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Statues unveiled to
honour UK naturalist
and his Sarawak aide

Jacklin Kwan

and Audrey Tan
Environment Correspondent

Two hundred years ago, Singapore
and the rest of South-east Asia were
covered with large swathes of rela-
tively unexplored jungles.

But two intrepid explorers -
British naturalist Alfred Russel Wal-
lace and his field assistant, Ali -
braved the wilderness.

As they explored the Malay archi-
pelago, they collected specimens
which today are still useful in help-
ing scientists understand more
about the natural heritage in Singa-
pore and the region.

Yesterday, the two men’s contri-
butions were commemorated as

their statues were unveiled at the
National University of Singapore’s
(NUS) Lee Kong Chian Natural His-
tory Museum. This coincides with
Singapore commemorating its bi-
centennial year.

Dr John van Wyhe, a historian of
science at NUS, said the systematic
recording of wildlife in Singapore
wasrelatively recent.

“Ifit weren’t for Wallace’s collec-
tions, we wouldn’t be able to recon-
struct the biodiversity in Singapore
that was here 150 years ago,” he
told The Straits Times.

Wallace’s eight-year expedition
to collect specimens in the Malay ar-
chipelago spanned 1854 to 1862.

In 1855, he met Ali, a local in
Sarawak, and hired him as a guide
and cook. And as their relationship

grew, so did Ali’s involvement in
Wallace’s work.

He eventually became an assis-
tant to Wallace in the field as well.
Ali shot and skinned a large propor-
tion of Wallace’s bird specimens

and accompanied him throughout
hisjourneys, including Singapore.
They collected over 125,660 speci-
mens of insects, birds, reptiles,
mammals and shells.
Said Dr van Wyhe: “These sam-

WALL” € & ALl

FAUNCH OF Alfred Russel
Wallace and his
TUE assistant, Ali,
collected over
125,660

specimens of
insects, birds,
reptiles,
mammals and
shells from
South-east Asia.
ST PHOTO:
JASON QUAH

ples were sent back and sold to mu-
seums and private collectors, where
they were studied, published and
ended up being part of the body of
scientific knowledge in that era.”
Senior Minister and Coordinating

Minister for National Security Teo
Chee Hean, who was guest of hon-
our at the event, commended the
duo for their spirit of adventure, col-
laboration and environmentalism.

Wallace had raised concerns over
the environmental impact of hu-
man activity - tales of caution
which have become more relevant
than ever, said Mr Teo.

Governmental efforts were not
enough, headded.

Citing Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong’s National Day Rally
speech, in which he sounded the
clarion call for Singapore to take
climate action, Mr Teo said: “We
need all our citizens, organisa-
tions, scientists and research com-
munity to work together and con-
tribute ideas, so we can better un-
derstand climate change, contrib-
ute to global efforts to mitigate
greenhouse gas emissions, and
adapt to climate change to safe-
guard our island for years to
come.”
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