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Ri ppl es over sunken treasures

R Sittanmparam

ARE Mal aysi ans averse to research and studies on culture and history in
this age of cyberspace and high technol ogy? A case in point is the recent
ruckus over the recovery, by a foreign marine archaeol ogi cal excavation
team of Mng Dynasty treasure off Mersing in Johor

It pronpted considerable Press coverage and a series of "raids" by
Governnment authorities to ensure that "the foreigners do not nake off with
the treasures”.

This is sad because these enforcement officers didn't seemto understand
or appreciate the val uabl e archaeol ogi cal work done by the researchers who
had risked their lives to excavate the treasures.

In the words of Sten Sjostrand, the | eader of the excavation group
"Every authority in the country was suddenly after the barang barang (600-
year-old ceranics recovered fromthe sunken 15th-century M ng junk).

"They labelled me a crinminal and threatened ne with all sorts of |ega
action. The significance of the findings and research work was totally
di sregarded.

"Many experts famliar with this type of work, whom| had personally net
and corresponded wi th, had expressed great interest in the research and
provi ded nuch encour agenent .

"I't woul d have been nice if the Ml aysian authorities shared the sane
sentiments instead of accusing nme of trying to steal so-called nationa
treasures," he says.

Sj ostrand, 50, says no one seened to understand the fact that the
Mal aysi an Government has no | egal jurisdiction over the wreck, codenaned
Royal Nanhai, as it was found outside Ml aysia' s Excl usive Economni c Zone
(EEZ) .

The |l ocal authorities, he notes, were obviously only after the noney as
they thought the treasures were worth millions (about 17,000 ceramc
artifacts were recovered fromthe weck).

"The fact is that ancient Thai ceramcs, unlike Chinese ceranics, have
little comercial value. Qur find, therefore, is only significant in terns
of its academ c value."

Sjostrand says natters were nmade worse when the Mal acca Miseum
Cor poration (M), which had an agreenent with himto excavate the Royal
Nanhai, backed out over sone m sunderstandi ngs.

"Newspaper reports also discredited ne and ny crew, as if we were a
group of crimnals," he adds.

Sjostrand, a mari ne and of fshore engi neer from Sweden and an anat eur
archael ogi st, has been living in Singapore for the past 25 years.

According to Sjostrand, his Royal Nanhai excavation work officially
began | ast year, after they struck an agreenment with the MMC and its
whol | y- owned subsidiary Perzimto jointly undertake the task.

"W agreed on this deal on our own accord, notw thstanding the fact that
under the United Nations International Convention of the Law of the Sea,
to which Malaysia is a signatory, we do not require a Mal aysian permt to
carry out the work.

"W even took the step of studying the treatise on Mal aysia and the Law
of the Sea and other |egal docunents regarding the sal vage of historica
wr ecks.

"It is clearly stated in these treatises that, "The sal vage of wrecks is
therefore not deternined by the EEZ rights but other rules of



international law (United Nations convention) since the rights to the EEZ
only pertain to fishery rights'."

He says if any country has the right to stake a claimon the ship it
woul d be Thail and (based on the weck's cultural and historical origins).

“"In ny agreenent with the MMC, | referred to this and pl edged t hat
certain artefacts excavated fromthe Royal Nanhai woul d be handed over to
t he Thai nuseuns.

"We al so included a paragraph stating: " The excavators shall make al
necessary arrangenents such that artefacts recovered are available for the
continued study of Southeast Asia's ceram c devel opnent, ship-buil ding
techni ques and that the coherent value of the weck and its artefacts
support further studies of Southeast Asian historical and cul tural
heritage'."

Sjostrand says his crew s greatest mstake was entrusting the task of
getting all necessary approvals fromthe Ml aysi an authorities for the
excavation project to the MVC,

"I't was on the personal instruction of the MMC, which gave an assurance
that the Federal CGovernnment and State CGovernment had authorised us to
carry out the excavation, that we approached the Mersing and Endau police
to provide security for our Endau war ehouse."

Fol | owi ng the Federal Governnent authorisation outlined in a letter to
the MMC dated May 9, 1995, and witten by then Chief Secretary to the
Governnent Tan Sri Ahmad Sarji Abdul Hanmid, a Menorandum of Under st andi ng
was si gned between Sjostrand and Perzim pendi ng approval by the | ega
advi sor of the Mal acca Governnent for the official working agreenent.

Thi s menorandum confirmed: "In the neantinme Sten (Sjostrand) shall on an
excl usive basis, weather pernmitting, proceed with the work in accordance
with the draft agreenent based on the approval of the project by the
Honourable Prinme M nister of Malaysia, in his letter of approval PM 10355
Jid. 1V dated 9th of May 1995 by the Chief Secretary to the Government of

Mal aysi a. "
"The irony is that the same Endau police who had kept guard over our
war ehouse since June 1995 nabbed us in Cctober last year for illegally

renoving the artefacts fromJohor waters.

"Fromthen on, the various authorities began descending on us, piling
nmore accusations against us, resulting in three of ny crew being arrested
and placed in prison for a day. Qur passports were al so seized by the
| mmigration authorities.”

Sjostrand says on top of the initial charge that the crew had illegally
renoved artefacts from Mal aysi an waters, the crew nenbers were al so
accused of illegally bringing the artefacts into the country, not
possessing work permits and failing to report entry into the country.

He says subsequently, follow ng investigations by the various
departnents, all the accusations agai nst himand his crew were dropped,
save for the all eged Custons Act violation.

Sjostrand clains that here again the authorities were deliberating their
verdict in order to hold on to his passport.

He adds: "If they conpound nme for the offence, legally | can pay the
fine and wal k away with the artefacts.

"OF course ny intentionis to conplete ny excavation work on the Royal
Nanhai and three other equally significant M ng wecks in the region, the
Nanyang, Xuande and Longquan that we have di scovered."

Si pping tea on his boat The Cadenza, the principal vessel used by the
crew for the excavation, Sjostrand says he and the crew have spent
hundreds of thousands of ringgit for the years of research, and many
months of witing a well-detail ed 140-page report on the vessel and its
ceram c artefacts.



The process, he adds, conprised visits to archives and nuseuns all over
the worl d, indepth research, and scientific testing and anal ysi s.

"The crew al so underwent great hardship at the dive site, facing the
wrath of stornms, contending with daily ocean currents which nade dives and
recovery work difficult and dangerous, plus the risks of repeated “extrene
exposure diving'.

"I wonder nowif it was all worth it.

"But for the nonent, the Federal Governnent has invited us to negotiate
the transfer of our agreement with the MMC to forge a new worki ng
arrangenent directly withit.

"For this purpose | have now forned a Ml aysi an regi stered conpany wi th
a Bum putera partner, Nanhai Marine Archaeol ogy Sdn Bhd, under the
i nstructions of the Governnent.

"Qur plan is to conplete the excavation, which is only 30 per cent done,
and give a representative share to the nmuseuns in the regi on. The bal ance
will be sold to other nuseuns and collectors to cover the costs of
excavati on.

"Many | ocal and foreign institutions have already expressed interest in
arrangi ng exhi bitions of the recoveries," says Sjostrand.
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