funded by the municipality of  
Breda. Only on 1 September 1917 did the school become a state-funded institution and start to carry 
the adjective “Rijks” hoogere burgerschool (RHBS). We see this name change reflected in the use of new 
tags, suggesting that the basis of the collection was established around the year 1917. 
 
In this period, the secretary (or amanuensis) of the school, who was responsible for the purchase and 
maintenance of biological, geographical, and chemical teaching aids, was Herman J. Thiellier (1884-
1931). He held this position from 1905 until his death in 1931.5 In an obituary in journal De Tijd, Thiellier 
was remembered as a collector in the field of natural history and as a national expert in aquariums and 
terrariums, about which he published a book.6 Moreover, from an advertisement ten days after his 
death, we learn that Thiellier’s private collection and the RHBS collection were overlapping.7 
 
Thiellier was 21 years old when he started as amanuensis, and it is not known whether he travelled in 

                                                 
4 Co Stigter, “Van Graaf Engelbrecht naar Prisma”, in 150 jaar Graaf Engelbrecht 1867-2017, ed. Mariette Voeten-Potteboom (Breda: Graaf 
Engelbrecht, 2017), 116-118. 
5 Jacques R.W. Sinninghe, Gedenkboek HBS Breda, 1867-1952 (Breda: Druk. Broese, 1952), 119. 
6 “Herman Thiellier overleden,” De Tijd, godsdienstig-staatkundig dagblad, May 13, 1931, 11; H.J. Thiellier, Het Aquarium, bouw, inrichting en 
bevolking (Amsterdam, Uitgeverij Kosmos, 1928). 
7 “Vogelkooien, zangzaad, aquarium,” Dagblad van Noord-Brabant, May 23, 1931, 4. 
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the Netherlands Indies in his younger years. It is more likely that the human skulls and the few animal 
specimens from Indonesia in the collection were donated by one of the many families from the 
Netherlands Indies who were connected to the Koninklijke Militaire Academie (Royal Military Academy, 
KMA) in Breda and whose sons attended the (R)HBS. From the start in 1836, the KMA trained army 
officers for the Netherlands Indies’ Army. From the end of the nineteenth century, the KMA also 
accepted Dutch cadets from the colony, and many of the instructors were veterans who had served in 
the Netherlands Indies.8 Between 1868 and 1900, the HBS was located on the Kasteelplein next to the 
KMA compound, and in 1899 22 from a total of 105 pupils were born in the Netherlands Indies. Among 
them was the son of L.J.F.E. von Ende (1836-1895). This retired captain of the Indies’ army lived in Breda 
and had fought during the Banjarmasin war as a lieutenant. In November 1865, he was commanding 
lieutenant in the attack on a benteng on the banks of Sungai Kawatan in the upper reaches of the 
Kapuas river.9 Until the establishment of an official ethnographical collection on the premises of the 
KMA in 1909, the neighbouring HBS was a probable destination for ethnographical donations. 
 
Yet, at this moment it is not possible to confirm that the skulls in OSG Graaf Engelbrecht followed this 
route from Banjarmasin, via KMA to Thiellier’s natural historical collection. The year 1963, when former 
vice-headmaster Wil Mathijssen first saw them, remains the first confirmed provenance date. 
 
The Banjarmasin war and skulls from Borneo 
 
 
The Banjarmasin war, which began in 1859, started in the decade when the collection of human material 
gained traction in the Netherlands. After the 1850s, medical faculties and universities began to establish 
medical museums, and scholars such as Willem Vrolik (1801-1863), Jan van der Hoeven (1801-1868), 
and Teunis Zaaijer (1837-1902) initiated the new field of craniology.10 Three general categories of skull 
collecting from the mid-nineteenth century can be discerned. Firstly, there was an increasing interest 
from western ethnographers in locally decorated (overmodelled) skulls and talismans comprising human 
material, produced and cherished in honour of deceased ancestors or as trophies of defeated enemies.11 
A second category of skulls was acquired and shipped out of Borneo to be placed in the cabinets of 
medical officers, biologists, and ethnographers in the emerging tradition of physical anthropology and 
racial sciences. Finally, a small category of skulls found their way to Europe as war trophies of 
subjugated Dayak and Banjarese fighters, taken during the Banjarmasin War (1859-1863).12 After 
decades of mounting tensions, the war itself began as a Dutch reprisal for the massacre of Christian 
missionaries in 1859. The Dutch launched a dirty war using a campaign of terror and launching punitive 
expeditions against an enemy using guerrilla tactics. In the memoirs of the Dutch veteran Louis Lust 

                                                 
8 Marie-Antoinette Willemsen, Volkenkunde in Breda, Van Indische verzameling tot Rijksmuseum Justinus van Nassau en de Vereniging voor 
Volkenkunde (Breda: Erfgoedreeks Breda, 2011) 20-22. 
9 Berry Brand and Theo Govaart, eds., “De Rijks” 125 jaar, Van Gemeentelijke Hoogere Burgerschool tot Stedelijke Scholengemeenschap Graaf 
Engelbrecht, 1867-1992 (Breda, Drukkerij Salsedo, 1992) 40, 80n106; “Naamlijst,” Maçonniek weekblad; uitgaaf voor broeders, 44-22 (1895), 
351. 
10 Fenneke Sysling, Racial Science and Human Diversity in Colonial Indonesia (Singapore: NUS Press, 2016) 30-31. 
11 See the report of RV-360-5268. 
12 Among which, for instance, the skull of Demang Lehman (1832-1864) that reportedly rests in the Leids Anatomisch Museum. 
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(1827-?) we can read:  
 

Upon arrival [in Martapura] major [C.F.] Koch [1822-1877] just ordered the hanging of three treacherous 
Dayaks, and an hour later a mandur [foreman] cut the heads off the bodies. The heads were stuck on 
bamboo poles and proudly demonstrated on the riverbank, for every jukung [dugout canoe] to see. 
People said it was totally not rare for major Koch to make such a statement. And it was necessary, 
because these chaps not only cut the heads off their fellow countrymen if they chose our side, but also 
the heads of our people, whenever they captured one of us.13 
 

Decapitation, sometimes after an improvised court-martial verdict, was also applied against rebel 
leaders of the anti-European coalition. Trophy heads of prominent resistance leaders were taken to 
demonstrate the population that their leader was dead, and as a source of pride for Dutch victories in 
South Kalimantan. 
 
For all three abovementioned categories of human skull collecting, the war-ridden region around 
Banjarmasin became an important site. It is difficult to give accurate estimations of the number of 
Borneo skulls that ended up in Western collections, but several hundred of them are known to exist in 
the depots of museums, hospitals, and universities in the Netherlands, Germany, the United Kingdom, 
and other European countries. Over time, the interest in skulls from Borneo among western scientists 
shifted, and skulls that were collected as decorated skulls or war trophies often ended up in physical 
anthropological collections where they came to represent “racial” groups. As an important consequence 
of this shift, the particular histories of war regarding the trophy skulls got obscured because these 
stories were no longer relevant in the context of physical anthropological research. 
 
It is for this reason that Skull A is very rare. Like many other trophy skulls, this skull ended up in a natural 
historical collection, along with animals and tropical nuts, and its history was almost forgotten. Yet, 
unlike other trophy skulls we are able learn about the fate of the 90 year old chief insurgent and to 
reconstruct parts of its history because of the remarkably elaborate inscribed text on the cranium. The 
author knows no other Indonesian skulls with a similarly detailed inscription referring to a violent past.14 
 
28 January 1866 as the date of death 
 
What does the text on the cranium signify? Taking 28 January 1866 as the date of death of the “chief 
insurgent” provides a first clue. In this period, the colonel resident of Southeast Borneo sent a news 
dispatch every other week to the governor general in Batavia, who forwarded the report to the Minister 
of Colonies in The Hague. His dispatch reported on the latest war-related events in his residency, 
providing detailed information on individual villages and rebel groups. The dispatch of 2 February 1866 
makes no mention of significant incidents, clashes, or arrests in the districts of Southeast Borneo. 

                                                 
13 A. Prell, Taptoe! Herinneringen van Oud-Soldaten en Invaliden van het Indische Leger te Bronbeek (Amsterdam: Van Holkema&Warendorf, 
n.d.[1904]), 71-72: “Bij mijn aankomst [in Martapoera] liet de majoor Koch juist drie verraderlijke Dajakkers ophangen en een uur later sneed 
een mandoer de hoofden van de lijken af. Die koppen werden op bamboestokken gezet en zoo te pronk gesteld aan de kali, opdat ieder 
Djoekong die voorbij kwam, ze kon zien. Men noemde het volstrekt geen zeldzaamheid als majoor Koch den Dajakkers op die manier z’n 
visitekaartje zond. ’t Was trouwens noodig ook, want de kerels sneden niet alleen de koppen hunner landslieden, die onze zijde hadden 
gekozen, af, maar ook die van onze luitjes, als ze er maar eentje te pakken konden krijgen.” 
14 This was confirmed by Dr. Fenneke Sysling in an interview on 2 December 2020. 
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Hovever, there was one incident of importance on 26 January 1866. On this day, Mohammad Yassin 
(1837-1866), better known as “Hadjie Boeyassin” [elsewhere mentioned in Dutch sources as Hadjie 
Boeyasin/Boejasin/Boasin/Boeijassin, Boejasim, known in the literature as haji Buyasin),15 was killed 
when a local militia loyal to the Dutch attempted to arrest him. According to Dutch sources, haji Buyasin 
was loyal to Panembahan Aling (?-1860) and Sultan Koening (ca. 1834-) (see below) and had participated 
in the attack on Western missionaries and colonial officials in the early May days of 1859 in his home 
region, Tanah Laut, south of Martapura. After this first clash and subsequent clashes in August 1859 
around the fortress of Tabanio, haji Buyasin had lived a life in hiding, conducting guerrilla raids on Dutch 
soldiers in the Tanah Laut region. On 26 January 1866, he was intercepted by troops of Pembakal 
Boenang (?-?), fighting on the side of the Dutch, while he attempted to flee north with his family and a 
few followers. Haji Buyasin refused to surrender and was reportedly killed in the skirmish. A day later, 
his body was brought to Banjarmasin by the regent of Martapura, where he was buried next to the 
mosque.16 
 
Haji Buyasin was only 29 years old when he was killed, which is significantly younger than 90 years old. 
In itself, this is not problematic, because physical anthropological research of the skull indicates that 90 
years old as the age of death was probably too high. However, we must also remark that a remarkably 
advanced age was never part of the public appeal of haji Buyasin.  
 
The fact that the arrest and death of haji Buyasin happened two days before the date on Skull A in Breda 
could very well be a minor inaccuracy on the side of the collector/inscriber. It is known from cases in the 
Banjarmasin region that bodies were later disinterred to take away human remains and grave goods, as 
in the case of Demang Lehman (1832-1864). It is therefore possible that the interment of haji Buyasin 
happened two days before the date on skull A. In the catalogue of 1865 of Museum Vrolik, we have 
found mention of another skull with the inscription “Boejasin, natus [born] Paoelassan-Banjermasin,” 
but this skull was registered a year before haji Buyasin was executed and thus concerns someone else.17 
The status of “chief insurgent” [hoofdopstandeling] seems an exaggeration. He was one of the many 
local leaders fighting on the side of the insurgents.  
 
The 90 year old chief insurgent 
 
If we take Skull A’s reportedly advanced age as a point of departure -– knowing that physical 
anthropological analysis could not exclude such an old age18 –- an alternative possibility is Panembahan 
Aling or Raja Muning, a very prominent chief insurgent of a very high age whose son was Sultan 

                                                 
15 Sjamsuddin, “Fighting Dutch Rule”, 142, 194. 
16 NL-HaNA, Koloniën, 1850-1900, 2.10.02, inv.nr. 1735, 28 March 1866, nr 4, report of the colonel resident Happé for the governor general, 
dated 2 February 1866; Meyners, Bijdragen tot de kennis der geschiedenis van het Bandjermasinsche Rijk, 215. 
17 J.L.Dusseau, Musée Vrolik; Catalogue de la Collection d’Anatomie (Amsterdam: W.J. de Roever Kröber, 1865) 115, nr. 261. 
18 Raphaël Panhuijsen remarks: “The ectocranial (external) suture obliteration (closure) suggests an age of 90 years is unlikely: all the sutures 
that close early in life show only incipient closure. The two earliest closing sutures, that according to Rösing, 1977, are closed around 29 and 42 
years in males, display incipient closure and no signs of closure, respectively. As mentioned before, this method is not considered to be very 
reliable.” Email from Panhuijsen, 24 February 2022.   
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Kuning.19 The Dutch considered him to be the inspirational leader of the attacks on Dutch missionaries 
and colonial officials in 1859. Van Rees described him as “very elderly, almost blind and suffering from a 
sort of leprosy,”20 and in the judicial verdict of his son he was characterised as a “very elderly and worn 
out man” who “had turned completely blind by illness and age.”21 Similar descriptions of Aling can be 
found in reports of the Resident of Southeast Borneo, and in modern literature about the movement of 
Aling and Sultan Koening.22  
 
According to Dutch sources, Aling had been a pirate on the rivers of the Banjarmasin region in his youth. 
Later, he settled in the village of Kumbajau near Muning. Advanced in years, he was known to be very 
devout and healing powers were attributed to him. When Sultan Tamdjidillah (1817-1867) was put on 
the throne by the Dutch, Antasari (1797-1862) requested Aling to do batapa [bertapa or beamal]: 
praying and fasting in solitude during at maximum nine months to communicate with God. In February 
1858, in a state of holy trance, Aling indeed received the divine message that for the period of three 
months his direct family would be animated by the usurped dynasty of 1787 to bring the last descendant 
of this dynasty, Antasari, to the throne of Martapura. From then on, Aling started to carry the title 
Panembahan and Raja Muning, renamed his eldest son Sultan Kuning (after the well-known Sultan 
Hamidullah who died in 1734), and sought contact with Antasari. In the village Kumbajau, which was  
renamed Tambj Mekkah (Tambai Mekka or Tjambooy/Tjambai), a new mosque and fortified house were 
erected, which quickly became a place of pilgrimage and anti-Dutch agitation. The Dutch accused Aling 
and his son of instigating the simultaneous attack on Dutch outposts in April/May 1859, and made the 
annihilation of this movement one of its priorities.23 
 
A first punitive expedition in November 1859 against the Muning region was averted by the troops of 
Sultan Kuning. A second attack on Tambj Mekkah took place on 5 February 1860 by 70 troops under the 
command of Captain A.H.B. Schiff (1813-1860). Schiff ordered the burning of all the houses in the village 
and to surround the fortified building in which Aling, Sultan Kuning, and many of their followers and 
family members were trapped. After three rounds of attack, the Dutch broke the resistance and entered 
the building. Eleven defenders died in the attack and their corpses were burned with the house. Some, 
including Sultan Kuning, managed to flee. In a resident’s report based on a military log, we can read:  
 

                                                 
19 Tijdschrift voor Indische Taal-, Land en Volkenkunde of 1860 (part III) comprises a list with sixty of the most important ‘indigenous chiefs’, 
mostly relatives of the late Sultan Adam and some of them important anti-Dutch fighters. According to the Dutch author, none of them was 
older than 70 years old: ‘Staat van de in het Bandjermasinsche Rijk Aanwezige Inlandsche Grooten en Hoofden en Hunne Bekende Inkomsten, ‘ 
Tijdschrift voor Indische Taal-, Land en Volkenkunde 9-3 (1860), 119-131. Interestingly, according to Dutch sources, Sultan Adam and Nyai Ratu 
Kemala Sari were also around 90 years old when Sultan Adam died in 1857. It seems, however, highly unlikely that their bodies were mutilated 
without notice and that their names would be omitted from the text on the skull itself. It suggests, however, that ’90 years old’ may have been 
a proverbial reference to someone of a very high age. 
20 Van Rees, De Bandjermasinsche Krijg I, 42: “hoogbejaard, nagenoeg blind en aan een soort van lepra lijdend”. Raphaël Panhuijsen did not find 
indications of leprosy: “No signs of leprosy were observed in the skull. Leprosy may cause so-called pathognomic changes (changes diagnostic 
for a specific type of disease) in the maxilla. These were not observed in the skull.” Email from Panhuijsen, 24 February 2022. 
21 Verzameling der Merkwaardigste Vonnissen gewezen door de krijgsraad te velde in de zuid- en oosterafdeeling van Borneo gedurende de 
jaren 1859-1864 (Batavia: Landsdrukkerij, 1865): “een hoog bejaarde en afgeleefde man […] die door ziekte en ouderdom geheel blind was 
geworden”. 
22 NL-HaNA, Koloniën, 1850-1900, 2.10.02, inv.nr. 849, 18 July 1859, nr 42, letter from the resident of Southeast Borneo to the Governor 
General, 4 April 1859; Idwar Saleh, “Agrarian Radicalism,” 147-149; Sjamsuddin, “Fighting Dutch Rule,” 119-139. 
23 Saleh, “Agrarian Radicalism,” 147-149; Sjamsuddin, “Fighting Dutch Rule,” 115-139; J.J. Meijer, “Voor veertig jaren te Bandjermasin,” De 
Indische Gids, Staat- en Letterkundig Maandschrift 21-1 (1899) 661-670. 
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While they [the Dutch soldiers] were busy [burning the house], something white was seen in the alang 
alang [high grass] nearby, and captain Schiff gave order to open fire on it, and ordered a sergeant to take 
note of what it was. He came back with the message that it had been an injured who he had finished off. 
When the corpse was brought over, it was recognised by a few natives to be the body of the Raja of 
Muning (Alim, who called himself Panembahan). The head of this insurgent who was the first to fly the 
flag of revolt was taken and sent away [herwaarts opgezonden]. Also the banner of the Raja of Muning, 
his payung, his glaive, and his garment fell into our hands, as did a girl who was said to be his 
granddaughter.24 
 

In the same report, Aling was referred to as “the often mentioned chief insurgent [hoofdopstandeling],” 
a term that was more often used in relation to Aling.25  
 
In 1899, pensioned colonial official J.J. Meijer (1834-1921) gave an alternative account of the affairs in 
Tambj Mekkah. Meijer, who had been directly involved in the arrest of Sultan Kuning in 1864, published 
an article about Aling and Sultan Kuning. In this article, he claims that the decapitated victim was 
mistakenly considered to be Sultan Kuning –- which as we know is not true –- while in fact it was the 
father-in-law of Sultan Koening, a person named Toekol (?-?).26 According to Meijer, the wrong head  
was then taken as a trophy and sent to the commander of the expedition and to the Pathological 
Cabinet of the Museum van het Bataviaasch Genootschap in Batavia. It seems that Meijer derived his 
information from interrogations of Sultan Koening after his arrest in 1864.27 
 
The trajectory of the skull of Tambj Mekkah 
 
A military log written three days after the attack on Tambj Mekkah confirms Meijer’s claim that the head 
–- of Aling or Toekol –- the flag, payung, glaive, and garment were indeed sent to the “Chef der 
Expeditie,” who was major Koch.28 Via various routes, the flag, glaive, and garment were sent to the 
Netherlands, and are now held by the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam (the flag) and in Museum Bronbeek in 
Arnhem (the glaive and garment). Yet, with regards to the trajectory of the insurgent’s skull we have 
found a more reliable account than Meijer’s. A copy of a letter dated 22 February 1860 in the family 
archive of Gustave Marie Verspijck (1822-1909), the successor of A.J. Andresen (1808-1872) as resident 

                                                 
24 NL-HaNA, Koloniën, 1850-1900, 2.10.02, inv.nr. 980, 3 September 1860 nr. 34, letter of the resident of Southeast Borneo to the Governor 
General, dated 10 February 1860: “Middelerwijl men zich daarmede onledig hield, werd iets wits in de nabijstaande alang alang gezien en 
daarop op last van den kapitein Schiff gevuurd, die verder last gaf aan een sergeant om te gaan opnemen wat het was. Deze kwam terug met 
het berigt dat het een geblesseerde was geweest, die hij verder had afgemaakt. Het lijk daarop gehaald zijnde, werd dit door eenige inlanders 
herkend voor dat van den Radja van Moening (Alim zich noemende Panembahan). Het hoofd van deze opstandeling, die het eerste den 
oproervaân uitstak is medegevoerd en herwaarts opgezonden. Ook de banier van de Radja van Moening, zijn paijong, piek en kleed zijn bij deze 
gelegenheid in onze handen gevallen, zoomede een meisje dat gezegd wordt zijne kleindochter te zijn. Dit kind is herwaarts opontboden en zal 
getracht worden eenige nadere bijzonderheden van hetzelve te vernemen.“ 
25 NL-HaNA, Koloniën, 1850-1900, 2.10.02, inv.nr. 980, 3 September 1860 nr. 34, letter of the resident of Southeast Borneo to the Governor 
General, dated 10 February 1860: “den vaak genoemden hoofdopstandeling”. See also J.C.J. Smits, Gedenkboek van het Koloniaal-Militair 
Invalidenhuis Bronbeek (Arnhem: Uitgeverij P. Gouda Quint, 1881), 47. 
26 Raphaël Panhuijsen found no indications of decapitation: “Both "complete" skulls [A and B] display no signs of decapitation. Typical marks of 
decapitation are cut marks to the mandible or trauma of the occipital condyles. In skull 1 only the occipital condyles could be inspected. In skull 
2 both the mandible and the skull base could be inspected.” Email from Panhuijsen, 24 February 2022. 
27 Meijer, “Voor veertig jaren te Bandjermasin,” 667. 
28 NL-HaNA, Koloniën, 1850-1900, 2.10.02, inv.nr. 980, 3 September 1860 nr. 34, Extract uit het journaal van den Majoor Chef der expeditie in 
de Zuid- en OosterAfdeeling van Borneo, vanaf den 17 Februarij tot en met den 1en Maart 1860: “aan den Chef der Expeditie zijn gezonden en 
door de bevolking erkend” 
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of Southeast Borneo and commander in chief of the military, states that “de majoor,” most likely Koch, 
sent the head to the “Chef van de Geneeskundige Dienst” [head of the Medical Service] in Batavia. This 
letter, written 17 days after the attack and with as attachment “a human head,” mentions not without 
sarcasm:  
 

In the fight in Tjambooij the head of Raja Muning fell into our hands, who is said to be one of God’s 
grandchildren. Because such a head of God’s son is probably of importance for the arts I considered it to 
be my duty to send it to Your Honour.29 
 

The chief of the Medical Service in this period was Colonel Geerlof Wassink (1811-1864). As a medical 
officer Wassink quickly climbed the ranks of the colonial army and in 1857 was promoted to the rank of 
Colonel and head of the Medical Service, a position he continued to hold until his death in October 
1864.30 As with so many other medical officers, Wassink collected and donated human skulls to 
anatomical and anthropology collections, obtaining them from hospitals in Batavia.  The catalogue of 
Joseph Barnard Davis (1801-1881), a British physician and craniologist who had the largest private 
collection in the world, numbers 23 skulls donated by Wassink from all parts of the archipelago.31 The 
catalogue of the Vrolik collection in the Netherlands numbered 5 skulls from Wassink.32 The note in 
Verspijck’s family archive thus provides a clear route via which the skull from Tambj Mekkah could have 
ended up in the Netherlands.  
 
Further evidence can be derived from the handwriting itself. From the Davis catalogue it seems that 
many of Wassink’s skulls were inscribed, yet typically with the victim’s name only. We have not found a 
comparably elaborate text, such as on Skull A in Breda, among Wassink’s or other skulls from the 
Indonesian Archipelago in the Davis and Vrolik catalogues. Only the skulls of another collector-cum-
distributor, J.G.X. Broekmeijer (1819-1866), seem to be inscribed with more information, providing 
details about the individual’s family and place of origin. Broekmeijer was the head of the medical 
military officers in the region of Banjarmasin and sent at least three skulls from Borneo to Davis.33 To 
confirm if Skull A in Breda was indeed sent by Wassink or by Broekmeijer, a comparison with the 
handwriting on other skulls would be worthwhile.  
 
Assuming that Skull A indeed refers to Aling, the year 1860, which has no special significance in the 
Banjarmasin war (1859-1863), could indeed refer to the year of Aling’s defeat. Furthermore, Aling based 
his teachings on the Qur’an, although a historic claim in the name of the Kuning dynasty would be more 
accurate. Finally, even though it is questionable if Aling was 90 years old –- in 1859 his eldest son and 
daughter were 30 and 40 years old respectively - – he was the only resistance leader whose advanced 
age was an intrinsic part of his appeal. 
 
Arguments that cast doubt on this hypothesis are the stated afdeeling (district) in which the person was 
arrested and the date of 28 January 1866. Aling was killed in his home village, Tambj Mekkah, which was 
in the Kween afdeling, and no names of villages, rivers, or official districts in the area seem to 
                                                 
29 NL-HaHGA, familiearchief Verspyck, inv.nr. 16, letter from the major to the chef van de geneeskundige dienst, 22 February 1860. 
30 “Levensbericht van Dr. G. Wassink,” Tijdschrift voor Neerland's Indië 3-1 (1865) 58-59. 
31 J. B. Davis, Thesaurus Craniorum: Catalogue of the Skulls of the Various Races of Man, in the Collection of Joseph Barnard Davis (London, 
Printed for subscribers, 1867) 291. 
32 Dusseau, Musée Vrolik, 24, 26, 91, 98, 104; Sysling, Racial science, 32. 
33 Davis, Thesaurus Craniorum, 292-295, nrs. 1242, 1243 and 1246, but 1244 and 1245 bear striking similarities. 
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correspond with the name “Kall Poere.” An alternative explanation for the date is also difficult to find. 
The date indicates that the text was inscribed after the Banjarmasin war proper, and –- if at all possible 
with a recently removed head –- was not inscribed by the people who were directly involved in the 
incident. This also leaves open the possibility that the information on the cranium is fundamentally 
corrupt and that the skull was intentionally or accidentally attributed to the wrong person. 
 
Arrest in the “afdeeling Kall Poere” 
 
A final point of departure is the “afdeeling Kall Poere” (Kall Poere district) where the chief insurgent was 
reportedly killed. The name of this locality, which is difficult to decipher, does not seem to correspond 
with the two official afdelingen (districts), Amunthai and Martapura, that were governed by an assistant 
resident, and the afdeling Kween, that was governed by the resident in Banjarmasin directly. These 
districts were installed after the abolition of the Sultanate in 1859. The name also does not remind of 
one of the many appanages of the former Sultan’s land.34 Historian and expert of Banjarese culture 
Mansyur Sammy suggested a few possible local names with a possible abbreviation to “Kall Poere.” 
Most probable are “Kaloewa Poerai” (referring to the village “Poerai”/Purai, adjacent to today’s sub-
district (kecamatan) “Kaloewa”/Kelua, in kabupaten Tabalong in Kalimantan Selatan) and “kampong 
Koewala Poeria” (a historic village indicated on the map of Salomon Müller that would be situated in 
today’s sub-district (kecamatan) Dusun Hilir in Kabupaten Barito Selatan in Kalimantan Selatan).35 The  
latter option is interesting because it is not far from kampung Telang, where Skull B in Breda reportedly 
came from [see report Skull B]. 
 
The first option, the village Purai in kecamatan Kelua, is interesting because, as Mansyur Sammy points 
out, it was the home base of the insurgent penghulu Abdul Rasyid (1815-1865), who was killed in 1865 
and whose head was taken by Dutch troops “for verification.”36 However, we could not confirm this 
hypothesis because Abdul Rasyid was killed on 4 September 1865, which does not correspond with the 
date of death inscribed on the skull, and because he was around 50 years old. However, the research 
indication of “Kaloewa Poerai” or “Koewala Poeria” may be relevant in further historical research. 
 
Concluding remarks 
 
In conclusion, the larger natural historical collection in OSG Graaf Engelbrecht provides enough 
information to draw up a hypothesis regarding the question how this skull ended up in a school in Breda. 
However, a lack of archival evidence about the purchase or donation of the skull makes it impossible to 
draw definite conclusions.  
 
On the basis of physical anthropological examination we can conclude that it “probably” concerns a 
male adult, with an estimated biological age at death of between 30 and 60 years, most likely younger 

                                                 
34 NL-HaNA, Koloniën, 1850-1900, 2.10.02, inv.nr. 976, 28 August 1860 nr. 36, inventory of appanages and revenues of the Sultan’s family. 
35 The author wishes to thank Mansyur Sammy for his generous help in interpreting ‘Kall Poere’. Email Mansyur Sammy, expert in Banjarese 
history and culture, 1 July and 12 July 2021. 
36 NL-HaNA, Koloniën, 1850-1900, 2.10.02, inv.nr. 1685, 29 November 1865, nr. 3, report of the Resident of South East Borneo, dated 1 October 
1865. 
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(20-50 years). However, this age estimation is, according to Panhuysen “a very unspecific estimate with 
a relatively low probability.”37  
 
The text on Skull A in Breda gives us a few important hints of its history and the identity of the victim, of 
which the most probable is the hypothesis that the skull belongs to Panembahan Aling, the Raja of 
Muning. Yet, this hypothesis leaves uncertainties about the meaning of the date of 28 January 1866 and 
the district of ‘Kall Poere.’ An alternative hypothesis is haji Buyasin, but in his case, his advanced age was 
not part of his appeal, and his status of “hoofdopstandeling” also seems exaggerated. 
 
In order to draw more certain conclusions, additional historical research, focusing on the date and 
location, is necessary. If further research substantiates the conclusion that the text on the cranium 
indeed refers to Aling, a comparison of the handwriting with texts on other skulls collected by Wassink 
and Broekmeijer could confirm if one of them was involved in inscribing Skull A in Breda. This would 
provide clarity about the trajectory of the skull from Banjarmasin to Breda.  
 
Finally, with regards to provenance research to human skulls in general it is important to mention that 
the inscribed text on the cranium of Skull A in Breda is unusually elaborate and that no similarly 
inscribed trophy skulls from colonial Indonesia are known. Provenance research to other human remains 
is likely much more difficult.  
 
Suggestions for further research 
 
A comparison of the handwritings on skulls donated by Wassink and Broekmeijer to Museum Vrolik and 
the Davis collection could confirm if one of them was involved in inscribing Skull A in Breda.  
A cross-national investigation and inventorying of the skull-collections in various European museums, 
universities, and institutions may provide more details about the collection practices and distribution 
patterns of skulls from Borneo, and may provide an alternative explanation of the date of 28 January 
1866. 
 
Raphaël Panhuysen indicates that there are additional methods to come to a more accurate and secure 
age determination. “By using the Tooth-Cementum-Annulation age determination method, it is possible 
to acquire a more specific age estimate with a higher probability that the estimate is correct. For this 
method, the annular build-up in the dentine of single rooted elements is examined. The appropriate 
dental elements are preserved for this individual.” He also writes: “A study of the provenance of the 
skull based on oxygen and strontium isotopes could also be beneficial for the research. These isotopes 
can reflect geographic variation and provide insight as to where the individual lived when his dental 
enamel was formed (and if the bone of the skull is sampled where the individual spend the last circa 10 
years of his life). However, this is only possible if reference data for Borneo are available or if these can 
be collected”38 

                                                 
37 “Physical anthropological report of three skulls in the biological collection of the Graaf Engelbrecht Highschool, Breda, The Netherlands” by 
Dr. Raphaël Panhuijsen, ANTHRO.NL. 
38 “Physical anthropological report of three skulls in the biological collection of the Graaf Engelbrecht Highschool, Breda, The Netherlands” by 
dr. Raphaël Panhuijsen, ANTHRO.NL; Email Panhuijsen, 24 February 2022. 
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Research account 
 
After the OSG Graaf Engelbrecht school in Breda contacted the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam about the 
Indonesian skulls in its possession, the skulls were included in the selection of the PPROCE provenance 
project. The PPROCE researchers have sought advice from Susan Legêne, the co-author of a book about 
human remains in the Tropenmuseum, on the ethics around this type of research.39 The research has 
focused on finding information about the identity and regional origin of the skulls, anticipating further 
steps, including the possibility of the repatriation of the skulls.  
 
Aware of the short-term necessity of finding a more appropriate environment and better technical and 
organisational facilities to accommodate the skulls, the school and the PPROCE researchers agreed to 
involve Amsterdam UMC Museum Vrolik. This museum has experience in the safeguarding, research, 
and repatriation of human remains. Laurens de Rooy of Museum Vrolik has advised the school about the 
conservation of the natural historical and anatomical collection at large. Museum Vrolik also agreed to 
accept the Indonesian skulls on loan from OSG Graaf Engelbrecht, with the intention and expectation 
that the research and storage facilities and management experience of the museum in relation to (the 
repatriation of) human remains will help to secure a more ethical and dignified future for the skulls.  
 
The physical anthropological examination of the skulls was conducted on 10 February 2022 by Raphaël 
Panhuysen, ANTHRO.NL, in the presence of PPROCE-researchers Jona Mooren and Klaas Stutje, Laurens 
de Rooy of Museum Vrolik, and a representative of the school. This kind of examination was deemed 
necessary because an analysis of the age of death of Skull A could confirm or reject the hypotheses that 
were made on the basis of archival research. During the research, the skulls were photographically 
documented, and studied by using standard physical anthropological methods. No invasive or 
destructive methods were applied and no samples have been collected. After examination, the skulls 
were carefully packed in specially developed acid free cardboard boxes, provided by Museum Vrolik. The 
research report, entitled “Physical anthropological report of three skulls in the biological collection of 
the Graaf Engelbrecht Highschool, Breda, The Netherlands” will be made available via the 
documentation folder of Museum Vrolik in Amsterdam UMC. 

                                                 
39 David van Duuren, Mischa ten Kate and Susan Legêne, Physical Anthropology Reconsidered: Human Remains at the Tropenmuseum 
(Amsterdam: KIT publishers 2007). 


