BULETIN PUSAT PENELITIAN ARKEOLOGI NASIONAL

Bulletin of the Research Centre of Archaeology of Indonesia

No. 16 Jakarta 1981

NIAS!:
THE ONLY OLDER MEGALITHIC
TRADITION IN INDONESIA

Rumbi Mulia






Dedicated to H.E. Adam Malik
whose profound interest in archaeology made it
possible for us to accompany him to Nias.



Copyright
Pusat Penelitian Arkeologi Nasional
1981

ISSN 0126 — 2548

Dicetak Oleh: P.T. Bunda Karya



NIAS:

THE ONLY OLDER MEGALITHIC
TRADITION IN INDONESIA

Rumbi Mulia

Proyek Penelitian Purbakala Jakarta
Departemen P & K



PETA PULAU NIAS

© TEMPAT KEOUDUKAN BUPATI
. «
e BATAS, “KECAMATAN

— MALAN .06

-~ SUNGAl
a S

Map of Nias

|



, NIAS:
THE ONLY OLDER MEGALITHIC
TRADITION IN INDONESIA*

INTRODUCTION

To the west of Sumatra lies a group of islands of which the biggest is the island of
Nias. Its geographical location isolates it from the other parts of Indonesia. Further-
more, the fact that the island is surrounded by coral reefs and banks, which makes the
landing of ships dangerous and sometimes impossible, has made it even more secluded
from the rest of the archipelago.

Nias is a relatively small island, covering an area of 4472 square km, approximate-
ly 120 km long and 40 km wide. Dense jungle covers the hills and mountains, making
the villages on the hill inaccessible to outsiders.

The first literary record of Nias was made by an Arab merchant Suleiman (851
A.D.) who wrote about his travels and reported that there were head hunters on the
island of ”Niyang”, by which he could only have meant Nias. The people themselves
called the island tano niha (= land of the people) and referred to themselves as ono
niha (= children of the people). It seems that the word nika was converted into Nias?),

As to the origin of the people of Nias, they probably belonged to the first branch-
es of people coming from East Asia who populated the Indonesian archipelago. Accor-
ding to Heine-Geldern the “Uraustronesier” passed through the hills of Assam via
mainland South East Asia to the Malay peninsula between 2500 and 1500 B.C. Those
emigrants, called the Proto-Malay, once populated mainland South East Asia.

Subsequently they separated from the main population drift and divided into
various branches. Some of them penetrated as far as Nias where they became relatively
isolated. The fact that many natives of Nias have almond-shaped eyes and a light com-
plexion may be an indication that those emigrants who settled on the island are of
Mongolian descent.

Although Heine Geldern’s theory and pre-war hypotheses of other scholars are
currently viewed with great scepticism?), nevertheless it can not be denied that
movements of people took place in pre-historic time. The Niasans owe their origin to
more than one ethnic group of ancestors.

* Revised version of a paper presented at the 8th Conference of the International Association of
Historians of Asia, Kuala Lumpur — Malaysia, August 25 — 28, 1980,






