
M O N E Y
L O G G I N G

ON THE TRAIL OF THE 
ASIAN TIMBER MAFIA

LUKAS
STRAUMANN

A unique way of life in the rainforests has been destroyed 
in a single generation. Read this book and weep. But then get angry.

Wade Davis
Bestselling author of Into the Silence



This eBook is identical to the printed edition and offers the following 
features: text search, clickable table of contents, and links to internet 
sites. You can obtain the printed book in bookstores or from our website 
www.bergli.ch, which includes our complete list of titles and contact 
information.

http://www.bergli.ch


Books
…feel  at  home in Switzer land





MONEY LOGGING
ON THE TRAIL OF THE ASIAN TIMBER MAFIA 

BY LUKAS STRAUMANN



First published in German as Raubzug auf den Regenwald. Auf den Spuren  

der malaysischen Holzmafia Copyright © 2014 Salis Verlag AG, Zurich

This book was made possible through the generous support of the Bruno Manser Fund.

Text Copyright © 2014 Lukas Straumann, all rights reserved

Book Copyright © 2014 Bergli Books, an imprint of Schwabe AG, Basel, Switzerland

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a  

retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 

photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or translated, without the prior written  

permission of the publisher.

Maps and Tables Copyright © 2014 Salis Verlag AG, Zurich

Cover design: Christoph Lanz, moxi ltd, Biel, Switzerland

Illustrations: Daniela Trunk, Zug, Switzerland

Tables: Johanna Michel, Bern, Switzerland

Printed by: Schwabe AG, Muttenz/Basel, Switzerland

ISBN 978-3-905252-68-2

ISBN E-Book (EPUB) 978-3-905252-69-9

ISBN E-Book (PDF) 978-3-905252-70-5

ISBN E-Book (Mobipocket) 978-3-905252-71-2

 

www.bergli.ch

http://www.bmf.ch
http://www.bergli.ch


TABLE OF CONTENTS

DEDICATION	 7

FOREWORD 	 9
BY MUTANG URUD

	 0�1	 FOLLOW THE MONEY	 15
	 0�2	 PARADISE LOST	 43
	 0�3	 THE WHITE RAJAHS	 65
	 0�4	 SARAWAK’S MACHIAVELLI	 85
	 0�5	 BLOWPIPES AGAINST BULLDOZERS	 107
	 0�6	 BRUNO MANSER’S LEGACY	 165
	 0�7	 OFFSHORE BUSINESS	 181
	 0�8	 TRAIL OF DESTRUCTION	 203
	 0�9	 GREEN WASTELAND	 227
	 10	 RAINFORESTS WITHOUT CORRUPTION	 251

ENDNOTES	 273

		  SARAWAK CHRONOLOGY	 301
		  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS	 305
		  PHOTO CREDITS	 307
		  INDEX	 309





		  Hedda Morrison

		  Penan man encountered in 

		  the deep jungle c. 1950 

		  Gelatin silver photograph

		  National Gallery of Australia, 

		  Canberra

		  Bequest of Hedda Morrison 

		  1992

IN MEMORY OF BRUNO MANSER 
(1954 –2000)





FOREWORD 
By Mutang Urud



I was born in a village in the “Heart of Borneo” as Tom Harrison 
described it, near the remote headwaters of the Limbang River, in the 
Malaysian state of Sarawak. There is nothing more beautiful than the 
rainforests of Borneo where I spent my childhood. It was both our play-
ground and our sweets shop. We foraged for rinuan honey and ground 
fruits on the forest floor, and climbed up vines and fruit trees to feed our 
sugar-starved young souls. Growing up surrounded by mountains, the 
forest was our only world, and under the dark canopy where the noon-
day seems like dusk, only the calls of birds and cicadas told us the time 
of day. Borneo’s virgin forest is also home to tens of thousands of insects, 
hundreds of bird species, and many mammals that are found nowhere 
else. A single hectare of our forest supports more tree species than all of 
Europe.

As a young adult in the 1970s, I watched the loggers not only destroy 
the forest, but divide communities with corrupting bribes and pay-offs. 
They were like thieves in the night; indeed, they were working in such 
haste that their machinery could be heard at midnight, even on Sunday. 
Our ancestral land has been desecrated, our history erased, the very 
memory of our origins lost. As a young idealist, I could not stand by while 
this crime was occurring. In the late 1980s, I helped organise blockades 
to stop the bulldozers and chainsaws. I founded the Sarawak Indigenous 
Peoples’ Alliance as a rallying point for our peoples’ resistance. Only re-
luctantly did I travel to twenty-five cities in thirteen countries to tell the 
world what was happening to our homeland. Back in Sarawak, police 
attacked our blockades and sent many people to jail. I was arrested, 
interrogated, and held in solitary confinement. Upon my release, I left 
Malaysia to speak about these environmental crimes at the Earth Summit 
in Rio de Janeiro. In 1992, I addressed the United Nations General 
Assembly in New York in support of land rights for indigenous peoples. 
Unable to return home, I studied anthropology in Canada in order to 
acquire new skills that would help me save some of what was being lost. 

Fearing arrest, for twenty years I dared not return to my homeland. 
When I finally did, I found that the ecological crimes had only increased. 
The forest I had loved was almost gone. Rainforests that had been the 
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home of human beings for at least 40,000 years had been destroyed in 
little more than thirty. Close to 90% of Sarawak’s ancient forest is now 
gone. Only 11% of the primary growth remains. How did it disappear?

I applaud my dear colleague Lukas Straumann for his diligence and 
investigative skill in writing the book that follows. His research exposes 
the wanton greed that has fuelled the destruction of the place I call home. 

This book investigates two crimes. The first is how a single man, 
Abdul Taib Mahmud, along with a small group of very rich politicians 
and businessmen could destroy the richest ecosystem on earth despite 
not owning it, despite local and global outcry, despite international laws 
and regulations. Simply put: Who has stolen our trees?

The second crime is more subtle. Surely, if my people have lost their 
ecosystem, their traditional way of life, their clean drinking water, and 
their freedom to roam the forests, they must have gained something. Yet 
they haven’t. Many of the people of Sarawak are as poor as they were when 
I was born. And yet, the value of the trees that have been felled is esti-
mated to exceed US$50 billion. This profit has fed corruption, kept oli-
garchs in power, been used to commit further crimes. Fortunes have 
moved through the world’s financial system, mostly secretly, to places as 
distant as Zurich, London, Sydney, San Francisco, and Ottawa. 

Lukas Straumann shows how this, one of the greatest environmental 
crimes in history, is much bigger than just the theft of trees. It is also 
about power, more precisely, how a corrupt autocrat has liquidated a for-
est in order to keep himself at the helm of a state. For my people it is also 
more than a question of trees. It is about our culture they have stolen. 

This book should be essential reading for anyone who uses a bank, 
buys property, or invests in the stock market. Only by understanding how 
a rainforest can be converted into a building as far away as the FBI head-
quarters in Seattle can we hope to stop the kind of corruption that threat-
ens the world’s natural places, and the people for whom these are home.

	 Mutang Urud
	 Montreal, Canada

	 July 2014 
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0�1

FOLLOW  
THE  
MONEY
An insider tells all: Rainforest despot Taib has 

amassed a worldwide real estate empire worth 

hundreds of millions of dollars. Even the FBI is 

one of Taib’s tenants. The nerve centre of the 

property empire is in an upmarket suburb of the 

Canadian capital, Ottawa. A secret rendezvous 

with the whistle-blower ends in a nightmare.



TAIB’S SECRET REAL ESTATE EMPIRE

On 20 June 2010, Clare Rewcastle’s Blackberry flashed. A curious mes-
sage had landed in her inbox: “I was Sulaiman Taib’s Chief Operating 
Officer in the US for twelve years. I have sensitive information and am 
ready to share it. But are you ready to fight with Taib? Careful, my 
phones are tapped and my computer is compromised. Ross Boyert.” 

Four months later, Ross Boyert was dead.
Clare Rewcastle, a former BBC journalist, did not hesitate for long be-

fore contacting the Bruno Manser Fund. “We’ve got to meet Boyert at 
once,” she said to me over the telephone. “This man holds the key to 
Taib’s secret real estate empire. We’ve got to go over to the US as soon as 
possible. I never thought we’d find him.” Two days later, I was sitting in 
an aircraft bound for Los Angeles. 

Clare Rewcastle lives in London now and is married to a brother of 
the former British Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, but she spent her 
childhood in Sarawak, Malaysia, as the daughter of British colonial 
servants. She left at the age of eight, returning to the United Kingdom 
with her family. At the end of 2005, she travelled to Sarawak to attend 
an environmental conference and was shocked to find the country of her 
childhood unrecognizable. 90% of Sarawak’s exploitable timber had 
been felled. Land that had once been covered in dense rainforests had 
been replaced by palm oil plantations. The indigenous inhabitants’ 
longhouses were gone, and in their place were the logging companies’ 
camps. The people in the countryside were poorer and worse off than 
they had been when Clare was a child, but, in stark contrast, the man-
sions of the leading politicians and timber barons glistened in the towns 
and cities.

One man had ruled Sarawak for over thirty years: Abdul Taib bin 
Mahmud, known in Malaysia as “Taib Mahmud” or simply “Taib”. With 
holdings in more than 400 businesses in twenty-five countries and off-
shore financial centres, Taib’s family is a global player. It is estimated that 
Taib’s wealth is worth a total of 15 billion US dollars, making him one of 
the richest and most powerful men in Southeast Asia.1 Under Taib’s rule, 
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Sarawak had become a “hotspot” in the global crisis afflicting tropical 
rainforests.2 

Clare Rewcastle first visited us at the Bruno Manser Fund in Basel, 
Switzerland, in 2009, and we agreed to work together to expose the 
crimes of Taib and his entourage. Early in 2010, the energetic journalist 
launched her blog Sarawak Report, which soon became one of Malaysia’s 
best-read news pages. Together, we scoured the Internet—Clare, from her 
base in London, and myself, in my office in Basel—searching for informa-
tion about Taib’s global businesses. Very quickly it became clear to us 
that Taib must have earned billions illegally from the timber trade, and 
he must have parked that fortune somewhere abroad. But where? If we 
could find it, we would be one step closer to the smoking gun we needed 
in our fight for the rainforests of Sarawak. “Follow the money” had be-
come our motto, and now, out of the blue, we were suddenly hot on the 
trail of Taib’s investments abroad. 

Ross Boyert’s existence was not news to us. We’d heard about him 
through the Californian NGO The Borneo Project, but all our attempts 
to track down the whistle-blower had ended in failure. We had not even 
known whether he was still alive. Until now.

We met Ross Boyert and his wife Rita (name changed) on Wednesday, 
23 June 2010, at eight o’clock in the morning in the bar of the Marriott at 
Los Angeles airport, a high-rise hotel built in the 1970s that was begin-
ning to show signs of age. Clare and I had flown in from Europe the even-
ing before. The Boyerts turned out to be a fashionable pair, both around 
sixty and both dressed in designer clothes. The strong, dark-haired Ross 
with his bushy eyebrows greeted us jovially. Rita, too, a graceful blonde 
woman in a dark dress with a pearl necklace, was visibly pleased to see 
us. “Don’t give us any advance notice of when you’re coming and don’t 
call until you’re here,” Ross had warned us on the telephone. “We’ll come 
to the airport immediately. That’s the only way we can meet without be-
ing shadowed. Since I initiated proceedings against the Taib family, our 
life has become hell.”

With the introductions completed, we hurriedly withdrew to a meet-
ing room in the Marriott basement, where we would be able to talk with-

17MONEY LOGGING •



out being interrupted. As a final gesture, Ross turned to look anxiously 
at the hotel entrance, but there was no one there to be seen.

“It’s terrible. We’re being followed day and night,” Rita Boyert burst 
out the instant the door to the meeting room was closed. 

Ross added: “Taib and his people have inflicted the same on us as on 
the Borneo rainforest: destruction, annihilation, theft, and betrayal. 
Ruination for the sake of ruination. I see no future any more, and that’s 
precisely what they want.”

Always a shrewd journalist, Clare had started recording the conversa-
tion. She began asking precise questions. I merely watched and listened.

“Taib owns properties worth 80 million US dollars in San Francisco 
and Seattle,” Ross explained, “and I administered them for twelve years 
on behalf of his son, Sulaiman. Sakti International Corporation, 
Wallysons Inc., and W.A. Boylston are companies owned by the Taib 
family, with properties on the west coast of the USA. The companies are 
registered in the names of Taib’s children and his brothers and sisters, 
but in reality they belong to him in person. Here’s proof.”3

Ross Boyert put a hand into his leather case and pulled out a sheaf of 
photocopies. He placed one document in the middle of the wide confer-
ence table. “Articles of Incorporation of Sakti Corporation” read the title 
of the deed creating Taib’s Sakti real estate business on 5 March 1987. 

Ross flipped through the documents and then snatched a second 
paper. Its title was “Certificate of Amendment of Articles of Incorpora-
tion”, and at the bottom was the official seal of the State of California. 
The document proved that the Sakti Corporation had changed its name 
to the Sakti International Corporation on 10 September 1987, and that 
act was witnessed with the neat signatures of the company’s directors at 
the time, Taib’s two brothers, Onn and Arip, and the elder of Taib’s two 
sons, Mahmud Abu Bekir, known as Abu Bekir.

“But here’s the real proof,” said Ross. He stood and pointed trium-
phantly at a two-page document dated 8 April 1988 with the cumbersome 
title of “Action by Unanimous Written Consent of the Board of Directors 
of Sakti International Corporation”. The document reported the issuing 
of one thousand Sakti shares at one dollar per share, split unequally 
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between five people: Taib’s two brothers: Onn and Arip; and three of 
Taib’s children: Abu Bekir, Jamilah, and Sulaiman Abdul Rahman. 

“All the shares are formally held by Taib’s brothers and children,” 
Ross Boyert explained, “but the trick is that half the shares are held in 
trust for Taib personally. His name does not appear in the share register, 
although he is the biggest Sakti shareholder.” And, in point of fact, in the 
column with the heading “Number of Shares”, it became clear for whom 
it was that Taib’s brothers and children held the shares: “200 of which 
to be held in trust for Abdul Taib Mahmud” was the endorsement next 
to the 400 shares of his brother Onn. In the case of his brother Arip and 
his two sons, it was 100 shares each, giving Taib a total holding of 500 
out of the 1,000 shares being held in trust for him. With the secret 50% 
shareholding, it is also clear who had control over the company: the chief 
minister in person and he alone. Here, for the first time, we had proof of 
the chief minister’s secret wealth.

Ross Boyert handed the documents over to Clare and me, and then he 
sat down again. Suddenly it seemed as if that blazing fire inside him had 
been snuffed out. He was once again very apprehensive. Slowly, quietly, 
and haltingly in that windowless cellar meeting room, Ross and Rita Boy-
ert began to relate the story of their life as Taib’s confidential agents in the 
USA.

AMERICAN DREAM

Ross Boyert was born in 1950 and grew up in California in a family with 
a Polish background. Despite having a tough time in his younger years, 
Ross completed his studies at the University of Southern California in 
Los Angeles and wanted to give himself a better life than his parents had 
known. He chose a safe but potentially lucrative career—accountancy—
and went on to specialise in real estate management. 

While studying, Ross Boyert shared an apartment with the future film 
star Kurt Russell, and was at home in a circle of upwardly mobile young 
people. Hollywood was nearby, with its prosperity, glamour, and a glitzy 
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life full of fun and enjoyment. The American dream seemed within his 
grasp. He was offered a good job when he turned thirty, and it took him to 
the oil metropolis of Houston, Texas. It was there, in 1984, that he married 
Rita Nowak (name changed), who had Polish roots as he did. The couple 
had one daughter, who was born the following year.

Ross went on to various important positions in real estate in Texas 
and California. Then, at the end of 1994, when he was in his mid-forties 
and well-experienced, he joined Taib’s Sakti International Corporation 
at its headquarters in San Francisco. At that time, the company was in 
serious financial difficulties.

“Taib’s son had squandered a huge amount of money in a very short 
period of time, and the company was on the verge of bankruptcy,” Ross 
told us. “He had had absolutely no experience of business when Taib en-
trusted him with executing projects of which he hadn’t the faintest idea. 
He was in urgent need of an experienced real estate manager. It was a 
tailor-made job for me.”4

Ross was hired by Taib’s younger son, Sulaiman Abdul Rahman, who 
was called Rahman or “Ray” in the USA, whereas he was known as 
“Sulaiman” at home in Malaysia (in order to avoid any confusion with 
Taib’s uncle Rahman, he is referred to as “Sulaiman” throughout this 
book). Sulaiman, the Taibs’ third child, was born in 1968. At the end of 
the 1980s, he went to California to study. As a son of the chief minister of 
Sarawak, he had been born with all the wealth he could ever need, and 
the ardent automobile enthusiast was determined to enjoy the American 
way of life to the full. 

One of Sulaiman’s student friends from the Philippines, looking back 
on those days, wrote that Sulaiman “was the first person I knew that had 
personally owned a vast number of ultra exotic automobiles. He seem-
ingly had a new car every couple of weeks, and had a dedicated car shop 
and storage facility that catered to his every whim. He had everything 
from an old K-type Mercedes Benz worth over a million dollars, an SL 
Gullwing, Ferrari 355 Spider, Rolls Royce Corniche, Maserati Kamsin, 
to a ‘regular’ S500 Mercedes. He had so many cars that he would rou-
tinely send them off to his home in Sarawak to clear his garage of the 
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clutter.”5 The student from Sarawak was most definitely not short of 
money. An acquaintance, who stole a secret glance inside Sulaiman’s 
bank book one day, reports seeing the sum of four million dollars—pre-
sumably pocket money from his father, Taib.

In 1991, the 23-year-old Sulaiman married the 20-year-old Elisa (later 
Anisa) Chan, daughter of George Chan, a Sarawak politician of Chinese 
origin, who was soon to become one of Taib’s most important political 
allies and would even ascend to the rank of Taib’s deputy.6 The matrimo-
nial bond within Sarawak’s political establishment was celebrated as the 
marriage of the year, with 7,000 roses and 20,000 guests. The couple 
later went on to have four children. Sarawak’s press, with its loyal, 
pro-government line, reported on the wedding at epic length and pub-
lished photographs showing the newly-wed couple beaming in front of a 
wedding cake several metres high.

Playboy Sulaiman, however, had a dark side to him too. “Once, in a fit 
of rage, he wrecked one of his Bugattis, one of the most expensive cars in 
the world, with a fire extinguisher,” Ross Boyert remembers. “I saw the 
battered sports car with my own eyes. The windscreen and the hood had 
been smashed up. It was a shocking sight.” Later, Sulaiman would beat 
his wife as well (after a few years she filed for divorce). In 2003, Sulaiman 
was in the headlines again, this time for beating up his girlfriend—a well-
known Malaysian television presenter—so brutally in a bar in Kuala Lum-
pur that she needed hospital treatment.7

In Ross Boyert, who was more than twenty years his senior, the 26-year-
old Sulaiman had found a capable and discreet manager for the properties 
owned by the family on the west coast of the USA. Ross set to work without 
delay. He began by working from home, but after a few months moved into 
an office in Sakti’s headquarters in the financial district of San Francisco, 
with the cable cars rattling right past the doorstep. The historic building at 
260 California Street had been built not long after the Great Earthquake 
of  1906, when the whole city still lay in ruins. In 1988, the Taibs had 
acquired the elegant eleven-storey building for 13 million US dollars.8

Shortly after Ross’s appointment, Sulaiman left the USA and moved 
back to Malaysia with his family. He kept in touch with Ross by telephone 
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and fax, and Ross had to report on Sakti’s financial results to various 
cover addresses in Singapore and Kuala Lumpur, always with the strict-
est confidentiality, so that it would not be possible for anyone to learn any 
details regarding the ownership of Sakti International.

“Keep up the good work!” Sulaiman wrote cordially to Ross from 
Malaysia at the end of 1995. He told Ross of the birth of his youngest 
daughter and sent him photographs from Malaysia, so that he would be 
able to gain some impression of life in Southeast Asia. At that time, Ross 
was working incessantly for Sakti, organising mortgages, negotiating with 
potential tenants, and supervising the renovation work on Taib properties 
in San Francisco and Seattle that were in need of improvement. 

The work for Sakti proved to be profitable for Ross Boyert. In add
ition to his basic salary of 115,000 US dollars, he received bonuses for the 
successful negotiation of mortgages and the conclusion of rental contracts 
for Taib properties.9 In his most successful business year, 1999, he pock-
eted “incentive loan fees” worth more than 700,000 US dollars. Everyone 
was satisfied with his performance.

The Boyert family owed its social ascent to the abundant flow of Taib 
dollars, and they sought to rub shoulders with America’s best and bright-
est. In the spring of 1999, the Boyerts moved out of San Francisco to the 
affluent residential district of Atherton, some 50 kilometres to the south. 
There they purchased a property worth over a million dollars, sur-
rounded by towering trees. Their only daughter was given a horse of her 
own and sent to an expensive private school. It was not long, however, be-
fore the dark clouds began to gather in the Californian sky. The seeds of 
Ross’s demise had already been planted in his greatest successes.

TOP SECRET—THE TAIBS AND THE FBI

Ross Boyert managed his biggest coup at the end of 1998. It so happened 
that the FBI was urgently in need of new premises for its northwest head-
quarters. Ross negotiated a long-term lease with the US federal govern-
ment for the Abraham Lincoln Building, a multi-storey edifice in the cen-
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tre of Seattle purchased seven years before by Sulaiman Taib, the stu-
dent, for 17 million dollars10—on behalf of his father, the chief minister, 
according to Ross. More than ten million dollars were needed for refur-
bishment of the building, and the funds had to be found at once. Ross 
claimed that at this point, Taib’s son promised Ross 50% of the resulting 
profits if he could complete the renovation work without needing add
itional capital. It was a casual promise, and Sulaiman never confirmed it 
in writing, just as he had never given Ross a written employment contract. 

The renovation work at 1110 E 3rd Avenue was indeed completed in 
a year, and the FBI moved in. Ever since then, emblazoned below the 
man-sized FBI seal, surrounded by thirteen golden stars, stands the 
motto of America’s top crime-fighting organisation: “Fidelity—Bravery—
Integrity”. Taib could be satisified that Ross had found such respectable 
tenants for his property.

“As the manager of the FBI building, I needed ‘top secret’ security 
clearance before I was allowed into the place,” Ross recounted with an 
evident note of pride in his voice. “After all, Seattle is one of the two FBI 
locations from which it combats global terrorism.” Every time Ross trav-
elled abroad, he had to face questioning by the FBI on his return, and 
give precise details about the purpose, itinerary, and duration of his stay 
abroad.

It is unthinkable that the FBI did not know that its new Seattle head-
quarters belonged to the family of a corrupt Malaysian politician. There 
is no evidence, however, that this was a source of concern for any of the 
senior FBI personnel, although the Seattle FBI boasts on its website that 
one of its priorities is to “combat public corruption at all levels”.11 Taib 
was probably helped behind the scenes by his ever-improving relation-
ships in the very highest political and business circles. 

For Ross, leasing the Abraham Lincoln Building to the FBI was con-
firmation that Taib’s purported corruption and intrigues could not be all 
that bad after all, and that he had no reason to question his association 
with the family. And yet, as someone with a keen interest in the world 
around him, he used the still-young Internet more and more to follow 
news from Sarawak. He couldn’t help but begin to wonder how the Taibs 
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had made so much money, and why everything had to be kept such a 
closely guarded secret.

“Sulaiman was, of course, a pampered good-for-nothing,” Ross said 
in retrospect. “At heart, however, he was a nice enough young man. And 
Laila and the rest of the family, who repeatedly came to the USA on vac
ation, they all seemed to me to be decent people. At that time, I did not 
yet know what cruelty these people were capable of, and how much abject 
poverty they had caused. I simply told myself: If the FBI has checked out 
the Taibs’ background and sees no problem in being their tenant, why 
should I let the matter trouble my conscience?” 

The only one of them whom Ross could not stand from the very be-
ginning was Taib’s Canadian son-in-law, Sean Murray, the husband of his 
daughter Jamilah. When the conversation turned to the subject of Sean 
Murray, Ross’s voice took on a bitter tone: “Even the very first time we 
met, Sean boasted that the Taibs’ family fortune was worth over a billion 
dollars. Later on, however, when I was in urgent need of fresh capital for 
renovation work, there was no money there to be had, and I had to organ-
ise everything myself.”

The notes Ross jotted down under the name “Sean Murray” on the 
occasion of his first interview at Sakti on 8 December 1994 include three 
telephone numbers: one for the sister company, Sakto Corporation in 
Ottawa, one for “Residence,” and one for “London”, where Sean was 
busily building up a new real estate company.12 It was three months later, 
on a mild February Sunday, that Ross first came face-to-face with the 
sandy-haired 32-year-old Canadian, who had travelled 4,000 kilometres 
to San Francisco from the icy cold of Ontario.

POLITICS OF MARRIAGE OR  
“LIFE IS ONLY WHAT YOU MAKE OF IT”

Sean Murray was born in 1963 and grew up in the affluent Ottawa suburb 
of Rockcliffe Park, as the child of Irish immigrants. Sean’s father Tim 
had immigrated to Canada in 1957 after studying architecture in Dublin 
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and Liverpool. Four years later, he and his brother Pat founded the archi-
tectural practice of Murray & Murray in Ottawa. 

The two Murray brothers were certainly talented architects and skilful 
networkers in the Irish-Canadian community, and were soon core members 
of the Ottawa River establishment. They quickly built up an excellent repu
tation for themselves and managed to land numerous public contracts: 
building Ottawa’s international airport, renovation work on the headquar-
ters of the time-honoured Royal Canadian Mounted Police, and modern
isation of the Canadian Supreme Court, among others. Ottawa’s new city 
hall, the Saudi-Arabian Embassy, and even the Papal altar for John Paul II’s 
visit to Canada in 1984 were designed on the Murrays’ drawing boards.13 

They sent their sons to the smart Ashbury College in Rockcliffe Park. 
Sean and his brother, Thady, managed to complete their college studies, 
as did their cousins (Pat’s sons): Patrick, Brian, and Christopher. Sean’s 
sister, Sarah, and their cousin, Fiona, meanwhile attended Rockcliffe’s 
equally prestigious girls’ school, Elmwood, with its lofty motto “Summa 
summarum” (the highest of the high). Many of these relatives were later 
to play an important role in the Taibs’ family business.

Rockcliffe Park, perched on  wooded hill, is one of the wealthiest resi
dential districts in all of Canada, and, with 2,000 inhabitants, functions 
like a village. Everyone knows everyone else, and even the mansions of 
the super-rich boast no sort of protective fence. Embassy residences stand 
next to the homes of successful business people, such as software baron 
and aircraft collector Michael Potter, or Michael Cowpland, who made a 
fortune with the graphics software Corel Draw and built a glass palace in 
Rockcliffe Park. For 15 years, Sean Murray’s uncle Pat was mayor of 
Rockcliffe Park until the community lost its autonomy in 2001 to become 
part of Ottawa. 

In the early 1980s, a family from Malaysia appeared, seeking good 
schools for their children—and a safe haven for their flight capital. The 
head of the family had a long ministerial career in Kuala Lumpur behind 
him, and had become chief minister of Sarawak. The Taibs and their 
assets—huge even in those days—were welcomed with open arms in 
Rockcliffe Park. 
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Back in summer 1981, Sean Murray still knew nothing about Malay-
sia. Could the eighteen-year-old even have found the island of Borneo on 
a map? What was certain was that after nine years of Ashbury College, 
the high-school boy had had enough of anything that smacked of school. 
He much preferred to sit at home and to play with his synthesiser, or jam 
with friends in his rock band. His only remaining enthusiasm was for the 
school rugby and ice-hockey teams. His schoolmates called him Clam—
perhaps because he was known as uncommunicative.14 In any case, he 
wanted nothing more than for school to come to an end. He dreamt of 
studying to become an engineer—and of finding a rich and beautiful 
woman. 

The woman of his dreams would indeed enter his life very soon. In 
his last year at school, a new schoolmate joined him there, the 18-year-old 
Abu Bekir from Sarawak, Malaysia, who attended class 12 A.15 When he 
made the move to Ottawa, Abu Bekir was accompanied by his sister, 
Jamilah, who was three years older than he. She was a self-confident 
young lady with flowing hair and sparkling, dark eyes. Jamilah, whose 
beauty no one could deny, had been registered for the final year at Elm-
wood School, which was only a few hundred metres away from Ashbury 
College.16 They told their new classmates that they were descendants of 
the Malaysian royal family. It did not take long for the extroverted Jami-
lah to be given the nickname of “the Princess”. Many of the boys in Rock-
cliffe Park soon set their sights on her. In summer 1982, Sean, Jamilah, 
and Abu Bekir all graduated.17 

How Sean Murray won over his Malaysian princess is not relevant to 
this story—the important fact is that Sean Murray gave up his dream of 
studying to become an engineer, and, instead, applied to study business 
management at Ottawa’s Carleton University, the same subject Jamilah had 
decided to pursue. To do business together seemed to be the passion of the 
two young lovers. “Life is only what you make of it” was the motto es-
poused by Sean. And clearly, he and Jamilah planned to make much of it. 

The liaison was extremely propitious for both the Taibs and the 
Murrays. A potentate’s daughter from Borneo joined with the son of an 
Irish-Canadian property tycoon; fresh capital from the Far East joined 
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with political connections in Ontario. In Rockcliffe Park, this is what 
dreams are made of. 

The lovers’ fellow students remember Jamilah giving her darling Sean 
a red Mercedes convertible so the pair could cruise the streets of Ottawa. 
But for both it was a serious relationship. Five years after finishing school 
they married. For Sean, love was a strong enough motive for him to for-
sake the Irish-Catholic legacy of his forebears. He converted to Islam and 
it was under the name of Mohammad Nor Hisham Murray that he mar-
ried the daughter of the chief minister of Sarawak in 1987. From then on-
wards, his Malaysian in-laws called him Hisham, but Sean Murray did 
not make use of his new Muslim name in Ottawa.

FAMILY BUSINESS

“Marrying Jamilah was Sean Murray’s entry ticket to the Taib family 
business,” said Ross Boyert. “Despite that, the Taibs have never really 
looked on Sean as part of the family. But there is no way out for Sean any 
more. He is imprisoned in the Taib empire and he is never going to be 
able to leave it again alive, even if he were to want to.” Those are the 
words of an insider who was himself banished from the Taib empire—and 
who put up a fight against it, and suffered the full consequences.

Shortly after their wedding, Jamilah (27) and Sean (24) set up a 
jointly-owned company with its headquarters in Ottawa, in December 
1987.18 The company’s objective was to manage real estate, in particular 
the buildings belonging to the “Sakto Development Corporation” 
(“Sakto”), which the Taibs had registered in Ottawa four years previ-
ously.19 Back in 1983, just one year after finishing high school, Jamilah 
had become a director of Sakto, along with her younger brother, Abu 
Bekir, and her uncle Onn, who was one of Taib’s brothers, the one whose 
job it was to pocket the kickbacks paid in Hong Kong for the export of 
tropical timber from Sarawak (see chapter 5). 

The Taibs’ real estate portfolio was quite extensive. In the course of its 
first year of trading, Sakto purchased more than 400 apartments in and 
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