
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

“A notable feature of the whaling at Lamalera is that 

the harpooner jumps off the boat as he applies the harpoon.” 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   

1 Reeves Randall R.  2002. The origins and character of 'aboriginal subsistence' whaling: a 
global review.  Mammal Rev. Vol. 32 (2): 71-106. 
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" Lamalera was, and still is, the only village in South-East Asia 
which routinely hunts large toothed whales, such as sperm whales 
& killer whales, as well as several varieties of porpoise & pygmy 

whales, not to mention giant manta ray." 

      - Robert Harris 
                            Sea Hunters of Indonesia 
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The ribs were hung with trophies; the vertebrae were carved 

with Arsacidean annals, in strange hieroglyphics; in the skull, the 
priests kept up an unextinguished aromatic flame, so that the mys-
tic head again sent forth its vapory spout; while, suspended from a 
bough, the terrific lower jaw vibrated over all the devotees, lie the 
hair-hung sword that so affrighted Damocles.   

It was a wondrous sight.  The wood was green as mosses of the 
icy Glen; the trees stood high and haughty, feeling their living 
sap… 

Now, amid the green, life-restless loom of that Arsacidean 
wood, the great, white, worshipped skeleton lay lounging – a gigan-
tic idler! Yet, as the ever-woven verdant warp and woof intermized 
and hummed around him, the mighty idler seemed the cunning 
weaver; himself all woven over with the vines; every month assum-
ing greener, fresher verdure, but himself a skeleton.  Life folded 
Death; Death trellised Life; the grim god wived with youthful Life, 
and begat him curly-headed glories. 

 

- Herman Melville 
Moby Dick 

 “A Bower in the Arsacides” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

~ Shadows ~ 

 

 

 

DRAPED OVER BAMBOO SCAFFOLDING along the beach’s 

periphery, two-foot strips of blackened blubber, glistening with suc-

culent and luminous oils, drip dry in the equatorial sun.  On a 

windless day, the stench of this curing meat permeates every inch of 

this otherwise idyllic tropical paradise.  Discarded dolphin teeth, 

phalanges, and vestigial pelvises are mixed in with the ornate shells 

of the beach’s wrack.  Along the black sand shore, you see faint red 

stains where the afternoon’s catch had been divided and distributed 

among the clansmen.  Go barefoot in this ossuary and you run the 

risk of slicing your toe on a shard of dolphin vertebra, or bruising 

your heels on those of their much larger cousins.  Their relic pro-

cesses protrude from the sand like bleached fan blades, flotsam of 

long-forgotten meals laid awash and buried an age ago, now un-

veiled by the eternal grinding of the shore-pound.  Other such 

vertebrae, near in size and shape to dented drums of paint, are 

strung up like Christmas lights along the thatched roofs of the 

boathouses.  From the frame of one of these structures hangs a jet-

black pectoral fin, the size of a bathtub, a trophy from a recent 

hunt.   

A closer look at the rock piles along the shore, blocky crags of 

basalt and lime, reveals further vestiges of whale death.  Stained and 
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weathered clavicles as large as scythes, 5-foot shoulder blades, and 

bulbous skull fragments, once home to the world’s largest brain, are 

scattered among the debris on the outer shores of the half-moon 

bay.  Spinal columns midway through decomposition stick out of 

the rocks at impossible angles, still clad with putrid flesh.  Lying 

forgotten in the boulders of the south jetty is a giant orca skull, sun 

bleached, picked clean by the battalion of crabs that charge in with 

each high tide.  Reduced to a mere calcareous monument, its aban-

doned bowl-shaped rostrum faces out to sea, poised in forlorn 

remembrance, a memory tangled up in frayed and faded anchor 

line. 

 

 
 

The pathways leading inland away from the beach are vaulted 

by 10-foot archways made of lower mandible.  The giant peg-like 

teeth once in place along these jaws all were knocked out long ago 

by passing swarms of mischievous, naked youngsters.  The black-

sand alleyways, bordered by fence lines of whale ribs and shoulder 

blades, lead from the beach to the village square.  There a chapel 

rests in the shade of an ancient tree: the geographic and sacred cen-

tre of the community.  A child is playing in the hidden lagoons of 

its exposed, embracing roots.  She draws in the sand with a dol-
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phin’s rib. Whalebone and scrimshaw carvings are on display along 

the banister of the church patio. 

The inner walls of this house of worship are covered with an 

elaborate mural that depicts a typical scene from village life:  the 

tremble-inducing form of a furious sperm whale, a leviathanic in-

carnation of a village ancestor come to offer itself to any 

descendent that can prove himself worthy.  With its deathly fluke it 

has churned the sea into a violent froth.  A half-dozen ropes are 

running from the spearheads planted in its back to a desperate gag-

gle of rowboats in tow.  Their crews are being flung headlong into 

the foam by the whale’s spastic death throes.  One of them, the 

harpooner -- the lama fa -- has launched himself from the bow plank 

of the lead peledang, leaping to drive home the fatal blow.  He hovers 

high over the writhing monstrosity, legs braced wide, body clenched 

and eyes fierce.  Frozen in time in that holy space, he raises his 

bamboo implement high.    
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I.   Blue Whales & Paradox 

 

 

 

Only in the heart of quickest peril; 
Only when within the eddyings of his angry flukes; 
Only on the profound unbounded sea, 
Can the fully invested whale be truly and livingly found out. 1 

 

 

WHEN YOU SEE A WHALE IN THE OPEN OCEAN, there is a part 

of you that does not fully believe it.  It is a phenomenon that hits 

you after seeing both small ones, like dolphins, and those of unin-

telligible size, like the Blue Whale. The sighting itself happens in a 

flash – a frenzy.  And then, just as suddenly: Nothing.  After the 

whale goes under, the sea looks almost the same as before it 

emerged. Sure, there may be a fluke-print, or perhaps some odd-

looking ripples, but these too disappear in moments.  You are 

alone, left only to doubt your senses.  Was that my imagination? 

What just happened to me?   

Perhaps you have a picture, be it mental or photographic, of the 

dorsal fin or fluke just before it submerged.  But even the assurance 

                                                   

1 Melville, Herman.  Moby Dick. Penguin Popular Classics, New York: 1994. 
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of such evidence fails to brush away the cloud that surrounds those 

past few seconds, and the memory that remains is smeared by the 

swirling adrenaline of the experience.  Your mind can not quite 

compute the oddity of the monster’s shape, nor the breaking of the 

just-previously-intact surface of the wide ocean.  You realize your 

jaw is dropped, your heart has jumped to a higher rate, and a deep 

joy is welling up inside you.  And yet…there is something about it 

that remains unsettling.  In one sense, it is an upwelling you can not 

suppress, an unstoppable surge.  But in another, more vexing sense, 

it is something you have to coax out of hiding, to convince yourself 

of.  Something about seeing a whale is simply unbelievable.   

For example: On the 28th of April, 2009, a few minutes past 2 

p.m., I saw a Blue Whale.  I guess.  I mean, I know I saw it. It was 

there, of course.  Others saw it too.  I did not imagine it, but what I 

felt about seeing it is not adequately represented by the words, “I 

saw it.”   

I was on a whaling boat manned by a half dozen old men in the 

Savu Sea of eastern Indonesia.  The men were of a village named 

Lamalera, a people that subsists on the meat of whales they them-

selves hunt with slate harpoon, rope, and dagger: sperm whale, 

dolphin, orca, pilot whale, and many others.  With a poorly func-

tioning 12-horsepower Yamaha outboard motor, our boat was in 

hot pursuit of a pod of spinner dolphins.  Suddenly, as had already 

happened dozens of times that morning, the motor overheated, one 

of its gaskets blew, and the boat sputtered slowly to an anticlimactic 

and embarrassed stop.  The chase, for the time being, was up.  The 

men took a seat and lit up cigarettes.  The young boy next to me, a 

son of one of the whalers, bent over the stern gunnels to vomit.  

Looking on, it occurred to me that in a few years he would be 

standing at the front of the boat himself, harpoon in hand and 

stomach churning still, not out of sea-sickness but out of anticipa-

tion for the hunt.  For the time being, however, he and the sea 

heaved together.   
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It was then that I saw it. 

It happened, as is typical, in a flash.  I was keeping my eye on 

the pod of dolphins as they breached and porpoised their way to-

wards the horizon.  It was over those soft sounds of wretching 

from the back that I heard a sudden hydraulic blast, like a momen-

tous geyser erupting without warning.  It was back and slightly to 

my left -- 7 o’clock.  By the time my eyes got there, the vapor from 

the 20-foot high spout of vaporized water had diffused from its 

tight vertical column into a broad cloud, and the Blue Whale’s 

mottled back was rolling into a drawn out dive.  It was at least 200 

feet from me (two blue whale lengths, more or less), but from my 

squatting position in the boat I could still sense Its legendary size.  

Not ‘see’, but ‘sense.’  Understand: you do not just see a Blue Whale; 

there is something more to it than that.  Such encounters deliver 

more than a mere image stream to our minds.  They pack a psycho-

somatic punch.   

I caught a glimpse of Its ‘small’ dorsal fin and several more 

yards of Its grayish blue back before It silently disappeared.   

Gone.   

I blinked.  What just happened to me?  I realized my jaw was 

dropped.  My heart was racing.  I looked around for someone else 

to confirm that that had not been a hallucination, a mere childhood 

dream that had finally forced its way into my field of vision.  But 

momentarily in my frenzy, I forgot all my Indonesian, and could 

only sputter and point.  The men looked at me with curiosity 

through their puffs of unfiltered smoke.  But the ancient man sit-

ting next to me, on the other side of the still-wretching boy, had 

seen it too.  He glanced at me before closing his eyes again against 

the brightness of midday and nodded his head slowly.  With a tired 

and sage calm, he whispered, “Paus. Biru.”   

Whale.  Blue. 

Consider, for a moment, the largest animal ever to have lived on 

this planet.  It weighs as much as a town of 2,000 people and eats a 
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ton of food per meal. 2  Its heart, the size of a Volkswagen beetle 

(two tons), pumps sixty gallons of blood per beat (at only 5 to 10 

beats per minute).3  The surface of Its tongue is 64 square feet in 

area, and weighs over 2 tons.4 You could swim through Its central 

arteries.  You see, this is what the Blue Whale does to the human 

mind, gets it figuring in tons and towns and automobiles, all to no 

avail.  Even with such illustrative measurements, little can be done 

to communicate life on such a scale.  The Blue Whale.  “The Ever-

est of Whales.”5  Balaenoptera musculus.  Even in Latin, this leviathan’s 

mention commands a salient awe.   

With bulging wide eyes that certainly betrayed my inner upheav-

al, I looked back at the old man for another confirmation.  

However, he had already nodded off again, chin resting on chest.  I 

spent the rest of my time on the boat that day trying to compre-

hend what I had seen.  I was vexed; it was simply not sinking in 

quickly enough, if at all.  Even today, as I write, a year later, the 

memory remains an odd blur, faded now with time and worn down 

from being so often remembered.  I could not help but ask then, as 

I continue to ask now: what is it about seeing a whale that makes 

me have to convince myself it happened?   

 

 

                                                   

2 Payne, Among Whales. Delta, USA: 1996. p. 25.  “This is equivalent to the meat in eight 
thousand quarter-pounder hamburgers…And don’t forget that if you were a whale you’d 
be hungry a few hours later – and ready to eat another eight thousand.” 

3 Payne, Among Whales. p. 24.  Discussing the blue whale’s size, Payne concludes with an 
optimistic prospect for the future of cetology: “So here is a new way of studying the anat-
omy of an animal, by dispatching children to transit its aorta, or fish to navigate its arteries 
and veins.” 

4 Calculated by Salvesen whaling captain W.R.D. McLaughlin in p. 102 of Call to the 

South, 1962.  Qtd. In Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue: A Natural History of the World’s Largest An-
imal.  Thomas Dunne Books, St. Martin’s Press, NY: 2008. pg. 53. 

5 Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue. pg. 21 
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In a continuous line from that peninsula  
Stretch the long islands of Sumatra, Java, Bally, & Timor;  
Which, with many others, form a vast mole, or rampart,  
Lengthwise connecting Asia with Australia,  
And dividing the long unbroken Indian Ocean  
From the thickly studded oriental archipelagoes.6 

 

A plane, unless it can land on water, will get you at minimum a 

two days’ journey from the village.  It is a remote place, hugging to 

the cliffs of a volcanic island in the Alor archipelago, the eastern-

most cluster of islands in the Nusa Tenggara arc.  If you are looking 

at a map of Indonesia, find Java at the center of the constellation of 

islands and continue to follow the dots of land eastward, past Bali, 

past Lombok, beyond Flores, headlong towards Australia as far as 

that line of dots takes you.  At the end is the Alor archipelago.  

Within it is the island of Lembata.  On the south coast of that is-

land, tucked into a rugged bay, is Lamalera.   

It is an area scattered with both dormant and violently active 

volcanoes, all nestled within the highly unstable Tertiary Sunda 

Mountains7.  These ellipses of volcanoes exist because the continen-

tal plate of Australia is marching northwest with obdurate 

                                                   

6 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 364. 

7 Robert Harrison Barnes. Sea hunters of Indonesia: fishers and weavers of Lamalera. Oxford Uni-
versity Press: New York, 1996, p. 9. 
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steadfastness, colliding with and driving itself under the tectonic 

plate we know as Eurasia.  It marches on only to melt into its own 

oblivion kilometers below the surface, fated to become the molten 

rock that will someday contribute more volcanic isles to the Alor 

arc.8  In fact, this torturously incessant collision is the first cause of 

the nation of Indonesia, almost in its entirety.  Volcanoes and 

earthquakes have cast up the country’s 17,506 islands throughout 

the region’s shallow sea basins like splatter paint on a canvas, like a 

scatter plot overlaying the gently arcing subduction zone that acts as 

their line-of-best-fit.   

 

 

 

Any animal wishing to migrate from the southern oceans to 

breeding and calving grounds of Polynesia or Japan must navigate 

Indonesia’s labyrinthine corridors.  Indonesia: the equatorial 

threshold of the Eastern biosphere, the axis mundi of Pacific and 

Indian life.  Like a turnstile, these islands serve to funnel marine 

mammals through passages that condense their numbers and push 

them right up to the coast.  One such thoroughfare, the Ombai 

Strait, is located in the eastern portion of the subduction zone 

                                                   

8 Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 6. 
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where the Australian plate plummets particularly dramatically to-

ward the center of the earth.  Its free fall carves out a long and deep 

oceanic trench, the Timor Trough.  The walls of this underwater 

canyon push abyssal currents and their nutrients toward the surface 

in a concentrated upwelling, bringing deepwater species bubbling 

up in tow.  The predatory schools of abyssal squid and fish follow 

the nutrients higher and higher, straying shallower than they should 

in order to harvest the plankton riding the underwater thermals to-

wards the sun.  All this can easily convince whales to take their time 

as they lumber past the Timor Trough during their traverse through 

the passages of Indonesia.  It comes as no surprise that more than a 

dozen species of cetaceans are lured into the tropical waters of the 

Savu Sea on a regular basis.  And it is these whales that lure the 

Lamalerans from the safety of their beach out into the open sea, 

only to risk the impossible -- the unbelievable. 

 

 
 

…There is the sense of something ultimate, with … 
the sea concealing the richness, complexity and fecundity of 
life beneath a surface of huge monotony…9 
 

The question remains: why are whale encounters so difficult for 

humans to comprehend?  What could a life lived among whales do 

to one’s sense of credulity?  I speculate that, at the risk of denying 

whales their due credit, the answer to this question has less to do 

with the leviathan itself and more to do with the ocean surface it 

routinely disrupts.  Perhaps the sudden appearance of a whale 

brings attention to the nothingness and formless infinity that was 

once there before and is there soon after.  Perhaps, upon seeing it, 

                                                   

9 Abbey, Edward.  Desert Solitaire: A Season in the Wilderness.  Random House, USA: 1968. p. 
300. 
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you are obliged to re-render your concept of the sea.  You are not 

simply coming to terms with a monster.  Rather, you are forced to 

consider its entire world.  Perhaps the context of the whale – the 

vast, endless sea -- is just as striking as the whale itself, and both 

work in tandem to stupefy you beyond all hope. 

Consider that our minds define and organize information in the 

context of other information.  We often understand concepts only 

as antitheses of other concepts.  Definitions, after all, are often de-

scriptions of what things are not.  The vast, formless and limitless 

ocean serves as a direct challenge to these neural protocols, and a 

surprise whale can seem a relief, a welcomed aid that restores func-

tionality to our mental patterns.  If, for example, you are lucky 

enough to see a sperm whale’s first exhalation on the surface after 

an hour-long, mile-deep dive, you are also witnessing that sea sur-

face become the context of something.  You are seeing it take on 

form.  Your concept of the ocean is substantiated, in the literal 

sense.  It gains a reference point.  Suddenly, you comprehend the 

surface’s depth (in another word, its profundity).   

Philip Hoare wrote that “whales are visible markers of the 

ocean life we cannot see; without them, the sea might as well be 

empty for all we know.” 10  Indeed, the sea gets deeper as you watch 

that whale at the surface, as you begin to understand what it has 

been doing below.  Meanwhile, as your mind the ocean gains its 

rightful abyss, the whale’s presence provides that abyss with con-

tent.  The ocean may seem infinite, but thanks to such whale 

encounters it is by no means a vacuum.  You realize not only how 

deep the ocean is, but also that it teems.  The ocean, the volume.  

The whale, the mass.  In this way the whale suddenly enables you to 

realize the Deep, which can be an overwhelming concept to grasp so 

suddenly.   

                                                   

10 Philip Hoare.  The Whale: In Search of the Giants of the Sea.  Harper Collins 2010 NY, 
NY. Pg. 30 
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   The deep sea. When we think of it, it is usually the sur-
face we picture…We forget that this is only the very thinnest, 
uppermost layer, only 5 percent of the mass, and bears no re-
lation to the deep bulk of the ocean, a place that is 
perpetually dark, cold, and still, stirred only by slowly drift-
ing currents.11 

 

There are other ways the ocean might confuse and obstruct 

our experience of encountering a whale, and most have to do 

with more quirks of the human mind.  The ocean, as with the 

vastness of clear starry nights or a crowded city street, ironically 

enough, is particularly effective at making us humans feel small, 

alone, and afflicted.  When faced with the infinity and cold in-

difference of such landscapes, we may presume that it is our 

desire to be important that causes this discontent.  But what if it 

were the opposite?  What if, when we stare out at those vacu-

ous, endless spaces, we find that the only tangible and animated 

thing we have to think about is ourselves? That we are not in-

significant, but too significant?  We are forced by space into a 

reluctant egotism, victims again of our mind's need to latch onto 

something, our need to contemplate chaos from some fixed point 

and within the bounds of some semblance of cosmos.  To our 

discomfort and dismay, in open sea or under endless sky or 

amid the chaos of rush hour sidewalks the only reference point 

available from our mental lookout is our own selves.  Melville 

himself adduced this very phenomenon during his years on 

watch as a whaler on the high seas:  "The intense concentration 

of self in the middle of such a heartless immensity, my God!"12  

Alone out there, it is as if the sea is staring right back at you, like 

a mirror. And in that state of torturous self-consciousness, when 

a whale erupts forth, its cosmic attention is suddenly and thank-

                                                   

11 Roger Payne. Among Whales, p. 19. 
12 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 396. 
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fully diverted.  In great relief, you are able to exhale, to loosen 

up; the whale provides you with something else towards which 

you can direct your attention.  “In that one motion, [your] entire 

presence is undermined”, thank god.13  Then, just as suddenly as 

it came up it goes back under, and to your dismay it is just you 

and the ocean again.  You are left once more in your aloneness, 

only to consider your own immensity.  What just happened to 

you?  What did that whale do to you? For you?  In those wild 

fleeting moments of a whale encounter, the ocean is framed in 

space, and you are put back in your place. Existence, in that bat-

ed breath, is a wondrous and agonizing blur.  

 If all that is too "out there" for some, and still the question 

seems unresolved, there is always the chance that seeing a whale is 

simply a delight, such a delight that we do not know what to do 

with ourselves in that surge of joy.  Perhaps this is what Mark Cow-

ardine was getting at when he wrote, "Once you have seen a whale, 

there is an immense and lasting satisfaction in simply knowing that 

it is out there, wild and free.”14  Maybe there is something to being 

“out there,” after all.  The reasoning seems simple enough that it 

just may be plausible.  All we would need to account for is why they 

are so immense and “intrinsically impressive”15 in the first place.   

And yet, considering the flurry of emotions that inundates dur-

ing a sighting, the blast from which is both exciting and 

discomforting, Cowardine’s reasoning certainly stretches my con-

cept of what it means to have "satisfaction."  So I persist: the ocean 

truly is the unsung force in our encounter with whales, more so 

than we might at first guess.  After all, despite his preoccupation 

with whales and whaling, Melville frequently invited his readers in 

                                                   

13 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 28. 

14 Cowardine, Mark, On the Trail of the Whale.  Thunder Bay Publishing Co: Great Britain, 
1994. p. 12. 

15 Payne, Among Whales. p. 338. 
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all earnest to “consider the subtleness of the sea.”16  Surely those of 

us who actively seek out whales do not set to sea just for the sake of 

a sighting.   

Certainly, that would be reason enough.  Whether surrounded 

by a saline infinity or not, whales are absolutely fascinating, and not 

just for cetologists.17  For humans, whales -- the Cetacea -- are as 

much myth as they are real.  They are the perfect monster: gro-

tesquely shaped leviathans of inconceivable might; denizens of a 

dark and cold world absolutely inhospitable to people; ever elusive 

but, by their sheer scale, always uncomfortably close.  Roger Payne 

has posited that “one reason whales maintain such a hold on our 

imaginations seems to be their omnipossibility – their unexpected 

and unpredictable appearances off all coasts, invariably arriving on 

their own schedules, showing up for reasons we do not understand. 

Sometimes whales even make their way up rivers.”18 

But for many I think, and for me as well, it is about much more 

than whales.  In Melville’s words, it is not only the “portentous and 

mysterious monster" that draws us onto a vessel and into the waves; 

it is also the "wild and distant seas where he roll[s] his island bulk; 

the undeliverable, nameless perils of the whale, with all the attend-

ing marvels of a thousand Patagonian sights and sounds."19  We go 

not only to see the leviathan, but to see it “out there,” to use Coward-

ine's apt phrase.  The sea itself is a leviathan, and in jostling to 

reckon with it, we are made all the more susceptible to the blows 

and breaches of whales, those "dreaded creatures…treacherously 

hidden beneath the loveliest tints of azure."20  Out there…rightly so. 

 

                                                   

16 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 270. 

17 Cetologist = whale biologist. 

18 Payne, Among Whales. p. 22. 

19 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 25-26. 

20 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 270. 
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The shores of Lembata's port and capital city, Lewoleba, are flanked by two monstrous 

volcanoes and littered with retired ferry vessels. 

 

 
 

I have tried to establish that the whale and the sea must go hand 

in hand.  Neither makes the same sense -- or should I say the same 

wonder -- without the other.  Both are almost equally incomprehen-

sible.  Consider the whale:  Massive, elusive behemoths almost 

literally larger than life and cloaked in biological paradox.  They set 

records in setting records (largest animal, heaviest animal, loudest 

animal, deepest diving animal, best original song, even largest testi-

cles, etc.), their evolutionary tale is the stuff of blockbuster and 

opera, and their emotional and linguistic capacities come uncom-

fortably close to our own.  By virtue of their sheer scale, we are 

dumbfounded by them.  Remembering his first encounter with a 

whale, Philip Hoare wrote that “I could not grasp the entirety of the 

creature, the sense of their structure, the components from which 

they were made.  It was as if they were shifting in and out of fo-

cus.”21  And yet for all their size and popularity we know 

                                                   

21 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. Pg. 212. 
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pathetically little about them; Glover Allen wrote that “there is no 

other order of mammals of which so much has been written, but so 

little is accurately known.”22  

 For example: the Blue Whale.  In being so huge, It makes the 

mystery, paradox and wonder that is endemic to all whales quite 

plain.  Don Bortolotti wrote that, like most whales, Blues are, “par-

adoxically, both universally recognized and completely 

mysterious.”23  It is the largest whale, yet It is perhaps the least un-

derstood.  It is the largest creature in the ocean, but It feeds strictly 

on one of the smallest, the Euphausiid krill.  It is the apotheosis of 

life’s possibilities, the crowning achievement of the phenomenon of 

life, and yet It is one of the rarest and most endangered animals in 

the world’s oceans (a paradox courtesy of the 20th century whaling 

industry).  Unfortunately, this vulnerability is a trait the Blue shares 

with its other large relatives.  The conservation of Blues is even 

cloaked in contradiction. Jacques Cousteau once said that “com-

pared with other endangered species, whales are at a special 

disadvantage: because of their enormous size, they are presumed 

indestructible.”24  Even the Blue Whale’s scientific name, B. muscu-

lus, which could mean both “muscle” and “mouse” in Latin, reflects 

the essential paradox of this animal.   

Exemplary but not exceptional, the Blue Whale demonstrates 

that all cetaceans are submerged in quagmire and counter-intuition, 

at least from the perspective of Homo sapiens’ hapless minds.  All ce-

taceans live in water but never drink from it.25  All live in water but 

receive life from the air above its surface, somehow dwelling in 

both worlds at once.  Their very anatomy has been co-opted by 

evolution to achieve odd and opposite purposes; they use sound to 

                                                   

22 1916. Qtd. at New Bedford Whaling Museum, New Bedford, MA. 

23 Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue. pg. 90 

24 1986.  Qtd. at the New Bedford Whaling Museum, New Bedford, MA. 

25 Cetaceans obtain all the freshwater they need from their prey, and have evolved highly 
efficient water retention mechanisms in their physiology to make do. 



14       At Surface Dwell 

see, they use their bodies to hear, their backs are one large foot, 

and, at least in the case of baleen whales, their teeth are replaced 

with the biological equivalent of spaghetti strainers.  Their lives 

seem so ethereal, sublime, lonely, both empty and full, both fancy-

free and purgatorial.  “They look like we feel as we float in our 

dreams.”26 They are senseless, incoherent, inconceivable creatures.  

And yet, even among these hyperbolic impossibilities, whales none-

theless and all the more glaringly are.    

Others have also taken notice of whales’ inherent conundrums.  

Philip Hoare, in The Whale, refers to his subject frankly as “paradox-

ical animals,”27 and as “giant living jigsaw puzzles.”28  Melville called 

the whale an "overwhelming idea" and an "ungraspable phantom of 

life.”  Recognizing how essential their nonsense is to their very be-

ing, he added, “and this is the key to it all."29 For Hoare, “whales 

exist beyond the normal, beyond what we expect to see in our daily 

lives.  They are not so much animal as geographical: if they did not 

move, it would be difficult to believe they were alive at all.”30  

Whales as landmasses…the frothing sides of their flanks resembling 

the pounding surf of a seashore.  There are no pictures of whales; 

there are only maps.   

Is there any other animal group that tickles all of our pressure 

points for wonder with such versatility and grace?  I think not.  

“Never have words and pictures failed us so comprehensively.”31 

And so this animal, which by breaking the surface serves to sub-

stantiate and organize for us the Abyss, is itself a wondrous fantasy.  

In this way, much like the whales themselves, encountering them is 

a delightful and vexing paradox.  And humans, with their tendencies 

                                                   

26 Philip Hoare.  The Whale.  Pg. 30. 

27 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 32. 

28 Ibid.  pg. 212. 

29 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 25, p. 23. 

30 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 29. 

31 Ibid. pg. 62. 
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towards irony, humor, and religion, have a notorious propensity for 

paradox.   

Perhaps this is why a dolphin's splash or a whale’s brandished 

fluke can do for us what a flying fish or a shark fin cannot.  As Phil-

ip Hoare points out, this is why Moby Dick could never have been 

written about a butterfly.32  The power of whales to captivate us is 

terrifying and terrific, generally ubiquitous, and nearly indiscrimi-

nate.  Are any of us immune to their spell?  Naturally, some of us 

take to whales more than others33, and I suppose that as a scientist I 

must entertain the possibility that some of us could confront a 

whale in the wild and actually remain ambivalent towards them – 

though it certainly strains credulity.  However, it is safe to say that 

as a general rule, whales in both character and habit manage to res-

onate with something deeply human in us.  They stir up feelings 

about ourselves and the natural world that would otherwise never 

surface. 

It was that very resonance that set me brought me to Lamalera.   

 

 
 

Due to several anthropological books, articles, and poorly dis-

tributed documentaries, the fascinating society of Lamalera has 

gained some renown in recent years.  A quick search of the internet 

will bring up a few photographs of the more exciting aspects of 

their livelihood: harpooners taking precarious jumps onto the backs 

of bucking sperm whales; villagers standing inside a giant whale on 

their beach as they cut it up and distribute its meat.  I had heard tell 

                                                   

32 Ibid. pg. 66. 

33 Or perhaps some more than others are more receptive to the “overwhelming idea” of 
the whale.  Philip Hoarer suggests in The Whale (pg. 30) that, much like Melville’s opus, 
whales are only astounding and captivating to those who are ready and willing to fall under 
their spell.  Hoare himself did not become obsessed with whales until he was an adult, un-
til he was “ready to witness whales, to believe in them.” 
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of the whale bones that were used in the village’s architecture, of 

the forgotten whale teeth littering the bottom of their half-moon 

bay.  I had read about the role whaling plays in their religious life 

and in their cultural identity.  Whales, it seemed, were their life, their 

everything.   

Of course I had to go.     

I was living in Indonesia at the time, teaching English in Palem-

bang, the capital city of Sumatra’s southern province.  To someone 

unfamiliar with it, I have always found it difficult to summarize In-

donesia, all 17,506 islands of it.  In his second book, Barack Obama 

took a good, succinct crack at it when he wrote:  

With more than 240 million people, Indonesia's pop-
ulation ranks fourth in the world, behind china, India, 
and the United States.  More than seven hundred 
ethnic groups reside within the country's borders, and 
more than 742 languages are spoken there.  Almost 
90% of Indonesia's population practice Islam, making 
it the world's largest Muslim nation.  Indonesia is 
OPEC's only Asian member...although it is now a net 
importer of crude oil.  The national language is Baha-
sa Indonesia.  The capital is Jakarta.  The currency is 
the rupiah.  Most Americans can't locate Indonesia 
on a map.34  

The archipelago spans an area wider than North America, and it 

serves as a volatile intersection of many natural, cultural and eco-

nomic powers.  For his part, Obama, who lived in Indonesia for 

five of his elementary school years, seems to have a good under-

standing of the nation’s many complexities.  He also wrote that “in 

many ways Indonesia serves as a useful metaphor for the world be-

yond our borders - a world in which globalization and sectarianism, 

                                                   

34 The Audacity of Hope: Thoughts on Reclaiming the American Dream.  Vintage Press, New York: 
1998.  p. 271-272. 
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poverty and plenty, modernity and antiquity constantly collide.”35  

Likewise, the anthropologist Robert Barnes, the long-standing aca-

demic authority on Lamalera, saw that the village’s current pivotal 

circumstances can serve as a microcosm for the national situation: 

“"In many ways [Lamalerans] possess a unique way of life, unusual 

not only for the area but for South-East Asia as a whole. In other 

very important respects they exemplify significant themes, not only 

of local culture, but of Indonesia as a modern nation." 36 

From my home in Palembang it took 3 plane flights, a 4-day 

bus ride, a 4-hour public ferry, and a 3.5 hour ride in the back of a 

truck over harrowing mountain paths to reach Lamalera.  The trip 

back somehow seemed longer.   

Not many people make it out that far.  According to the travel 

guides, about 300 tourists a year make it to Lembata island, but 

much fewer than that make it to the village itself, and even fewer 

stay the night.  It was a trip I had been hoping to make since my ar-

rival in the archipelago eight months prior, a simmering dream that 

lingered constantly in the back of my mind, its embers fanned every 

time I glanced at a calendar.   

 

 

                                                   

35 Ibid. p. 279. 

36 Barnes. Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

II.   The Golden Egg 

 

That mortal man should feed upon the creature  
that feeds his lamp and...eat him by his own light… 

this seems so outlandish a thing that one must needs go  
a little into the history and philosophy of it.1

                                                   

1 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 291. 

 
 

 AS SENSITIVE, INTELLIGENT, BEAUTIFUL AND PLAYFUL as 

whales and dolphins can be, it may strike you as odd for me to 

speak of hope, fascination and obsession in regards to their murder.  

The first question I typically received when sharing my experiences 

in Lamalera is, "Was it hard?"  Also common was the comment, 

"Oh, it must have been so difficult for you."   

At first these responses bewildered me, but I eventually under-

stood that most people assumed I would be downright against 

whaling of any kind, or at least disinterest in witnessing the hunt 

firsthand.  I am, after all, an outspoken whale nerd.  When I tried to 

explain why Lamalera's relationship with whales and the sea did not 

offend me, that in fact it excited and captivated me, I was consist-

ently greeted with furrowed brows of confusion or disappointment.  

Was I implying that I, a self-proclaimed whale fanatic, supported 

the slaughter of cetaceans? 



       The Golden Egg        19 

It is now generally agreed – at least within most Western circles 

-- that the “extermination of the great whales has no place in the 

twenty-first century.”1  The real controversy seems to begin when 

groups try to justify or condemn those whaling societies whose vir-

tues, or lack-thereof, are not so cut-and-dry.  Most of us are not 

aware just how salient whale hunting has been in the history of hu-

man cultures.  It turns out that the many dozens of such cultures 

fall somewhere on a broad spectrum of durability and cultural sig-

nificance, with ‘extermination’ just one form – the Western, 

industrial form—that rests far out on one extreme of the possibili-

ties. 

The first stages of that global extermination took place well out 

of earshot of Lamalera.  The initial golden age of the western whal-

ing industry, which spanned the late 18th and mid-19th centuries, 

used sail-power to chase and kill whales to the ends of the earth.  

During this time, Lamalera was probably oblivious to the wave of 

whale-hunting that was sweeping through all the oceans of the 

world.  Its people continued to conduct their annual summer hunts 

the same way they had been doing so for generations, possibly for 

centuries.  Likewise, western sailors had probably never heard of 

Lamalera, except perhaps as part of colorful maritime lore about the 

tropical waters of Indochina.   

The epicenter of the industrial whaling world at that time was 

thousands of miles away -- worlds away -- on the north Atlantic 

coast of the then-nascent United States of America.  The quaint, 

Puritanical coastal village of New Bedford, just south of Cape Cod 

on the Massachusetts shore, was transforming into a whaling port 

of international renown, blossoming with scrimshaw, tryworks, 

bordellos, and whale money.   

                                                   

1 2007 promotional video: Paul Watson's "Sea Shepherd: Operation Leviathan."  
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aNUTjI30_Ew> This comment from Watson, to 
be clear, was directed at the Japanese whaling fleet in the Antarctic, and not necessarily a 
universal condemnation of all whale hunting. 
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In 1756, New Bedford’s first whaling ship, The Manufacture, set 

sail.  Its name seemed to prophesize the advent of the industrial 

revolution that its chief cargo would jumpstart and fuel.  Like most 

New Bedford ships, The Manufacture would spend three to four years 

at sea during a single voyage, lowering mainly for sperm, grey and 

right whales.  Over the course of such voyages a ship would catch 

an average of 20 whales.  This comes out to less than half of 

Lamalera’s annual catch per year.  If that does not seem like much, 

consider that the whaling industry depended upon an economy of 

scale: in its heyday there were several hundreds of New Bedford 

ships at sea at any one time, not to mention the hundreds of ships 

owned by the competitor fisheries of Europe, also at large and 

throwing harpoons.    

Between 1815 and 1825, New Bedford became one of the larg-

est whaling ports in the world.    At the age of 21, Herman Melville 

came to New Bedford and joined the crew of one of its ships, the 

Acushnet, for a whaling voyage that provided most of the inspiration 

for the books he would eventually write, including Moby Dick.  He 

would later spend several years in New Bedford, feverishly taking 

notes for the first several chapters of his classic that are set in this 

New England town.   

By 1857, New Bedford’s peak year, 329 whaling vessels – more 

than one half of the total American fleet of 593 -- were registered in 

the town.  For whalers, the world revolved around New Bedford.  

Ships all over the globe carried carefully calibrated sundials that 

synchronized all the ships onto “New Bedford Time.”  It was the 

richest city in America, known internationally as “the city that lit the 

world”.   

The second age of whaling, in which New Bedford also took a 

leading role, was much more thorough and deathly than the first.  

In the 1880s, whalers began using steam-powered ships and har-

poons to chase species that had previously been too large and too 

fast to pursue – blue whales, fin whales, minke whales, Bryde’s 
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whales, Sei whales, and humpbacks.  Richard Ellis wrote of this se-

cond wind that “there are few instances in mankind’s long history 

of greedy exploitation that demonstrate such wanton, senseless de-

struction of a natural resource.”2  Over the course of only few 

decades, most populations of the great whales worldwide had been 

dragged and stabbed to the brink of irrevocable extermination.  By 

1940 it seemed certain that most of these species would surely go 

extinct.  Dan Bartolotti wrote that “no human industry followed a 

more reckless, myopic pattern than whaling.”3  For many, the global 

age of whaling, which as an example reduced Antarctic blue whales 

to less than one percent of their pre-whaling numbers, encapsulates 

like no other enterprise the horrific myopia of resource capitalism 

and corporate industry.  Bartolotti observed that “more than one 

historian has referred to that dubious achievement as killing the 

goose that laid the golden egg.”4  

What is worse is that our tirade of exploitation was put to a stop 

not by public outcry but by loss of supply.  The fact that the Inter-

national Whaling Commission (abbr. IWC, founded in 1946) and 

their quota regimes came into place just as global whale stocks were 

nearing complete depletion is no coincidence.  Conservation began 

gaining ground only after there was no more profit to be had.5  Af-

ter all, most people in Western countries shared the industry’s 

perception of whales as a resource, if not a nuisance.  For Bartolot-

ti, it “is impossible to overstate the futility of conservation measures 

in the 1930s.”6   

To say, then, that the resonant wonder we hold for whales 

played a major part in restraining the whaling industry would be na-

ïve.  But we can say that such resonance, if leveraged effectively, 

                                                   

2 Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue.  pg. 33. 

3 Ibid.  pg. 21. 

4 Ibid.  pg. 29. 

5 Ibid.  pg. 87. 

6 Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue. pg. 75. 
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may be one of the only tools we have to save any species from our 

destruction of it.  Can any other card up our sleeve hope to trump 

our incorrigible capacity to exploit?  While public compassion may 

have played no real part in the first steps of whale conservation in 

the 20th century, by the environmental movement of the 1970s and 

80s, it was certainly holding some sway.  As Hoare put it, “only in 

the last few decades have we come to realize what the whale might 

be.7  People began rallying behind the "Save the Whales" move-

ment, at least in sentiment, in unprecedented ways.  Today whales 

are truly the conservation mascots of the open ocean: the polar 

bears, the pandas, the orangutans of the deep.  The endangered 

species campaigns of the last 30 or so years, at least in Europe and 

America, have employed the whales' resonance with human senti-

ments to inspire conservation so eloquently that any act of whale 

murder has come to be viewed as unequivocally outrageous, absurd, 

even evil.  The emerging fad of placing cetaceans in captivity, de-

spite being tragically problematic in its own right, did wonders for 

turning the tide of public opinion in the whale’s favor.  The earn-

ings of whale-watching businesses of the latter 20th century far 

exceeded the profits previously earned from whale-slaughtering, 

and the populations of some species of cetacean seemed to be on 

the rise.  All of this is an inspiring testament to the power of that 

resonance of which I have mentioned, to the salient influence of 

our captivation.   

As time and the movement wore on, Save the Whales provided 

the momentum and pressure that pushed several laws through legis-

latures around the world.  These acts, such as the United States’ 

Marine Mammal Act of 1972, continue to be the legislative back-

bone of marine mammal protection today.  This and other laws 

from other countries, combined with momentum from growing 

popular sympathy, led to a global moratorium on commercial whal-

                                                   

7 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 32. 
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ing instituted by the IWC in 1986.  Because there were major flaws 

in existing population estimates at the time, the objective of this 

moratorium was to provide time for a comprehensive and up to 

date assessment of whale “stocks” during the respite from whaling.8  

Quite inspiring, considering what the trajectory of conservation was 

just 50 years prior. 

But even at our current zenith of global environmental aware-

ness, humanity’s collective empathy towards whales still has some 

glaring limitations.  Hapless as we are at addressing systemic causes 

of environmental problems, many of our individual actions have ac-

cumulated to present a serious threat to whale populations.  

However inadvertent it may be, that we are guilty of it is implicated 

by our support and dependence upon the military and industrial in-

frastructures of our societies: human waste, pollution, the dumping 

of toxic chemicals, and the acoustic pollution of underwater habi-

tats are causing many whale species to diminish at alarming rates.  

From the bioaccumulation of toxins to the shifting of ocean cur-

rents and the loss of sea ice due to climate change to the 

indiscriminate and exhaustive nets of global fisheries, the marine 

manifestations of our environmental crimes seem always and some-

how to hit cetaceans hardest.  In the words of Philip Hoare, whales 

are now “by-products of global endeavour rather than subjects of it 

as they once were.”9  

Our collective compassion for whales also has notable excep-

tions: industrial whaling around the world still happens.  The 1986 

moratorium may have successfully stopped 97 percent of the global 

whale trade10, but several countries such as Japan, Iceland, Green-

land and Norway have blatantly continued to hunt hundreds and 

even thousands of great whales each year with explosive harpoons 

                                                   

8 Payne, Among Whales. p.g 289. 

9 Philip Hoare.  The Whale.  pg. 210. 

10 Payne, Among Whales. p. 302. 
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and government-sponsored corporate funding.  25,000 whales have 

been slaughtered in this way since 1986, often under the guise of 

scientific research.11 

How can this happen, one should ask, if individual nations and 

the IWC have an entire arsenal of laws prohibiting such heartless 

whale exploitation?  The problem, as with most trans-boundary is-

sues, is enforcement.  The IWC can do little more than announce 

moratoriums; they can not yet – if ever -- enforce them effectively.  

After all, the 1986 end to whaling was, like the IWC itself, only a 

‘gentlemen's agreement.’  No voluntary organization can ever really 

hope to establish meaningful but controversial policies.  Consider-

ing this fact, its efficacy to date is actually quite heartening. But 

what can the IWC or any group do about the three percent who de-

cline to consent, the three percent that is directly responsible for the 

death of more than 20,000 great whales in 20 years?  Without the 

right policing, not even a majority of opposition can stop crimes 

from befalling the world’s whales.  Like most global environmental 

problems, the annual horror of cetacean megadeath is a tragedy of 

the commons.12 

                                                   

11 "Operation Leviathan," 2007. 

12 As is the case with all such tragedies, the "commons" -- a term which here includes both 
whales and humanity -- are the ones losing as a result of this loophole.  But concurrently, 
the "commons" -- at least its human constituency – are not absolved by the oversight.  
The fact that publicly valued entities, like the world's whales, have no dedicated police 
force, does not excuse anyone.  In fact, it can be argued that it actually incriminates every-
one.  The continuation of the tragedy is a glaring reminder that none of us have done 
enough.  Here can be found the justification of many for vigilante justice and citizen's ar-
rests.  This is precisely what Paul Watson, featured captain of the Sea Shepherd on the 
television series “Whale Wars”, has decided to do.  Instead of continuing to complain, he 
has decided to take the conservation of the great whales into his own hands.  He has as-
sumed the role of Enforcer, calling his team "pirates of compassion" and drawing 
international attention to the issue.  Now, is he doing the "right thing"?  Is this the way 
towards a 100% moratorium? His philosophy has been contentious, his methods at times 
questionable.  I could not endorse piracy without careful qualification, but I will say two 
things here: 1) His outlandish efforts have done much to bring attention to Japanese whal-
ing activities in Antarctica, and 2) if I so wished, I could be glad that someone is doing 
what he's doing without having to think that everyone should be copying him.  Perhaps 
some piracy in the world, especially the kind that targets other pirates, can be a good thing. 
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How do operations in places like Lamalera play into this issue?  

Shall we count their catch in with those of the Japanese whalers in 

our annual tally of “cetocide”?  Do the deeds of their harpooners 

also count as "tragedy"?  To what extent are they to blame?  Under 

what circumstances is such death permitted to take place?  These 

questions have been volatile points of contention for decades for 

conservationists and the IWC, ever since the first formal steps to 

conserve whales in the 1920s and 30s.  The livelihood of more soci-

eties than just Lamalera is at risk in the debate.  The Indonesian 

village is just one of many localities around the world -- thirteen, to-

tal -- that practice localized whale hunting at "subsistence" levels, 

on a "small scale".  Only with still-persisting and much-heated de-

bate have these “aboriginal whaling communities” been generally 

excused from the 1986 whaling moratorium.  Most of the contro-

versy surrounding these "aboriginal whaling communities" have 

been focused on those in Alaska, Canada and Greenland, the places 

in closest proximity to the headquarters of conservation organiza-

tions and with the highest annual catch rates.  Of the remaining 

whaling peoples, Lamalera is one of the least known and the least 

understood.   

Consensus on how to draw a line down the middle of the global 

range of whaling enterprises, granting some “aboriginal” status and 

banning the others, has hitherto been impossible.13  This is under-

standable considering the complexity and passion of IWC politics 

and of our regard for the whales that these peoples eat.  In 1931 the 

Geneva Convention for the Regulation of Whaling, the first inter-

national whaling union ever, exempted coast-dwelling "aborigines" 

that practiced whaling as long as they preserved their traditional 

                                                   

13 Reeves. 2002.  The origins and character of 'aboriginal subsistence' whaling: a global review.  
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practices.14  In 1946, at the International Convention for the Regu-

lation of Whaling, the IWC superseded this Geneva congress and 

still serves as the authoritative global whaling regulation agency to-

day.  Despite this transfer of jurisdiction, exemption was preserved 

for those whaling groups that used "the meat and products of such 

whales...exclusively for local consumption by the aborigines." 

 All these terms, "subsistence use", "aboriginal", “traditional,” 

etc., are rigorously defined by the IWC and predictably churn up 

more controversy than they temper.  History teaches us that any 

venture on the part of a Western political body to define such 

phrases will have difficulty escaping imperialist or colonialist conno-

tations to become anything more than austere, if not comical.  But 

the effort is certainly sincere, and their terminology does frame the 

situation in an interesting light.  Since the IWC has attempted no 

definition for "commercial whaling," cultures that hunt whales do 

so either as "aboriginals," or not.  What is being implied with this 

asymmetry of definition?  Is there any hope that a harvest of whales 

-- or of any other resource – can be both commercial and sus-

tained?  Are there any shades of grey?  Does this framework equate 

aboriginals with environmental sainthood too amenably?  How does 

this abet the "noble savage" tendencies of the post-Romantic West?  

Can one definition sufficiently classify a plurality of whaling regimes 

in a way that enables effective individual management of them? 

Would more terms, with more definitions, simplify or complicate 

the already muddled question of who may and may not go a-

whaling?    

 The twenty four-year history of the IWC moratorium has had 

numerous attempts by some nations to take advantage of these def-

initions’ weaknesses and loopholes.  And at times, resistant whaling 

nations have managed to retaliate in a way that is still detrimental to 

cetaceans.  When Japan was unable to convince the IWC that it de-

                                                   

14 Most information on subsistence whaling was found in RR. Reeves, 2002. 
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served the exemption from the moratorium granted to “aboriginal 

subsistence” communities, her industry focused all its deathly ener-

gies on the smaller cetacean species that fell through the 

moratorium’s cracks: their harvest of the North Pacific Dall’s por-

poise nearly tripled.15  Some environmental groups suspect that the 

recent interest in expanding whaling operations by the Makah Indi-

ans of the American northwest coast, who are currently allowed the 

harvest of 5 gray whales each year, is part of a larger strategy by the 

Japanese to dissolve altogether the international ban on whaling.16  

Not surprisingly, many members of the conservation community 

have been dissatisfied with the moratorium’s policies on aboriginal 

whaling; they argue that subsistence whaling methods are not neces-

sarily as benign as we all think, and paradoxically that technological 

change should be encouraged when it promises to reduce hunting 

loss and makes the killing more humane.17  

 

 
 
      What we do with whales…takes the measure of our 
souls.  When we turn them into meat and oil, we demon-
strate that we have no souls (or only little, wizened souls).  
We reveal hat we aren’t up to the challenge of whales – 
that our ignorance of what they offer humanity and our 
prejudice against nonhuman life are too profound.  When 
we kill off populations of any large mammal it is the same; 
it makes no real difference whether we are destroying gi-
raffes, or rhinoceros, or elephants, or whales…It requires 
exactly the same shortfall of imagination to mount a rhi-
noceros on a wall as it does to turn a whale into cat food.18 

                                                   

15 Payne, Among Whales. p. 264. 

16 Serge Dedina.  Saving the Grey Whale: People, Politics, and Conservation in Baja Cali-

fornia.  University of Arizona Press, USA: 2000. pg. 27. 
17 IWC. 1982. Report of the Cultural Anthropology Panel.  Reports of the International 
Whaling Commission, 4 (Special Issue), 35-50. 

18 Payne, Among Whales. p. 336. 
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Thirteen whaling regimes worldwide currently qualify according 

to the IWC as practitioners of "aboriginal subsistence whaling," 

along with their average annual catch for each species hunted. Most 

communities also take unrecorded numbers of dolphin species. 

 

CURRENT ‘ABORIGINAL SUBSISTENCE WHALING’ SOCIETIES 

~ Native Greenlanders  
10-15 fin whales, 160-180 minke whales a year. 

~ Lesser Antilles  
2 humpback whales, and an unknown number of sperm whales and pilot whales. 

~ Inupiat, Alaska  
50-70 bowheads. 

~ Chukotka, Russia  

1-5 bowhead whales, 100-200 gray whale, as of 2002 awaiting approval from IWC 
to resume bowhead hunting. 

~ Equatorial Guinea  
Humpback whale, number unknown. 

~ Indonesia 
- Lamalera (avg. 14 sperm whales, range 4-38 during 1986-95)  
- Lamakera (various baleen species; they call their quarry kelaru, but it is unclear 
to which species this refers. 19  

~ Philippines  
Bryde's whale, 3-19 during 1985-9320) 

~ Northern Canada, Western & Eastern tribes  
<1 Bowhead whale each; as of 2002 awaiting approval from IWC to resume. 

~ Washington State and N. California Makah tribe  
1-5 gray whales, as of 2002 awaiting approval from IWC to resume. 

~ British Columbia Nuu-Chah-Nulth  
Planned grey & humpback whales, as of 2002 awaiting for IWC approval. 

~ Tonga  
Humpbacks in the past, as of 2002 awaiting approval from IWC to resume. 

   

                                                   

19 Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue. pg. 213. 

20 The last documented Bryde’s whale catch was in 1996. 
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Compare these numbers to Japan’s summer quota of 1,000 baleen 

whales under their current regime of “scientific whaling,” and the 

difference between “aboriginal” and “commercial” whaling might 

be a little clearer.  However, contrary to these numbers and despite 

the clean definitions of the IWC, the real world is never so cut and 

dry.  Most if not all of these localities tend to stretch the Commis-

sion's terminology to its breaking point.  The Inuit whalers of 

Alaska, for instance, argue that the bowhead whale is actually two 

species – the bowhead and the Ingutuk – and thus they should have 

2 different quotas for each species.21 Greenland’s subsistence whal-

ing is carried out from cutters with mounted harpoon guns.  Minke 

whales there are often hunted by surrounding the whale and shoot-

ing them with high-powered rifles.  Subsistence? Perhaps.22  But 

aboriginal?  Traditional?  Humane? Hm.  So how shall we define 

“aboriginal subsistence”? Does the term refer just to the originality 

of the practice? The age of their methods?  Most of these regimes 

beg such question themselves. 

  Similarly in the Lesser Antilles, the hunting of 'blackfish' (small-

er black cetaceans, like pilot whales and orca) was carried out on 

motorized boats with harpoon guns. But whenever the hunters 

went after humpback whales, it was usually done by hand by the vil-

lage’s only harpooner, by the name of Athneal Oliviere.   Being in 

his late 60's in the late 1980's, Athneal and his village recognized 

that his mastery with the bamboo harpoon was irreplaceable and 

that, with his retirement, so too would the baleen whale hunting in 

                                                   

21 Payne, Among Whales. p. 93. 

22 Although whalers are contracted, receive wages and blubber can be found in grocers 
throughout Greenland.  In Lamakera too, the neighboring and lesser-known whaling vil-
lage near Lamalera, whale meat isn't used for barter, but sold as a product, little of it 
remaining in the village itself.  Even in Lamalera, the whale meat is not used "exclusively 
for local consumption, it is also bartered for tobacco and vegetables with neighboring vil-
lages.  The spermaceti oil is also sold as lamp fuel to neighboring villages.  Granted, the 
whale meat and oil does not leave Lembata island.  But it is important to note that there is 
a commercial aspect to each aboriginal case.  Can there be such a thing as a whaling regime 
that is both aboriginal and commercial?  How would "subsistence commerce" by defined?   
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the Lesser Antilles come to an end.  The IWC, also expecting their 

regime of humpback whaling to die out naturally, relaxed regula-

tions on the Bequia whaling community, giving them some 

flexibility in their tradition’s final years.  I can find no update on the 

status of Lesser Antilles whaling, but it can be assumed that regard-

less of the status of humpback whaling blackfish hunting is 

probably going on in full force, without supervision or harvest lim-

its.   

An important question in the legislation of this aboriginal ex-

emption is often that of authenticity -- whether the origin of 

whaling practices is local or introduced.  It turns out that each local-

ity has a complex history of whale hunting, and only a few can be 

said to be authentically authentic.23  The regimes known to have 

long histories and strictly local origins are the sperm whale hunters 

of Lamalera, their lesser known whaling neighbors of Lamakera on 

Solor Island, and the Inupiat peoples of coastal Alaska (who started 

taking Bowheads in 500 B.C.E.).24 Although their highly mecha-

nized methods have prevented them from qualifying for the 

aboriginal subsistence exemption, Japanese records indicate they 

have been hunting since at least 1606.25   

 In the other whaling societies, the history of their practice is a 

little more polluted.  Humpback whalers in the Lesser Antilles and 

in Tonga learned their methods from foreign commercial whalers.  

The history of Filipino whaling is unclear, but is said to have likely 

"originated both locally and as a result of foreign influence," what-

ever that means.  In Greenland, new methods of contracting the 

hunters and killing the whales are so different from ancient tradi-

                                                   

23 Imagine: the idea of piling into tiny wooden boats and going after 40-ton sea monsters 
for food has evolved independently in humans in at least two different places, of their own 
accord!  What does this say about the innate gumption and the proclivity for derring-do of 
Homo sapiens? 

24 According to a display at the New Bedford Whaling Museum, New Bedford, MA.  

25 Payne, Among Whales. p. 253. 
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tions that, as in the case of Japan, to call current practices a contin-

uation of an authentic tradition would be specious at best.   

 Grouping these 13 whaling regimes under the same blanket la-

bel of “aboriginal” whaling is clearly an over-simplification.  In 

truth, the practices of these societies belong on the same continuum 

as those of New Bedford’s industry of Melville’s whaling years and 

Japan’s practices in the Antarctic today.  With certainty none of the-

se regimes are created equal.  All of them cherish whaling with 

variable cultural import and employ a “mixture of technologies, 

from primitive to modern, locally generated to introduced, non-

mechanical to mechanical, and wasteful to efficient."26 

 The IWC actively manages the quotas and methods of subsist-

ence whaling in Greenland and the Lesser Antilles, which, as we 

have seen, are the most mechanized and the least "authentic" of the 

thirteen aboriginal regimes.  Due to the international attention 

Alaskan and Russian whaling cultures tend to receive, the IWC has 

been active in these places as well.  Perhaps it goes without saying 

that these relations are not always pleasant.  Following the changing 

tides in relations between tribal representatives and the IWC in re-

cent decades, whaling practices in Tonga, Chukotka, Washington 

state and Canada have been itinerantly suspended and reinstated 

with huge amounts of public outcry both ways.  As of the latest 

published report, many if not all of those localities have resumed 

their whaling regimes in one form or another.    

Despite all the pedantic quagmire of definitions and the obtuse 

logic of authenticity, it is important to keep in mind the rather ven-

erable goal of the IWC: to protect whale populations without 

dissolving the foundations of these cultures.  Some aspects of these 

aboriginal regimes, like the use of machine guns on minke whales in 

Greenland, may seem designed to patronize IWC’s efforts.  But 

considering the technologies available to them and the pressure they 

                                                   

26 Reeves. 2002.  The origins and character of 'aboriginal subsistence' whaling: a global review.  
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are facing from global markets, imagine what else these indigenous 

whalers might resort to with without the disincentives set forth by 

the IWC's definitions.  And, in making clear the limits of their toler-

ance, the IWC has encouraged these peoples to keep their 

livelihoods benign and therefore in tact; step out of line, and the 

whaling lifestyle that defines you will have to be regulated or even 

completely dismantled.  In the case of these communities, the effort 

to save whales has lead to the preservation of their culture.  It turns 

out whales aren't the only ones protected by the IWC's rulings from 

the slippery slope of unfettered commerce.  And the international 

attention received by these societies, due to the controversy over 

the exemption clause, may even serve to reinforce this encourage-

ment.  In many ways, the exemption of these communities serves 

also as their confinement -- both a freedom and a limitation -- an 

enabling boundary that helps these cultures endure.   

 While considering the value and prudence of the IWC, it is im-

portant to keep in mind that it is not the only group putting 

pressure on these communities.  In fact, relative to the other inter-

est groups and conservation fanatics, the IWC’s direct involvement 

in these communities is often innocuous.  Indonesia is not even a 

member of the IWC, and until then their policies are irrelevant for 

Lamalerans.27  These Indonesian whalers have been berated by the 

WWF, the EPA, Greenpeace, the Indonesian government, and 

many, many other activist groups.  Their self-righteous biophilic 

outrage at Lamalera has led to nothing more in the village than an-

imosity and distrust towards outsiders.  Considering that these 

whale hunters of Indonesia are one of the least known and least 

controversial of the thirteen aboriginal groups, it is probably an un-

derstatement to say that the other aboriginal whaling communities 

also regard the conservation community with bitter resentment.   

   

                                                   

27 Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue. pg. 79. 
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The village of Lamalera "B," during our first sunrise. 

 

 

 

I got a taste for this distrust firsthand during my first morning 

in Lamalera, the first day of the ceremonial week that ushers in the 

opening of the sperm whaling season.  It was sunrise.  Down on the 

beach, the boats were being pushed into the water, and small out-

board motors were being attended to.  We had arrived at dusk the 

night before.  Erica and I, both of us in the country for the same 

teaching grant, were staying in a room high on the precipice of the 

deep bowl that held half the village.  This was Lamalera "B." The 

ridge our room was clinging to was bifurcating Lamalera in two, the 

other half ("A") overflowing into the broad, gradual slope on the 

western side of the divide. 

We were the guests of Ibu (Ms.) Udis, the village’s single kinder-

garten teacher and recently widowed wife of another much revered 

town educator, Guru (teacher) Ben.  As one of the only villagers 

who could speak some English, Ben had made a healthy income 

hosting tourists who managed to make it out to Lamalera, and after 

his death Ibu Udis continued offering accommodation.     

While Ibu Udis tended to the stove that morning, she chatted 

and joked with the women in the kitchens of neighboring houses.  
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Their disembodied cackles and exclamations floated in from the 

wall-sized window that opened up to the village below, affording a 

spectacular view.  Her dining room looked out upon the entirety of 

Lamalera “B”.  It was a stunning perspective: the village square, the 

rocky cliffs beyond the structures on the far edge of the bowl, the 

half-moon beach, the boathouses, the shrine.  As she carried on a 

conversation with the voices along the ridge, the Ibu served us 

breakfast: rice and steamed greens with dried salted fish on the side.  

Driftwood and whale bone adorned her kitchen.  The lower jaw of 

a juvenile sperm whale was propped up alongside a broom in a cor-

ner, as if it too were used for the daily clean-up.  Her daughter was 

lounging on the floor in the neighboring room, her face barely a 

foot from a small TV monitor, which displayed through thick white 

noise what seemed to be an old “Tom & Jerry” re-run.   

 

 
 

Ibu Udis was in the middle of tossing fried rice in a large wok 

when the faint growl of a distant engine caused her suddenly to 

pause.  A series of gibbon-like whoops soon followed from the 

network of women along the ridge, cascading up the ridgeline in 

succession as the engine’s strained roar grew louder. Ibu Udis 

promptly joined in sounding the alarm.  This was the ridgeline resi-
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dents’ way of alerting the houses with a less optimal vantage point, 

a useful system of spreading the word if a boat is hauling in a whale 

or if a school of manta ray is spotted just off the coast.  The cause 

of alarm that morning, however, was not quite as exciting.  The 

truck that goes to the island’s main port town and back was soon to 

pass through the village, and anyone wishing for a ride had better 

head down to the road quickly.  Below, I saw men and women as-

suming conspicuous positions along the roadside, making sure not 

to miss that once daily ride to market and the island’s other villages.  

I stepped outside to gain a better vantage point of the morning’s ac-

tivities.  Despite the fresh coastal breeze, the rising sun was 

promising a bright and hot day.  I was soaking all this in, and trying 

to shake myself fully awake, when an old man sitting in alleyway be-

tween the corrugated tin walls of houses, dressed only in his plaid 

sarong, called me over with a casual wave of his hand.   

He was hunched over a pile of bark strips taken from a nearby 

palm, thinning each piece with dexterous and subtle flicks of his 

foot-long machete to prepare rolling papers for cigarettes. (Whale 

meat is often traded with inland agricultural villages for tobacco.)  

The stuff is rolled with these thinned squares of palm bark then 

held together with a narrow strip of palm leaf tied tight securely 

with a shoestring knot.  Lamaleran men smoke incessantly, even 

more than elsewhere in Indonesia, which is saying something.   

I walked over and sat down next to him, and as if on cue two 

other senior men stepped out of a door onto the stoop and sat 

down alongside me.  We carried out the usual formulaic series of 

questions: my name, where I am from, how tall I am, etc.   Having 

completed the necessary formalities, one of the men then asked me 

a question I wasn't prepared for: "Mister, why are you here?"   

I sensed no hostility (you never do; Indonesians are famous for 

their convincing niceties) and answered, in the best Bahasa Indone-

sia I could muster, that I was interested in learning about the way 

they live.  I must have supported this with enough diplomacy, for 
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they nodded in unison and sat in silence for some time.  I went on 

to say that I loved whales, and that I wanted to see for myself what 

the whale hunt was like.  At this, the men glanced at each other.  

The man working on the rolling papers stood up and took another 

strip of bark from the nearest palm.   

"Many people come to our village because they love whales, 

they love dolphins," one of them began28.  "Many people come and 

say that killing whales like we do is wrong, that we must stop.  Peo-

ple from WWF.  Environmentalists.  Governments.  Tourists come 

here and take pictures and tell us we are bad people.  But without 

the whale, we cannot survive.  It is our food. It is our society." 

Having said this he paused, and the three looked at me, appar-

ently waiting for a response.  By this point I had gathered that this 

was more of a test than a friendly sunrise conversation, that these 

men had sat down with me to get a sense of my intentions here in 

their village, that they would likely report what they heard to others 

who were curious about our presence in their town.  They were 

suspicious of our loyalties, rightfully so, and whether or not we 

would be treated with congeniality may have been riding on the 

content of my replies.  Such frank and to-the-point questions don't 

usually surface in Indonesian conversation so quickly.  Usually the 

niceties and small-talk seem endless.  Their forwardness caught me 

off guard.  My purposes in their home was clearly of great concern. 

So I did the best I could with the broken Indonesian I knew.  I 

tried to explain the Western idea of conservation, the belief that in 

order to save them you must leave the animals or the places alone 

and not use them.  Because the West think so differently about na-

ture, they cannot understand a culture like Lamalera.  When 

learning a language, limited vocabulary forces you to frame compli-

cated things in such simplistic terms and sweeping generalizations, a 

                                                   

28 I repeat their words here as best I can remember, as best as I can translate from Indone-
sian. 
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constant frustration in all cross-cultural communication.  You end 

up misrepresenting the intelligence of either yourself or those to 

whom you are speaking.  But my scattered response seemed to con-

vince them that I was here with benign intent and with no plans to 

proselytize.  The man with the machete offered to roll me a ciga-

rette: always a good sign.  I thankfully declined, and the 

conversation began to turn more casual.  I mentioned that we had 

been invited to join a boat for the day owned by a man named 

Bapak (Mr.) Matthias.  The man rolling the papers smiled and said, 

"Ah, that is my boat.  Matthais is my son."  Small town.  When I 

left the stoop to dress for the day, they brandished their wide smiles 

and jovially wished me well on the day's “fishing” trip.   

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III.   The Beach 

 

 

 

The whale lives between worlds; 
that is its miracle, and its folly... 

It pays the price for its self-exile...1 

 

 

I AM GETTING AHEAD OF MYSELF.  In introducing Lamalera, the 

only right place to start is its beach.  Black-sand and born of volcan-

ic debris, half-moon shaped and underlain with well-worn limestone 

that is patchily exposed in dimpled outcrops, Lamalera’s beach is 

the crux of their community, the boundary that confines and ena-

bles their livelihood, their own enabling boundary.  Picture the 

beach as a stage on which they enact their daily dance.  Stage center, 

in the back, is a small but outstanding shrine to Mary, the virgin 

mother of Jesus Christ.  Yes, every Lamaleran is a Catholic, but on-

ly, as will later be explained, in a strict and anecdotal sense.   

About 2,000 people live in Lamalera "A" and "B." This number 

has remained much the same since the first census taken in the vil-

lage in 19062.  They speak a dialect of Lamahalot, the principle 

language of the Alor archipelago, but most of them are familiar with 

                                                   

1 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg.216. 

2 Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 5. 
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the national language, Bahasa Indonesia3.  Their bowl of land, with 

walls too steep to cultivate and soil too poor to manage, is an odd 

island of infertility amid the sea of verdant productivity that typifies 

the rest of Lembata Island.  As a result, Lamalerans have come to 

depend entirely and utterly on the sea for survival.  They truly are a 

"seafaring peopl[e] surrounded by agriculturalists."4 Whatever they 

cannot glean from the bounty of the sea -- such necessities as 

greens, rice and vegetables -- they must trade for with the whale 

meat they harvest.  Whales, as a result, are the sole "economic 

backbone and the cultural pulse of the village."5   

 

 

 

Just as there is a growing season on land, there is also a whaling 

season at sea.  From May to September, as prevailing south-east 

winds bring months of dry air and calm seas to the Savu Sea, the 

whalers are harvesting their "crop" while the fields of their agrarian 

neighbors are laid fallow6.  This 5-month period is the only season 

                                                   

3 There are three dialects of Lamahalot across 4 islands in the Alor archipelago.  Ibid. p. 3. 

4 Ibid. p. 5. 

5 "Whales - Lifeblood of a Village." Summary of an upcoming documentary by GS Pro-
ductions.   

http://gsproductionsmalaysia.wordpress.com/2009/03/26/whales-lifeblood-of-a-village/ 

6 Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 9. 
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of the year in which their largest and most desirable prey, the sperm 

whale, is actively sought out.  Sperm whaling season, with its associ-

ated ceremonies and inherent dangers, stands apart from and above 

the year-round hunting of manta rays, tuna, swordfish, sharks, and 

smaller cetaceans like blackfish and dolphins.  For this village the 

summer harvest of sperm whale is a religious ritual, and the season’s 

opening in May is preceded by a week of solemn communal reflec-

tion, Catholic masses, town meetings, and highly symbolic 

ceremonies.  It was at the beginning of the Lamalera Holy Week 

that Erica and I arrived in the daily truck at the steep steps leading 

to Guru Ben's.  That we were able to be guests in the village for 

those seven days, the most momentous and meaningful days of the 

Lamalera calendar, was an immense fortune.  And, to my mounting 

excitement, at the center of all these cultural introspections, reli-

gious crescendos, and communal sanctities were whales.  An entire 

week devoted to whales, so much more so than the other weeks of 

Lamalera’s calendar – which is saying something.  These whales, 

they all understood, provide them with more than meals, with much 

more than a means of subsistence.   

 

 

 

Can you not tell water from air?7 
 
 

 The main advantage in hunting whales rather than fish, other 

than their vastly superior supplies of meat and oil, is that whales 

have to keep coming up for air.  Being mammals with lungs that re-

quire atmospheric oxygen to survive, a whale can never stray too far 

from the surface.  Ironically for the whales of the Savu Sea, at the 

surface are their vitality and their most severe vulnerability.  Every-

                                                   

7 Herman Melville. Moby Dick. p. 358. 
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thing must breathe to live, but for the whales off of Lamalera’s 

beach, to breathe is to risk death.   

Consider the dance these whales undergo with the ocean’s end!  

It is this dance that governs their ecology, their every move.  Note: 

I used the term “ocean’s end” to describe the sea’s surface, and not 

the seashore.  For the coast is the land’s end, not the ocean’s.  All 

oceans, of course, are one ocean, divisible only according to semi-

encased compartments of water surrounding continental islands, 

partitioned only by boundaries imposed by the artifice of human 

cartography.  Roger Payne discussed this in his seminal work, 

Among Whales: “Though we distinguish between the Pacific Ocean, 

the Atlantic Ocean, the Indian Ocean, etc., there is really only one 

ocean, and it holds all the whales that exist…”8  So in actuality the 

only true ends to the ocean are its surface and its bottom, and it is 

that upper boundary to which the whales are tethered, for better or 

for worse, to the end of their days.    

But, having written that, I should clarify further what I mean by 

"end."  Water and atmosphere are composed of the same basic el-

ements, give or take a few -- oxygen, carbon, nitrogen, hydrogen, 

etc. -- albeit of different proportions and with different molecular 

configurations that allow for different densities and properties.  Air 

and water are both fluids, both observing most of the same physical 

laws.  And so in many respects this “divide” between air and water 

is in one sense quite immaterial.  It is simply a break in the same 

stuff, “seamlessly joining earth to sky.”9  What more is this “end” 

than a great divide within the same substance?  Think of the sea 

surface as a density discontinuity, malleable and undulating between 

two parts of the same world. And it is at this discontinuity that 

whales find their own continuity, as living beings.    

                                                   

8 “…all, that is, except for the river and freshwater species.” Payne, Among Whales. 
p. 23. 

9 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 6-7. 
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The firmaments of air and sea were hardly separable 
in that all-pervading azure... 10 

 
...his vast, shadowed bulk still 

half blending with the blue of the sea...’11 
 

The whales, the Cetacea, thrive on the immaterial boundary of 

the surface.  Their daily dance with it brings them life.  This dance 

is the centerpiece to their biology, their ecology, and by extension 

their evolution story.  It is the key to everything about whales that 

render them so captivating for us humans, a species that happens to 

be particularly captivated by border lines of all kinds: the horizon, 

the seashore, the divide of a mountain range, the end and beginning 

of new ages, the start and end of life, and all the rites of passage 

therein.  It is deeply ingrained in us that at such borders and bound-

aries, something happens.  Something changes.  Something is exchanged, 

or transgressed, as implied by the phrase ‘rite of passage’.  Everything 

becomes momentous.  It is no small fact that the lives of both whales 

and humans are devoted to boundaries, by breath in the former and 

by wonder in the latter.   

Could it be that this is the confluence that boggles us when we 

see flukes and spouts at sea, that vexes us so when we encounter a 

whale ‘out there’?  How can we make sense of this commonality?  

Perhaps our fascination with whales and the vexing incomprehen-

sion we feel when seeing them at the surface can be explained the 

same way evolution seems to explain most things: as a wondrous 

serendipity.  After all, we did not evolve as we did only so that we 

could marvel at whales; we do not wonder at whales because it 

helped our ancestors survive and reproduce.  Our ability to wonder 

                                                   

10 Herman Melville, Moby Dick, p. 505. 

11 Ibid. p. 512. 
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surely evolved for other reasons and under other pressures having 

nothing at all to do with whale encounters.  The fact that whales in-

spire such captive amazement in humans must be a simple fact of 

exaptation, of “unintended use”, of coincidence.   

Nevertheless, knowing this does not diminish that wonder, nor 

does it cure us of it.  Our minds have evolved such that we love the 

history and lives of cetaceans, with no relevant reason beyond the 

fact that we simply do.  And so when we see them in their daily 

dance, they capture us, captivate us, and make us tremble.   

The key word, as I have said, is resonance.   

 

 

 

 
Wherein differ the sea and the land, that a miracle upon 

one is not a miracle upon the other? 12 
 

But back to the beach.  Flanking Mary’s shrine, to the left and 

the right, like a grand chorus line, are the boathouses.  There are 

probably 20 to 30 such structures on the beach. Thatch-roofed, 

long and skinny, they are built of bamboo and driftwood and all 

adorned with the bones of whales that were killed by the crew of 

the boats they house.  Often the fins or strips of blubber from that 

boat’s latest catch are hanging like trophies from its front frame.  It 

is these boats that are, in many ways, the ultimate elders of the vil-

lage, the ghostly characters always looming, just out of the spotlight, 

deep on stage.  It is quite an ensemble: older than most of the vil-

lagers and much more colorful, each boat has a bold character and a 

legendary reputation.  Each belongs to a single extended family, or 

clan.  As numerous as the boats, these lineages go back to the 

founding of the village, perhaps thousands of years ago.  The men 

                                                   

12 Herman Melville, Moby Dick. p. 270. 
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that crew a boat are all members of that respective clan, or they 

have married in.  And anything that is speared or netted from that 

boat is distributed accordingly among those clan members (with 

some set aside for the requisite commission to the priest, local 

‘shaman’, harpoon maker and boat builder).   

There are two classes of boats on the beach: those designed for 

hunting whales and those reserved just for hunting orcas, dolphins 

and mantas.  The latter are a little less ornate, a little smaller, and 

unequipped with the sailing rigging and front plank that character-

ize the sperm whaling boat.  They are also powered by 12 

horsepower Yamaha engines.  The boat owners keep these engines 

in their homes at night, bring them out and attach them with vice 

grips just before setting out each morning.  Though they cherish 

them deeply, few in the village understand their mechanics and they 

seem to break down incessantly, at least on the two boats I went 

out with during the week.   

 

 

 

 The boats used for sperm whaling, known as peledang, are an or-

der of magnitude more majestic.  No engine.  The men paddle out 

of the wind-shadow of Lamalera's bay then raise a rectangular sail, 

which whisks the men out over the underwater drop-off of the Ti-
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mor Trench.  These sails are made of a patchwork of hundreds of 

smaller squares stitched together, each of which is composed of 

tightly woven strips of palm fronds.  The particular shapes, rigging 

and colors of individual sails let villagers recognize each other's 

boats from a distance.13  With them, the men sail along the Trench 

awaiting the distant blows of surfacing sperm whales.  When a blow 

is seen, the sail is lowered and the men take up their oars, racing to 

bring their vessel right atop the whale before it dives down again.  

At the front of the peledang a large bamboo plank juts out 2 or 3 me-

ters beyond the bow.  The terminus of this plank is where the 

harpooner stands during the hunt, and from there he leaps off and 

uses the weight of his hurtled body to thrust the weapon into the 

unsuspecting whale below.  This spectacular custom is a unique in-

vention of Lamalera, risked nowhere else in the world. 

Each morning before the men disembark, the boats are blessed 

and a prayer is said among the boatman.  Using smoothed logs of 

driftwood, they create a track from their boathouses down to the 

shore.  At sunrise men make their way down to the beach, regard-

less of whether they are going to sea that day, to help get the boats 

down along these tracks to the water.  And every afternoon, after a 

long day at sea, the driftwood track is laid again and the men lug the 

bulky vessels back into their respective shelters.  The narrator of 

one early 1990's BBC documentary grimly referred to this "hard 

slog" as the "the daily treadmill of their lives."14  

 

 

 

                                                   

13 Robert Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 371. 

14 BBC.  "Lamalera: The Whalehunters of Indonesia." Tony O'Connor, Production Coor-
dinator.  Date unknown. 
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Each of these whaling boats is ancient, sometimes 50 years old 

or more, and is considered sacred.  Some writers have reported, 

without citing how they came to know it, that the boats are either 

the Lamalerans' ancestors embodied in a holy vessel or under the 

protection and guidance of these ancestors in some way.  In one 

travel guide, I read a story (which may or may not be true) of a boat 

a few years ago that was sunk by the enraged sperm whale its crew 

had been pursuing.  As the story went, the village immediately 

called off whaling for the next month to mourn the loss of the 

boat.  

The more accounts I read from various sources -- most writers 

of which were not speakers of Bahasa Indonesia -- that the village’s 

ancestors were believed to be hewn into the woodwork of these ho-

ly vessels or reincarnated in the form of their prey15, the more I 

began to distrust all of that.  I began to wonder what had been lost 

in translation when Lamalerans explained their religiosity to for-

eigners.  Was the relationship between their "ancestors" and their 

"boats" really so literal, austere, and stereotypically ‘pagan’? I think 

of the simplistic and evasive words I used to explain our Western 

conservation ethic to those men during my first sunrise in Lamalera.  

                                                   

15 As an example, the BBC Documentary “Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia” in-
forms viewers that Lamalerans "believe the whales, in some mysterious way, are their 
ancestors, and will only give themselves to those who are pure in heart."   
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What is not being communicated in their answers about ancestors 

and religion when Lamalerans are asked to explain themselves? 

What is prevaricated there?   

  

 

 
 

I don't mean to place the blame for misunderstanding on the 

villagers’ communication skills; we foreigners could be the ones get-

ting it wrong.  In fact, we probably are.  When we watch their 

rituals, wax philosophical about their worldview, and half-listen to 

their extemporaneous explanations of their existence, anyone not 

from Lamalera – especially anyone from Western developed nations 

-- tend to translate all of that into their own religious terms in order 

to understand it.  And this has to be misleading in some fashion.  

Can we ever use our own concept of the “sacred,” that is precipitat-

ed from thousands of years of Judeo-Christian monotheism, to 

interpret those of peoples whose religious evolution was influenced 

by utterly different paradigms (at least until 20th century missions).  

Terms like “spirits,” “ancestors,” "reincarnation", "deification", 

"spiritual communication", etc. – with these words and their conno-

tations, how closely are we representing what these remote minds 

are trying to explain?   
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All too often the foreign concepts we are trying to grasp be-

come replaced in translation by the pre-constructed Western ideas we 

bring to the table.  It is all too tempting to superimpose simplistic 

personifications onto their irreducible reverence for whales, their 

boats and their sea.  The 1990s BBC documentary, entitled 

“Lamalera: Whale Hunters of Indonesia,” illustrated this tendency 

in regards to a non-religious topic by referring to the clans’ vessels 

as being of “pre-Viking design developed during the Bronze Age."  

Both of those cultural references refer to the cultural chronology 

not of Australasia but of BBC’s own backyard, Western Europe.  

And while their boat designs may be relatively “primitive,” they cer-

tainly are not of the Bronze Age; Lamalerans had been whaling only 

for a few hundred years before American and English whalers 

passed through.16  

Because Lamalerans have no formal education beyond elemen-

tary school, and even that tutelage is highly different from Western 

educational principles, it may be easy for some to assume these 

people have a correspondingly flat religious intelligence.  Consider 

the widely held presumption in Western culture that the lifestyles of 

the world's hunter-gatherers are altogether undesirable -- brutal, pit-

iful, and uncomfortable as they are.  I wonder, when the BBC 

writers drafted that line about the "slog" of pushing boats up and 

down the beach being the abject "daily treadmill of their lives," how 

they imagined that differed from their own daily commute on the 

Tube to and from their offices, through London’s grimy streets, re-

lentless rain, and crowds of stressed, antisocial city-folk.  There 

have been many resilient misconceptions about the religions of so-

called ‘primitives’ which for some reason have long out-lived most 

                                                   

16 Barnes RH. 1991.  Indigenous whaling and porpoise hunting in Indonesia. In: Cetaceans 
and Cetacean Research in the Indian Ocean Sanctuary. Ed. by S. Leatherwood and G.P. Do-
novan, pp. 99-106. Marine Mammal Technical Report 3. United Nations Environment 
Programme, Nairobe, Kenya; Barnes RH. 1996. Sea Hunters of Indonesia: Fishers and Weavers 
of Lamalera. Clarendon Press, Oxford, UK. 
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other colonialist stereotypes.  Shamans, witch-doctors, ancestors, 

spirits, ghosts, ancestral vengeance, etc., are still discussed in the me-

dia and even in some intellectual circles without caveats or 

qualifications.  But there is no reason to believe that how aboriginal 

cultures actually think about reality, about the sacred, or about the 

divine can be so neatly described with our own religious lexicon.   

However, in the effort to avoid this anthropological trap, there 

is another slippery slope we must tread gingerly across.  In giving 

credit to indigenous peoples, or to any society for that matter, for 

the depth and subtlety of their belief systems, there is also the at-

tractive danger of giving them far too much credit.  Sam Harris, a 

vocal critic of current trends in political and religious discourse, 

warns us of this in his book, The Moral Landscape:  

 

Beliefs have consequences.  In Tanzania, there is a 

growing criminal trade in the body parts of albino 

human beings – as it is widely imagined that albino 

flesh has magical properties.  Fishermen weave the 

hair of albinos into their nets with the expectation of 

catching more fish.  I would not be in the least sur-

prised if an anthropologist like Atran refused to 

accept this macabre irrationality at face value and 

sought a “deeper” explanation that had nothing to do 

with the belief in the magical power of albino body 

parts. Many social scientists have a perverse inability 

to accept that people often believe exactly what they 

say they believe.17   

 

Maybe to Lamalerans their boats and the whales they hunt are each 

incarnations of their ancestors -- plain and simple, nothing more, 

                                                   

17 Harris, Sam. The Moral Landscape: How Science Can Determine Human Values.  Free Press: 
New York, 2010. p. 157. 
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nothing less.  But even if the good faith of social scientists is hap-

hazard, and we really can understand the religious concepts of 

aboriginal peoples without issue just by hearing journalists report 

on them, it is important to remember that their beliefs – even in 

their most simplistic representation -- are no more quaint and trite 

than the religious ideas of the West, indeed of the world’s major re-

ligions.  Can a society, whose own beliefs include the existence of 

places like eternal Paradise and hell and the idea that their god’s son 

was sent to earth to take on human form and perform a series of 

eclectic miracles, so easily dismiss another society’s idea that the 

spirits of ancestors inhabit the largest and most powerful animals 

on earth?  When stripped bare like this, each belief system seems 

equally simplistic.  This is the proverbial first lesson of cultural an-

thropology, a lesson driven home for me by such expositions of 

Lamalera like that of BBC’s documentary.   

So: are the Lamalerans’ boats "really" "believed" to be "ances-

tors"?  How literal or factual are Lamalerans being when they say 

such things?  Could it be such words are merely a kind of poetry 

used to describe a less comprehensible and more ultimate rever-

ence? Is there a chance that Lamalerans are capable of using words 

like "ancestor" and “spirit” with a degree of subtlety that the literal-

ist, rationalist Western mind has forgotten how to interpret after 

enduring centuries of Abrahamic monopoly in our religious dis-

course?  Or, as Harris argues, should we just take their beliefs at 

face value?  If asked to stand behind their words literally, how 

would the villagers respond?  Would they even understand what 

they were being asked to do?  While I can offer no definitive an-

swers to such questions here, it should be obvious to any 

reasonable observer that Lamalerans have a complex and religious 

respect for their past, for their whales, and for their boats.     
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As a whale’s skeleton retains its sap, so these 
soaked knees and ribs became the bones of her prey, 

transforming this death shop – this whale widowmaker – 
into a simulacrum of the creatures she pursued.18 

 
The most appealing part of the sea, in fact, 

is its meeting with the land.19 

 
Back to the beach, and back to the boats, and back to their 

twice-daily peregrination of that beach, that boundary, the land’s 

end.  The beach: the axis mundi of Lamalera.  The threshold.  It is by 

dwelling on and transgressing this boundary so intimately that 

Lamalerans sustain themselves.  It is within their boats that the sea’s 

bounty is carried over the borderline of the beach, from sea to 

stomach.  These boats are the vectors by which the whale’s signifi-

cance metamorphoses before the hunters’ eyes from elusive 

monster, very much alive and singular, into a source -- or force -- 

that fuels the physical, social and religious life of the village.  The 

beach as a boundary, therefore, is not a boundary in the traditional 

sense; inasmuch as it limits, it also provides; inasmuch as it contains, 

it also lets loose.  Like the IWC’s aboriginal exemption to the mora-

torium, it has to do with enabling boundaries.  Lamalera’s livelihood 

is to be found on both sides of the beach, on shore and at sea, and 

both livelihoods are incomplete without the other.  The beach 

serves to connect the two, facilitating interaction, not blockading it.  

In this sense, the boundary serves its purpose only inasmuch as it is 

transgressed.  In this way the shoreline unites, not partitions, the 

single livelihood it maintains.  There is singleness, too, in the con-

tent and substance of that livelihood: the meat on the people’s 

bones comes from the whales they eat; the men and their catch are, 

                                                   

18 Philip Hoare, observing that the material fusion of whales and the boats and people that 
hunt them reflect a less tangible kinship.  In The Whale:  Pg. 138. 

19 Edward Abbey. Desert Solitaire. p. 301. 
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in terms of essence and energy, quite literally one and the same.  

Therefore Lamalera’s beach, that borderline between the whale’s 

realm and the people’s, is in actuality a divide within the same sub-

stance.  Like the seawater and the air, the distinction between the 

whale and its hunter is more of a discontinuity than a divide.  Such 

discontinuities cannot be described as “interfaces,” a word that im-

plies the interaction of distinct entities.  Rather, they are intrafaces.  

Thresholds.  The exchange occurs within, not between.  For the 

people of Lamalera, their intraface is their beach.  For the whales 

they hunt, theirs is the sea surface.  Each weaves along their intra-

face, dances with it, and in doing so completes and sustains their 

livelihoods.  And each does so in their own ways: the villagers with 

their boats, the whales with their lungs and spouts.  Both must 

dwell intimately upon their respective boundary, their intraface, the 

border not that maintains division but that coheres, that facilitates 

transformation and process.  Thresholds.  Communal, religious, 

subsistent, substantial thresholds. 

 

 
 

Too much?  My apologies.  It is easy to get carried away, easy to 

indulge, and I have done so here shamelessly.  But with this subject 

it is just too irresistible.  Whales simply lend themselves to whimsi-

cal speech.  Melville, the holotype victim of "whaleuphoria," 
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suffered the same ebullient tendencies and he knew it.  He admitted 

to giving in to such "cetacstasy" often, but he never admitted to any 

guilt because of it.  His exuberance was shameless.  He simply ob-

served that "from his mighty bulk the whale affords a most 

congenial theme whereon to enlarge, amplify, and generally expati-

ate."20 I stand by the same excuse: when it comes to whales, I can’t 

help but wax woo-woo.  So like Melville’s, my apology is also a fi-

nite one.  Moreover, I suspect that my digression -- all this talk of 

boundaries, intrafaces, discontinuities, singleness, etc. -- is more than 

mere indulgent whimsy.  All this lyrical imagery harmonizes with it-

self in what I think is a quite compelling way.  There is, in the end, 

something true to it all, something accurate; these images aren’t just 

presentation, they are re-presentation, and yet they still succeed in 

arousing my imagination.  In many ways people really are what they 

eat.  It really is the whale’s constant return to the surface that pro-

vides it with breath and life.  It really is the Lamalerans’ constant 

return to the sea that gives them life and identity.  The beach really 

is their turnstile to that livelihood; it really is the threshold across 

which whales are metamorphosed, both in material reality and in 

the minds of its hunters, from the stuff of abyssal legend to the 

stuff of triumph and feast and nutrient.  If these images and con-

cepts are at all compelling, it clearly is not because I know how to 

write; it is because beneath all of it is an actual accuracy, an enticing 

veracity that absolves me of any need to apologize for my Melville-

an eccentricities.      

 

                                                   

20 Herman Melville. Moby Dick. p. 431. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV.  Tapestry & Manta 

 

 

 

Through the lacings of the leaves, the green sun 
Seemed a flying shuttle weaving the unwearied verdure. 
Oh busy weaver! Unseen weaver! – pause! --- 
One word! – whither flows the fabric? 
What palace may it deck? 1 

 

RETURNING TO THE BEACH: the center stage, the community’s 

thriving point.  Here, on the beach, the community both sustains it-

self and manifests its sense of community.  It only makes sense to 

consider and celebrate what I am referring to as their “enabling 

borderline” at that borderline itself.  Why do so any place else?  

Honor it by making Good Use of it.  On the beach, the community 

convenes for town meetings, for celebrations, for Sunday mass, for 

evening worship services, for any and all events and colloquia.  It is 

quite the sight.  The villagers walk together, down the steep roads 

that wind up the cliff sides, donned in their most colorful ikat, the 

sarongs and textiles both men and women wrap themselves in for 

all social events.  The fabric is achingly beautiful, all adorned with 

motifs of manta rays, sperm whales and dolphins, the all-

encompassing images of their lives.   

                                                   

1 Herman Melville. Moby Dick.  pg. 427. 
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Each ikat textile takes months to create.  The dyes for its colors 

come from various aged roots and leaves of inland species of trees.  

Other than these textiles, the only clothing Lamalerans own, like 

most peoples in Indonesia, seems to be promotional t-shirts that 

political parties hand out during election season as a means of buy-

ing votes.  It is an amusing juxtaposition, the earthen dyes of 

intricately embroidered ikat worn at the waist and the gaudy colors 

of political propaganda sported above.   

Many people travel to the Alor archipelago purely for the 

chance to visit a market and peruse the ikat.  In past years, some 

have made a lucrative business out of it; they buy the textiles at a 

low rate from the women of Lamalera and neighboring villages and 

then sell it on e-Bay for outrageously high prices, at times for over 

$500.   

Recently, however, the women of Lamalera have realized the 

growing value of their artwork.  Nowadays you cannot buy any 

hand-woven, natural-dyed ikat for less than $40 USD.  Relative to 

prices for similar items elsewhere in Indonesia, that qualifies as a 

“racket.”  Their weaving, as well as their sale of orca and sperm 

whale teeth seem to be some of the first warning signs of the in-

creasing commoditization of Lamalera’s culture.  One man tried to 

sell me an orca tooth for 200,000 Rupiah, or $20 USD, and he 

would go no lower than that, knowing that eventually there will 

come a tourist more than willing to dish out that dough.  It is not 

uncommon for tour groups from Bali to come in, take pictures of a 

rotting orca skull, dish out millions of Indonesian rupiah for ikat 

and whale teeth, and leave before night fall.   

Ten years ago, when the only navigable access road ended an 

hour’s walk from Lamalera, guests were invited to join boat crews 

as they went to sea in search of whales, free of charge.  But it seems 

that as the outside world gains easier access to the archipelago, ei-

ther the quantity of visitors has become burdensome or their quality 

has correspondingly degraded, and the villagers tolerate the outside 
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world more and more strictly within the transactions of consumer-

ism.   

Today, if you want to join the hunters on their daily jaunt, you 

must pay 100,000 Rupiah, or about $10 USD to the boat’s respec-

tive clan (and more than twice that if they are a-hunting sperm 

whales).  In only a few years time, Lamalera went from a communi-

ty that shared its culture to one that sold it.  Given enough 

encounters with insensitive tourists who condemn Lamalerans for 

their livelihood while handing over money in exchange for memo-

rabilia of it, the dwindling of the villagers’ regard for tourists was 

inexorable.  It was only a matter of time before their visitation 

would only be tolerated if they were compensated for it.  On the 

neighboring island of Solor, the whaling people of Lamakera have 

recently sold most of their traditional whaling boats to museums.  

The younger generation has either emigrated to seek opportunities 

on Indonesia’s central islands or turned to fishing for manta rays.2   

It is an entirely understandable defense, a response that any 

economy based on retail and commodity consumerism uncomp-

romisingly demands of wherever it might encroach.  But one must 

wonder: Can any culture or identity ever survive as a product?  Or, 

in selling itself, does it sell itself out?  In defending their culture, are 

Lamalerans inadvertently undermining it?  Can you archive your 

culture while still enacting it?  Does there come a point when things 

become too packaged and contrived to be sincere?  How does this 

bode for the perpetuity of their relationship with the whales?  If the 

fates of other once-remote peoples around the world give any indi-

cation, the forecast is bleak.  What other options do they have?  As 

Dan Bartolotti wrote in regards to the enigmatic word Lamakerans 

use for what they hunt, “The truth about the kelaru, like so many 

                                                   

2 Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue. p. 213 
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aspects of indigenous cultures around the world, may be lost forev-

er.”3   

 

 

 

 
 

Back to the beach, back to the sandy intraface.  As I have said, 

every community event also serves as a reminder of where the well 

spring of their community truly lies: at their enabling boundary it-

self, at their vital center (paradoxical as it may sound for a margin to 

act also as a core).  Beyond serving as a fellowship space for cere-

monies and meetings, it is here that the day’s most fundamentally 

important routines take place.  Already mentioned is the departure 

and return of the boats.  It is also on the beach that the boats’ 

bounties are received, celebrated, divided up and distributed.  Be-

fore every sunrise the night fishermen return in their small sailing 

dinghies haul to shore whatever they managed to snag in their cast 

nets.  And, every morning, the Lamalerans lean out their windows 

to see if any massive shapes are laid out on display along the beach, 

to see what they will be eating that night. 

 

                                                   

3 Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue.. p. 213 
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By the first night of Lamalera’s holy whaling week, we had 

thanked Ibu Udis and changed locations to the Rumah Putih, the 

“White House,” a small structure on the eastern point of the bay.  

We preferred its cheaper rates and unparalleled view of the action 

on the beach.  Scouting what the night fishermen had managed to 

bring in was easy from the Rumah Putih’s patio, provided you awoke 

before all was divided up and carried away.  If the shape in the surf 

resembled a large diamond, they had caught a manta ray.  If long 

and torpedo-like, a dolphin, a tuna, or maybe even a shark – a 

hammerhead, maybe, or perhaps a thresher.    

One could also tell how big or rare a catch was by how many 

men and children huddle around it and look on as one of the village 

elders proceed to decapitate the animal.  The elder men were always 

the ones to cut up the catch.  The head is always the first to be re-

moved and divided up.  Once the pieces reached a manageable size, 

the children would help haul them to the boathouses, where the re-

spective clan’s women and men would then haul the bounty back to 

their homes.   

 



       Tapestry & Manta        59 

 

 

One morning from my patio lookout, I saw a group of twenty 

or so men standing around a massive black shape in the surf.  Hur-

rying out there still in my sleeping sarong, I came upon a 

gargantuan manta ray with a wingspan of 17 feet.4  Judging by the 

crowd it had drawn, it was clearly a rare catch particularly for the 

night fishermen to have landed.  The head was so thick and huge 

that the elder cutting it off went through three knives before the 

decapitation was complete, dulling each of the blades in turn.  Usu-

ally only juvenile manta rays, perhaps 8 or 9 feet in wingspan, are 

caught, and their heads can be hauled away easily by two able-

bodied men.  But for this specimen the head had to be cut into six 

different parts in order to be moved.  For the rest of the day, wom-

en and children from that clan happily ferried manta parts from the 

beach to their homes in plastic buckets, balancing the loads on their 

heads.  It was well worth the work:  a single large ray such as the 

one that morning can provide over a ton of meat.5  I remember see-

ing a grandmother bearing the tip of the manta’s left fin on her 

head as she walked up the steep trail to her home.  How consistent-

ly humbled one is in the company of remote people! 

                                                   

4 I paced its span to obtain this estimate.  This was likely a subadult, given that adult manta 
ray can grow up to 25 ft. from wing tip to wing tip. 



60       At Surface Dwell 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                               

5 BBC. "Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia." 



 

 

 

 

 

 

V.   The Hunt 

 

 

 

Islanders seem to make the best whale men.1 

 

 

SECOND MORNING OF LAMALERA’S HOLY WEEK.  After the 

driftwood tracks are spaced out from the boathouse down to the 

surf, the clansmen line up on either side of their boat and ready 

themselves to mobilize it.  Eager to help, I run to an open spot on 

the starboard flank of the vessel and brace my shoulders against a 

hardwood crossbeam as leverage for the push.  When the signal 

does not come, I look up and the men around me have lowered 

heads, their hats in their hands.  I am quick to follow suit.  A few 

moments of silence, and an older man at the port beam mumbles a 

quick prayer, recited in the local language.  A quick “Amen” from 

the group, and hats are back on and the men are digging their feet 

into the sand.  Again I try to stay only one step behind.  The same 

man who led the prayer coordinates the push.  After one unsuccess-

ful heave, the men rally, laughing in high spirits at each other for 

the attempt, and the leader lets out a few yawps in rhythm to coor-

dinate the crew’s strength.  Slowly the hull begins to make tracks in 

the sand.  The entire boat is soon propped up on the driftwood 

tracks.  It begins to slide along much more easily now.  Instead of 
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pushing it, we only need to guide it downhill into the water.  It en-

ters with a dull slap against the shore’s lazy wavelets.   

 

 
 

The clan leader then emerges from his house adjacent to the 

Rumah Putih carrying a Yamaha 12-horsepower engine over his 

shoulder.  They secure the machine to the stern of the boat with a 

simple vice, place a container of gasoline under it, and feed in the 

fuel line.  The rest of the hunting party hops into the boat.  A few 

senior men stand knee-deep in the water and steady the gunnels to 

keep the boat at a safe distance from the limestone outcrop nearby.2  

Erica and I are motioned to sit in the rear, just in front of the 

helmsman, who flashes us a jovial smile when we glance back at 

him.  After a few minutes of tinkering, the engine finally engages 

and we sputter off. 

This was a much smoother start than our first day at sea with 

the hunters.  The Holy Week’s first morning, when we were still at 

Guru Ben’s and the trio of old men engaged me in that sunrise inter-

view, Bapak Matthais was waiting on us to join his crew, and he did 

                                                                                                               

1 Melville, Moby Dick. p. 127. 

2 BBC’s "Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia" documentary describes these men 
as those “who feel they are too old to take an active part in the hunt." 
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not want to lose the 100,000 Rupiah ($10 USD) tourist ‘tip’, which 

was the normal fare tourists must pay to tag along for a day.  As we 

were still sipping our coffee in Ibu Udis’ kitchen, unawares of the 

unspoken schedule of the village, Matthais and his crew were impa-

tiently circling in the harbor and beckoning up to us with waving 

arms.  Ibu Udis hurried us out of the house and called after us, “Ce-

pat! Cepat! Selamat jalan!” Quickly! Quickly!  Good luck out there!  

When we reached the beach we had to wade chest deep out to the 

boat. Once we settled ourselves on a cross board near the stern, the 

boatmen’s looks of frustration softened into tolerant glances of 

amusement.  Sigh.  Tourists.   

Having learned from the first day’s mistakes, we savor the more 

relaxed departure on our second outing.  As our boat creeps out of 

the protected harbor at the onset of this “fishing” trip, the men 

pass around a plastic bag of tobacco leaves and rolling papers of 

shaved palm bark.  First things first, I suppose.  There are four gen-

erations on board: three youth, one a teen, the other two no more 

than 8 years old and sitting with the helmsman at the stern; several 

adults, all probably parents to young children; and two or three old-

er men with grizzled and graying hair who man the front of the 

boat.  One of these is the lama fa, the harpooner.3  He stands as the 

chief lookout on the foredeck of the boat, at its highest point and 

within reaching distance of the arsenal of bamboo harpoons 

propped up in a wooden rack above the starboard gunnels.  There 

are also two elders, surely great grandparents, seated directly in 

front of us, reclining against the hull walls and facing each other, 

cigarettes in hand, broad-rimmed trucker caps pulled low over their 

foreheads.  Obviously too fragile for the physical demands of the 

hunt, these men seem to be serving as the crew’s supervisors, the 

enforcers of hunting tradition and the standby lecturers who take 

overheated engines as opportunities to fill the fresh silence with les-

                                                   

3 Robert Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 368. 
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sons for the younger ears on board.  Whenever one of them did get 

going on such diatribes, the rest of the men would sit and listen, or 

at least feign attention.  Either out of sincerity or out of tradition, 

these great-grandfathers were certainly held in very high respect.  

 As we reach the deeper waters beyond the harbor, the helms-

man increases the boat’s speed.  The lama fa and a few other men 

are already standing at attention, scanning the offshore horizon.  

They all assume the same posture, a stance I would soon under-

stand to be the Lamalera trademark: legs slightly more than 

shoulder-width apart, eyes scanning the seas, upper body relaxed, 

and hands held behind backs – one hand bracing the other’s fore-

arm, like a version of the letter Y.  This is the standard whale-search 

pose -- perfect for balancing, perfect for fondling a cigarette in your 

right hand, and perfect for hours of standing and rolling your 

weight in coordination with the waves.   

The rest of the crew was busy preparing the harpoon lines.  

Piles and piles of rope are laid down in meticulous coils upon the 

wooden floor planks. Each rope is tied to a foot-long harpoon head 

hewn from slate, each of which the men take up, inspect, and 

sharpen with a smooth stone. The production of these spear heads 

is a sacred art in Lamalera, a duty trusted only to the eldest and 

most experienced smithies in the village.  A good, razor-sharp har-

poon makes the difference between a quicker and less tortuous kill 

and an arduous nightmare for both the hunters and the hunted.  As 

one harpoon-smith put it to the BBC film crew, the "harpoon has 

to be made correctly, with proper respect for the whales; otherwise, 

it will not hold."4 

After the slate has been duly sharpened, they then tuck the har-

poon tips under the coils of attached ropes, I assume as a safety 

measure.  Then they proceed to stand on the coils, the whale-hooks 

                                                   

4 Rufinus Karaff, harpooner for 40 years, qtd. in BBC. "Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of 
Indonesia." 
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resting right under their bare feet! The man directly aft of the lama 

fa takes one spear head, slips it into a wooden bamboo shaft in the 

harpoon rack, secures it in some sort of quick-release fashion, and 

re-positions the coil for quick use should the occasion present itself.  

This will be the first harpoon to fly today.  An additional six other 

bamboo shafts are waiting to be used if the sea proves that produc-

tive or a query too big for just one strike.  Having only these six 

spearheads aboard, the need to be conservative is paramount.  Los-

ing one to a poorly aimed blow or an accidentally cut line would be 

devastating.  Because there are still five days before sperm whale 

season opens, no one is expecting anything so big that taking it 

down might require six harpoons.  The crew can relax, to a degree. 

The sperm whales that Lamalerans are so notorious for chasing 

can only be hunted in traditional sailing boats without motors.  

When the Lamalerans are not pursuing those big-risk-big-payoff 

monsters, these whalers seek out smaller cetaceans with the wel-

comed assistance of Yamaha’s 12 horsepower engines.  This 

practice supposedly began between 1973 and 1975, when the Unit-

ed Nations Fisheries and Agriculture Organization introduced 

motorized catcher vessels (and even harpoon cannons, although 

this was short-lived) to the village in an effort to modernize their 

fishery.5  While I cannot find any records of the village’s opinion of 

UNFAO’s “assistance,” it seems that semi-functional small motors 

that are used for only part of the year are all that remains of that 

‘humanitarian’ effort.  Those engines have certainly expanded their 

menu during the months that sperm whales are off limits: on such 

off-season days, the village scans the horizon for large game fish, 

shoals of manta ray, and a variety of dolphin species: orcas (Orcinus 

orca), pygmy sperm whales (Kogia breviceps) short-finned pilot whales 

                                                   

5 Reeves. 2002.  The origins and character of 'aboriginal subsistence' whaling: a global review, & Rob-
ert Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p.24. 
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(Globicephala macrorhynchus), Cuvier's beaked whales (Ziphius caviros-

tris), and false killer whales (Pseudorca crassidens). 6    

Throughout the day’s hunt, the elder seated in front of me 

would murmur which species we were currently pursuing.  He was 

able to identify the species from hundreds of meters away, based on 

the pod size and the shape and sound of the whales’ spouts.  Within 

20 minutes of leaving Lamalera, he leaned towards me, pointed at 

the horizon, and muttered, "Lumba-lumba.  Besar.  Hitam." Dolphin. 

Big. Black..  Most likely orca or pilot whale. This was the elder who 

would tap my knee later that day and direct my attention over my 

left shoulder.  With an old man’s seen-it-all sigh, he would close his 

eyes and croak to me those memorable words, confirming my des-

perate hope: “Paus.  Biru.”  The Blue Whale.   

Minutes after the sighting, after he awoke from his short nap, 

he must have seen the upheaval still in my eyes because he felt 

compelled to repeat himself, “Paus biru,” and he added, “Tidak 

boleh." May not.  He was referring to the self-administered embargo 

Lamalera holds on hunting blue whales and all other baleen whales 

of any kind.  Apparently, this taboo is in place as an homage to the 

legend of Lamalera’s origins.  As the story goes… 

 

 An ancestor of the clan went to the shore at his origi-
nal home to look for a small boat.  There he saw a very 
large baleen whale.  He asked the whale if it would take 
him.  The whale agreed, so the man got a bamboo pole, 
like those they tie to lontar palms as ladders.  He made a 
hole in the whale and stuck the ladder in it...When the 

                                                   

6 In addition to these smaller species, the people of the neighboring village of Lamakera 
take three species of baleen whales -- Sei (Balaenoptera borealis), Bryde's (B. edeni), and minke 
(B. acutorostra) – as well as dugongs (Dugong dugon).  Interestingly, Lamakerans do not hunt 
the sperm whale, perhaps because it is the most violent and treacherous species to hunt.  
This may be the reason for their relative obscurity.   
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whale dived, he climbed the ladder to stay out of the wa-
ter.7   

 

This whale carried the man, Lamalera’s Aeneas, to an isolated 

and secluded cove where he established the village right on the 

black sand beach of a half-moon bay.  This is according to the an-

thropologist Robert Barnes.  A village leader in 2007 gave a 

different reason for their self-imposed sanction on baleen whaling.  

“There was a legend,” he told the Jakarta Post, “that the blue whale 

once saved our ancestors from drowning in the sea.  So we don’t 

kill blue whales.”8  

 

 

One of the rarely recorded instances of Lamalerans capturing a baleen 

whale, from a photograph on Ibu Udis’ wall.9  

                                                   

7 Robert Barnes, Sea Hunters of Indonesia, pg. 69.  qtd. In Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue. pg. 13. 

8 Quote from a June 12, 2007, article in the Jakarta Post written by A. Junaidi.  Qtd. In 
Dan Bortolotti.  Wild Blue. pg. 14. 

9 The arrival of this humpback in Lamalera's jurisdiction of the Savu Sea came as a sur-
prise to them, as well as to science, which to date had no records of humpbacks in those 
waters.  Either the villagers overlooked their baleen whale taboo this one time, or the odd 
morphology of the humpback whale – its long, wing-like fins, its interesting coloration, 
and bulbous tubercles – must have caught them off guard (its weird morphology has also 
confused cetologists throughout history: at first they placed it in its own family then only 
recently moved it into the Balaenopteridae, which includes rorqual whales like blue whales 
and fin whales.      
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This taboo has actually played a pivotal role in keeping 

Lamalera’s whaling regime out of the scrutinizing spotlight of inter-

national conservation groups.  Baleen whales happen to be the most 

endangered and closely monitored cetaceans, while sperm whales 

are the most abundant great whale in the world.  With few excep-

tions, such as the struggling population in the Mediterranean Sea, 

the sperm whale has rebounded well from the Age of Whaling.  The 

conservation community’s preoccupation with baleen whale protec-

tion would have been obvious to Lamalerans when receiving 

international criticism, and one cannot help wondering if they did 

not start being more strict and explicit about that taboo as a result.  

Knowing they were pursuing strictly sperm whales – monsters still 

too promethean and Melvillean to garner the same public attention 

as the cuddly humpback or elegant Blue -- would certainly help to 

pacify ardent conservationists.  Perhaps such an explicit taboo al-

lowed them to maintain some distinction from their Lamakeran 

neighbor, as well as to keep some ownership of their whaling prac-

tices instead of being forced to bow to the fixed quotas of an 

international commission.     

 

 

 

Back to the hunt.  Minutes after the harpoons have all been 

stowed and the old man pointed to the fins on the horizon, we start 

seeing them.  All the crew are standing in their trademark pose, 

scanning different parts of the horizon.  I notice the boat bears a 

few degrees to the right – they must have spotted something.  

Keeping their eyes on the water, the men occasionally give subtle 

hand gestures behind their backs, directing the helmsmen toward 

their prize.  The boat turns left or right accordingly.  After a few 

more minutes, I finally see what they have been following: a flicker 

of black on the horizon, still several kilometers yards away, and the 
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boat is already aimed straight for it.  They’ve certainly gotten their 

“whale-eye” dialled in; I suppose daily practice since childhood and 

the motivation of a meal will certainly get you there. I have some 

catching up to do.  

I am visibly much more excited than anyone else on board.  

These men are all business.  They are grocery shopping.  This first 

sighting has come much sooner than I expected and I have not 

properly prepared myself yet for a whale sighting.  My experiences 

with whales are few and far between enough that the mere prospect 

of a sighting one is enough to accelerate my heart rate.  It is a spe-

cific thrill that cannot be provided by any other known means.  For 

most whale-lovers the thrill never abates, no matter how many 

whales they have seen or likely will see.  For these men, however, 

the stakes were high enough to restrict their composure.  According 

to past encounters I have had the good fortune of experiencing, I 

assumed it would take much longer to sound out the first sighting.  

But this is Lamalera.  This is the Savu Sea.  These are whale hunters.   

As we near that place where the fins were first spotted, my heart 

jumps to learn it was not just one pod of dolphins that has been de-

tected, but several.  As the chase quickens and the boat charges in 

among the pods, I am shocked at the cetacean activity all around 

me.  The Savu Sea, at least this part of it, is teeming, boiling over with 

pods and pods of an eclectic assortment of species – a cetologist’s 

‘wet’ dream.  The pod we have engaged is porpoising along 50 me-

ters away at 1 o’clock, just to the right of straight ahead; another 

pod in tight formation, these with taller and more curvaceous dorsal 

fins, cruises placidly at 7:30 and 200 meters away.  A spinner dol-

phin demonstrates its namesake at 4 o’clock; another lobtails a 

hundred meters beyond it.  There are so many clusters of them at 

such close proximity that the men cannot seem to make up their 

minds which to pursue.  In my euphoric excitement, I am unable to 

control myself from pointing out each fin that I see.  Surely I am 

just adding to the confusion.  Like a child set loose in a confection-
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ary, our boat traverses an erratic course as the helmsman tries to 

follow the conflicting gestures of the crew, each pointing to a dif-

ferent pod.  After a few torturous minutes the men finally reach 

consensus and we hone in on a single pod.  I then realize that the 

boat’s winding course has served to break up and isolate the groups 

into discrete and manageable sizes – method to the madness.   

Like a sheepdog managing its flock, we take a wide course and 

swing back to head off the pod.  The dolphins are swimming faster 

now, but do not seem to be in distress; they are either unaware or 

unconcerned.  The men aft of the beam sit down, allowing the 

helmsman a better line of sight.  The only two standing now are the 

lama fa and a younger man positioned directly behind him.  This 

man, the harpooner’s assistant, checks the coiling of the primary 

harpoon line and slowly picks up the bamboo shaft from the star-

board holster.  He checks that the harpoon head is still fast, and 

hands the implement up to the lama fa.  He receives it and brings 

the twenty-foot spear to a vertical repose, like a pole-vaulter prepar-

ing his approach.  His assistant moves the coil of line to the 

foredeck and takes a step back.  Peering around the lama fa’s legs, he 

keeps tabs on the pod’s position.  They are coming up on our left.  

With a glance back to the helmsman, he gestures to a point a few 

degrees off the port bow: that is where we will intersect their course.   

Still a couple hundred meters away, the lama fa holds the har-

poon vertical and his assistant continues to signal patient directions 

to the stern.  But at one hundred meters, the tension has mounted.  

The lama fa now holds his weapon at a 45-degree angle, and his as-

sistant’s gestures are little tenser, a little more urgent.  The pod has 

changed direction – they have noticed us.  The helmsman recalcu-

lates our course.  As we continue to near, the assistant’s posture 

slowly lowers, like a cat stalking its prey, and the harpoon lowers in 

turn towards the horizon.  75 meters...the harpoon is at 30 de-

grees...50 meters...15 degrees...we are almost upon them...the 

weapon is now horizontal.   
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The lama fa adjusts his stance and assumes an overhand grip of 

the harpoon, pointing it downward now.  The slate points straight 

to the pod, now only 20 meters ahead.  The individuals are surfac-

ing now in quick succession, travelling at a good clip.  The 

assistant’s body is entirely clenched; his excitement now matches 

my own.  He is nearly squatting, and as he urges the boat forward 

with the desperate beckoning of his hands he is almost jumping up 

and down in anticipation.  The lama fa is now bracing himself too; 

he’s on his haunches; his knees are bent.  The harpoon appears to 

be trembling.  I notice that I am out of breath.  I am about to watch 

a dolphin get skewered.  Am I excited or anxious? Am I looking 

forward to this, or dreading it? Which side am I rooting for?  We 

are so close now that I can hear the dolphins’ individual blows.  I 

have lost sight of them under the hull – I see them only when they 

breach above the gunnels now.  The lama fa coils like a spring for 

the big leap… 

And the entire pod takes a dive.  In a second they are gone, al-

ready dozens of meters deep.  As if it were expected, the lama fa 

immediately unclenches his body, looks up to the horizon, and rais-

es the harpoon back to its vertical standby position.  His assistant 

stands upright again, and the entire crew seems to exhale at the 

same time.  The dolphins are down for now; but they will surface 

again soon – they have to.  The helmsman swings around for an-

other wide approach.  There they are, 3 o’clock, 200 meters.  The 

lama fa changes hands, finds new footing.  Here comes the second 

attempt. 

As we near, the pod splits in half.  We pursue the smaller of the 

two groups, and the helmsman runs between them, keeping our 

target to the starboard.  The harpoon begins to lower.  We are get-

ting closer.  The assistant repeats his urgent dance, and again the 

lama fa braces himself.  Closer.  This smaller pod has now broken 

up as well, and we follow one individual as it bears off from the 

others.  The harpoon is hovering just over its dorsal fin now.  The 
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assistant shouts a desperate plea to the lama fa.  It is now or never. 

But the moment the harpooner pulls back for that fateful lunge, the 

engine coughs, sputters, and comes to a resounding halt.   

The dolphin leaves the boat behind.  Ahead, the pods regroup 

and continue on their way, as if death had just been nowhere near 

their blowholes.   

In the immediate silence of the dead motor, the crew’s sigh is 

audible.  The assistant lights a cigarette and sits down.  The har-

poon is returned to its holster.  As the helmsman tinkers with the 

overheated machine, I listen to the waves lap up against the vessel.   

This seemed to be normal.  It happened a half dozen times to 

us that day.  It would take a half hour or so for the engine to cool 

enough to start again, and once running it would only last a half 

hour at best.  The crew seemed to take this faulty motor as a fact of 

life.  I did not see any frustration towards the engine’s teases.   

After another such motor failure later in the day, which oc-

curred with the same cruel timing right before the climax of the 

chase, the helmsman asked me if I knew anything about motors; I 

said I did not, which was true – no more than they knew, at least.  

But had I been a more experienced mechanic, I would have been 

placed in something of a quandary.  Would I want to tip the scales 

of advantage in this chase?  With the motors faulty as they were, it 

was pretty much a fair fight.  These sporadic engines allowed the 

Lamalerans to keep up with the dolphins, most of the time, but they 

were not powerful enough to outrun or outlast any of them.  Often 

it seemed almost as if the dolphins were playing along, amused by 

the villagers’ attempts to keep up.  If cetaceans have a sense of hu-

mour, surely we saw it that day.  It was as if the whales were egging 

us on and tempting us only to dive casually away at the last minute.  

As we waited for the stalled engine to cool off, the pods would 

wander jeeringly close to us, breach within meters of the boat, and 

congregate around us as would a gang of bullies around a kinder-

gartner.  The spinners seemed to be especially haughty, approaching 
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the hapless boat and hovering upside down at the surface, tails high 

in the air, wagging them as the dolphins slowly sank below.  Watch-

ing one such charade, one of the men spoke for the haughty 

dolphin by calling out, “’Selamat tinggal!’” – Bahasa Indonesia for 

“So long, suckers!” The crew would moan and chuckle at these 

taunts, clenching their fists in exasperation and jokingly stretching 

their reach out to the ones that were just beyond it.   

I was impressed by their good humour amid the jeers from their 

meals.  How would an American react if their hamburger pointed at 

them and laughed?  Maybe their misfortune was laughable because 

they knew the hunt would eventually be successful, if not that day 

then sometime in the near future.   

But given the limits of their methods, success would only occur 

by using dextrous technique, teamwork, and discernment in corner-

ing a pod and aiming for the weaker, slower, or stupider individuals.  

Thinning the pods in this way would actually strengthen them, 

building up these populations even while taking away from them. 

Not only was the fight fair, but it was fair only if the men employed 

skill and hard work in the chase.   

So: Is it admirable or is it pathetic to be laughed at by a pod of 

dolphins?  The Lamalerans have been offered superior technology 

before (remember the UNFAO’s harpoon cannons), and they could 

ride that daily truck to the island’s capital should they finally decide 

to hunt dolphins with better engines or, say, bullets.  No, it is not 

just the technological shortcomings that keep the Lamalerans on 

the same playing field as their prey.  Laughable or not, it is deliber-

ate.  Perhaps it is a matter of pride for them; or perhaps they 

learned over time that keeping their tools simple was the only way 

to keep the local whale populations – and in return their own liveli-

hood -- afloat.  Whatever their reasons may be, there is no denying 

that in their ‘primitive’ methods there is an element of resilient in-

tentionality.   
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All four boats were now in keen pursuit  
Of that one spot of troubled water and air. 
But it bade far to outstrip them, it flew on and on,  
As a mass of interblending bubbles borne down  
A rapid stream from the hills. 10 

 

Back to the hunt.  The day is long; we have been out for over 

seven hours, and almost half of that has been spent motionless with 

an overheated engine.  In the still of such cloudless early afternoons 

in Indonesia, the heat monopolizes your attention.  During these 

stifling lulls in the hunt most of the men are asleep.  One or two 

keep watch while they share a cigarette.  One of the boys behind us 

sits up from his nap only to vomit over the gunnels and fall back in-

to the helmsman’s lap.  The waves have been strengthening as the 

day wears on.  At one point, several of the men wake up simultane-

ously and look to the horizon in the same direction.  One of them 

stands, leans forward, and cups his hand around his ear.  In se-

conds, they all nod simultaneously again and discuss something in 

low voices while pointing to the horizon.  My face must again be 

disclosing my confusion and curiosity, because the elder sitting in 

front of me taps me on the leg without opening his eyes and mut-

ters: “Ikan paus.”  The generic Indonesian term for whales that 

Lamalerans reserve for their primary catch: the sperm whale.  Evi-

dently, they are able to hear and even see the surface exhalations of 

this great whale from miles away.  If it were five days later, this 

sighting would have spurred a different reaction. 

Erica and I have brought a litre of water each, and we are find-

ing that this amount is not nearly enough.  We grow parched.  We 

have seen a few men pass around a plastic canteen of water only 

                                                   

10 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 221. 
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once, and none of them have eaten anything all morning.  We have 

already consumed the few energy bars we found at the bottom of 

Erica’s pack.  Whenever we need to cool off or pee, we fall back-

wards into the water, always with one hand on the gunnels.  It is 

exhilarating, staring down into those crystal clear depths miles from 

shore, just after seeing that these waters are very much alive, bub-

bling over with monsters and devilish “blackfish.”  The men stare 

on in amusement, and I wonder why they do not also jump in.  Eri-

ca jokingly asks them, “Saya tidak akan dimakan oleh paus, ya?” I 

won’t be eaten by a whale, right?  A few of the men chuckle, but no 

reassurance is offered.  We think back to the morning catch earlier 

that day; the Savu Sea is home to much more than whales.  Very 

soon we get back in the boat.  And, very soon, we are dry again, 

now encrusted with sea salt.  I was amazed at the crew’s ambiva-

lence towards the heat, their indifference towards water or food, the 

inactivity of their bladders. Again: How consistently humbled one is 

in the company of remote people! 

The engine finally kicks back into gear.  We set our course in 

the direction of land, but we are not returning to Lamalera.  We ap-

proach a gathering of other boats scattered loosely in an area a 

couple of miles offshore.  The boats are each framed gloriously by 

the looming volcanic coastline, and I smile to myself in one of 

those lucid moments of sublime adventure: ‘Where am I?’ 

Some of these boats are stationary, possibly with engine prob-

lems of their own.  Two boats in the distance, however, are clearly 

in pursuit of something.  They are criss-crossing the horizon in an 

almost comic fashion, and our helmsman decides to go in for a 

closer look.  As we approach the fracas, I see the pod of interest 

and I notice that to our left another boat has followed us into the 

fray.  Soon, four Lamaleran boats are circling a pod of two dozen 

short-finned pilot whales -- a medium-sized “blackfish” with a 

round melon and a sleek ten- to fifteen-foot, jet-black body.  I can-

not believe this -- four boats?!  I am barely hanging on. 
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In unspoken coordination, the helmsmen align four abreast into 

a single advancing front.  The lama fas are standing at their fore-

decks, harpoons held vertical.  As we near the pod, all four slowly 

lower in unison.  Likewise the mad gestures of the four harpooners’ 

assistants grow increasingly dramatic.  As we come closer, the pod 

becomes visibly disconcerted; it soon breaks apart like pieces of 

shattered glass, but one of the whales stays its course and the four 

boats tighten their formation to pursue this poor singled-out target.  

With a massive thrust of its flukes, it dives down; surely it has real-

ized its isolation.  The four boats immediately fan out and circle the 

area, all the crews assuming the Lamalera search stance, eyes scan-

ning the waters for the resurfacing of their target.  A boat to our 

right quickly alters its course – they have found it.  The flank re-

forms and falls in behind the pilot whale’s wake.  We catch up to it 

again.  Again, it dives.  Again, we fan out and wait for its spout to 

reappear.  It does, this time several hundred meters away, and the 

hunters scramble to catch up.  Instead of continuing its frantic pace, 

however, the whale is just floating at the surface -- it must be out of 

breath; I realize I have never considered that was a possibility.  The 

men see the whale’s fatigue and their anticipation is compounded.  

Again the harpoons are lowered.  Things are happening faster now; 

perhaps the crews are losing patience.  Our boat reaches the ex-

hausted victim first, and our lama fa leaps!  The harpoon soars.  The 

men shout out and the helmsman immediately kills the engine.  But 

the whale has dived in time, and it remains safe for now.  Before the 

boat has time to coast away from the floating harpooner, one of the 

crew reaches out and pulls him back aboard.  The assistant is al-

ready reeling in the harpoon line.  In no time the engine roars back 

into action, and the men re-commence their search.   

This four-boat pursuit sees several such unsuccessful leaps be-

fore they give up and disband. Like a slapstick routine right out of 

Chaplin, the boats chase this exhausted but clever pilot whale 

around the bay, back and forth, nearly colliding on several occa-
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sions.  The harpoons fly again and again, but to no avail.  Then, in a 

final push, as if the four boats have gritted their teeth and decided, 

“It’s the whale or us this time,” the helmsmen surround the black-

fish and charge from all sides at once.  Like the spokes of a wheel 

towards their centre hub, these four boats bear down on the ex-

hausted cetacean.  A four-boat pile up seems unavoidable.  As they 

near the floating victim, the harpoons slowly point down at it, in 

hideous synchrony.  The men are all shouting to the other boats as 

the lama fas’ assistants direct the helmsmen only to drive onward 

and onward towards collision.  After too many excruciating mo-

ments of suspense, their target is reached and three of the four 

harpoons are thrown.  Each one nearly misses the other lama fas as 

they fly into the water.  Immediately after ours has leapt, the 

helmsman pulls the rudder hard to port, and we spin out of the im-

pending wreck.  The other three boats do the same.  With the tilted 

hull blocking my view, I do not know whether I will see a skewered 

whale or a skewered human when the boat levels out again.  The 

engine sputters to a stop, smoke seeping out from its seams. 

 

 
 

In this new silence, I find that the men’s shouts have turned to 

laughter.  I stand to assess the damage in the water: the harpooners 

and the pilot whale are all safe.  The crews burst out laughing.  With 

a big grin, our lama fa slaps the water, admitting defeat for the day.  
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As he climbs back aboard and the three harpoon lines are untan-

gled, our men tell the other boats about the morning’s events: the 

blue whale, the sperm whale, the engine troubles, their guests.  

Empty-handed but smiling, we return to the beach. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VI.   Jangan Gila Dong 

 

 

 

Was not Saul of Tarsus converted 
From unbelief by a similar fright? 

I tell you, the…Whale will stand no nonsense.1 
 

 

WHEN WE RETURNED TO LAMALERA’S BEACH, we found that 

some of the other boats had a much more productive day.  The 

shoreline was displaying an afternoon catch that was just as prolific 

and diverse as the one at sunrise.  But being the afternoon this 

bounty was greeted with much more activity and excitement.  The 

beach was full of people.  Just like the waters in which we had just 

hunted, the shore was teeming.  The younger men were moving 

down the beach in a helpful gang, assisting each clan in hauling 

their boats up into their shelters.  Predictably, pushing the boats up 

the incline proved much more strenuous than sliding them down it.  

Perhaps “daily slog” was not a melodramatic description after all.  

The elders were crouched over the mantas, dolphins, and dwarf 

sperm whales scattered along the beach, performing the same sur-

gery as earlier that day.  They would have to sharpen their knives 
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several times in the process of cutting up a single manta ray.  For 

both manta and cetacean, the heads were the first to be cut off.  To 

make the dolphins easier to role, their next incisions would be to 

remove the tail flukes.   

The children were out in droves, naked, swimming, playing, 

running, and screaming in the surf.  A few were playing “Whale 

Hunter”: piling into small dinghies, paddling around the bay, chas-

ing an imaginary sperm whale, leaping heroically from the bow, and 

thrusting a bamboo shoot ahead of them like their fathers had done 

at sea that day with their 20-ft poles, like their fathers probably did 

back when they were young.  The women were carrying large 

chunks of dolphin and fish from the beach.  Grandmothers and ba-

bies, the jovial spectators of this daily parade, were lounging in the 

shade of the boathouses. 

It must have been rare for tourists to swim in the water or to 

help haul in the boats, because the men were surprised to see us of-

fering a hand and the children were delighted when we ran into the 

water with them.  They took to us quickly, soon regarding us as new 

jungle-gyms.  We spent hours in the water with them over the 

course of the week, which may have enhanced our report with the 

villagers as later events began to complicated guest relations. 

 

 

                                                                                                               

1 Melville, Moby Dick. p. 207. 
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The vessel in which the children were playing “Whale Hunter” 

had been christened the Jangan Gila Dong.  Literally meaning “Don’t 

be Crazy, Dude,” the name is probably best translated as “Chill 

Out, Man.”  Upon seeing my tall, white form splashing about in the 

water, these youngsters quickly came up with a modified version of 

their game: “Moby Dick.” Imagining the Jangan Gila Dong were 

the Pequod, they began to pursue me, the white whale, with a hilari-

ous vigor, and I was happily obliged to play along.  They would take 

turns as the lama fa, jump wildly from the bow, and thrust their im-

aginary harpoons deep into me, the sinister leviathan. 

 I was eager to join in the imaginary hunt, and after I had turned 

the chase around on them for a few minutes they finally offered me 

a spot in their crew.  At first, my only responsibility was bailing wa-

ter from the constantly leaking J. G. Dong.  I must have performed 

that duty with exceptional aplomb because I was soon promoted to 

oarsman.  After we had successfully speared a few more whales, I 

finally worked up the nerve to seek another promotion: “Boleh saya 

coba lama fa?”  And for some brief glorious moments, I had the dis-

tinct honor of standing at the bow, harpoon in hand, as the heroic 

lama fa of the intrepid Jangan Gila Dong.   
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Back to the beach.  Sunset.  As the crepuscular golden light 

shone down on the village, the people began to congregate at center 

stage, in front of Mary’s beach shrine.  A parade of beautiful ikat.  

Tattered, sandy Bibles under the arms of distracted children.  Such a 

convocation was called to order every sunset during Holy Week.  In 

most Indonesia communities, programs such as these are known as 

acaras.  For any American working in the country, an acara is gener-

ally a dreaded ordeal that usually involves hours of overbearing 

attention and unending formalities.  As mobile phone cameras, mi-

crophones and camcorders are shoved in front of your face, you 

find yourself second guessing the necessity of your attendance to 

such events.  One day, in Palembang, I was walking by an auditori-

um that was in the middle of a wedding ceremony.  The bride’s 

father saw me, pulled me inside, made me sit in his chair on the 

front row, and insisted I be in the newlyweds’ portrait following the 

vows.   

 

 
 

But in Lamalera the conditions were a little more relaxed, these 

duskly acaras were short and certainly sweet, and our presence there 



       Jangan Gila Dong        83 

was refreshingly regarded with nothing more than indifference.  Us-

ing the sand as an amphitheatre, the villagers would sit cross-legged 

facing the alter in clusters of clansmen and friends.  Every night 

that week Erica and I were in eager attendance, in our own sarongs 

and nestled in the far back of the congregation.   

Donned in lapels decorated with colorful motifs of manta and 

sperm whales, the priest would deliver a short homily between 

somber and resonant hymns, none of which I could recognize.  But 

it was clear that all had been pillars of these ceremonies for many 

years.  I was struck by the haunting, rising notes in their melodies, 

the long silences between their verses, as if they were allowing the 

breaking waves behind them contribute some lyrics as well.   

 

 
 

The conclusion of each night’s ceremony, which was marked 

with a lively song and a soft-spoken benediction that could hardly 

be heard in the outer circles, was immediately followed by another 

ritual: the children would scamper off to play in the bay’s tidal pools 

until pitch dark.  Screaming, laughing, and kicking up sand, they 

would flock to their favorite playing grounds.  It appeared that the 

age groups were scattered along the shore in a continuum: the 

youngest and most playful ventured the farthest out, rolling up their 

pant legs to reach the most far-flung pools on the periphery of the 
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bay; the teenagers loitered on the beaches, nudging the odds and 

ends they came across in the beach’s wrack line with their feet and 

sniggering to themselves quietly; and the intermediate ages were 

dispersed accordingly among the pools closer to the beach.  Bibles 

in hand or balanced on head and still in their “Sunday dress,” the 

children scoured the shoreline and tidal pools for toys: minnows, 

sardines, hermit crabs, corals, slugs, ornate shells, and anything else 

left stranded by the falling tide.  When I asked what they were going 

to do with the critters they were catching, some responded they 

were going to take their small catch back home for dinner; others 

just shrugged their shoulders and threw their find back into the 

pools; a couple just popped whatever they had into their mouths 

with a smile and scampered away.   

Remembering us from the water games earlier that afternoon, 

the children called to us -- “Miss! Miss!” -- and were quick to in-

volve us in their rush for some more playtime before dusk gave way 

to dark.2  Many exhibited their catch to us in their cupped palms, 

eager to see our reaction and tickled when we feigned disgust.  

When Erica expressed interest in a particular shell, we soon found 

ourselves surrounded by dozens of shells presented to us in out-

stretched hands, some of them dropping or crushing their 

submissions as they vied for position in our field of view.  This 

made for an extremely productive means of collecting beautiful 

shells.   

Their enthusiasm for our attention was compounded when they 

discovered we were carrying digital cameras, and it occurred to me 

that these must have been a revolution for taking pictures of people 

                                                   

2 Throughout the week, both Erica and I were referred to as “Miss,” because Ibu Udis, the 
kindergarten teacher of the village, had taught the village children to refer to her in English 
-- and all people, regardless of gender -- as “Miss.”  It was actually quite refreshing; almost 
everywhere else in Indonesia the assumption is that “Mister” is the proper way of address-
ing or referring to an “orang Barat,” a western person, male or female.  So to be called 
anything other than “Mister” after months in Indonesia was a surprising relief, particularly 
for Erica. 
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in remote areas. With film cameras, which of course have no LCD 

screen, it must have been very awkward, perhaps even frightening, 

for village children to have pictures taken of them. But now, being 

able to show them their pictures instantly, their fears seem to dis-

solve immediately and they fall madly in love with your lens.  They 

begged for more and more pictures of themselves, to the point that 

we were the ones who had to decline. 

 

 
 
Jesus, the Redeemer, was Cetus, Leviathan. 
And all the Christians all his little fishes.3 

 

On the other side of the ridge from Lamalera “B’s” familiar 

half-moon bay is the larger and more crowded Lamalera “A.”  At 

the center of this village is a large Catholic church.  Catholicism ar-

rived in eastern Indonesia on the coattails of Portuguese traders 

near the end of the sixteenth century, and Dominican priests 

reached Lamalera and set up a mission in 1652.4  This church was 

built in the 20th century with funds from a West German congrega-

tion.5  In front of it, a statue of a friar stands as the lama fa would at 

the bow of a plaster peledang, raising his benedictory hand up as the 

harpooner would with his spear in the hunt.  From so aggressive 

and holy a pulpit, whom is he blessing?  The whale that is being 

pursued?  The sea?   

On the other side of the world and north a little, near Cape Cod 

on the coast of Massachusetts, a small town called New Bedford 

was once the whaling capital of the world.  Today a statue stands 

before the Free Public Library: the bow of a whaling boat is tearing 

                                                   

3 D.H. Lawrence. Studies in Classic American Literature.  Penguin Books, USA: 1923.  p. 
170. 

4 Robert Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 4. 

5 Robert Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 24. 
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through choppy seas while a burly, fierce harpooner balances at the 

bow with his spear raised high.  I stand before the statue, in line 

with his pointed weapon, from what would be the poor whale’s eye 

view. I can’t help but gulp. I read the inscription on the foundation:   

 

A dead whale or a stove boat. 

 

It has been over a year since I was in Lamalera, but in walking 

the alleyways of New Bedford’s historic district the memories of my 

time there seem particularly vivid.  Entering the New Bedford 

Whaling Museum, I am confronted with a familiar odor.  I pause, 

sniffing and pondering where I could have smelled that before.  I 

follow my nose, trying to find its source.  Suddenly my synapses 

fuse and fire, and I remember: it smells like Lamalera, the musk of 

blubber sun-drying, wafting from its drapery on bamboo scaffold-

ing along the beach.  My nose takes me to the middle of a great 

open hall, with no blubber in sight.  Looking down on the floor, I 

see droplets of some residue on the tile, reflecting the glare of the 

afternoon sun pouring in from the huge south-facing windows.  

Then, looking up, I see that I am standing directly underneath the 

skeleton of a full-sized adult Blue Whale.  It is suspended in space 

from the high ceiling, the vertebrae of Its tail articulated in a tight 

curl so that it can fit inside the building.  I think back to that mo-

ment during the dolphin hunt.  The hydraulic blast.  The mottled 

blue back.  The old man’s affirming nod.  His words.  The entire 

skeleton is glistening, in some spots stained a dark amber, and my 

nose fills again with the memory of Lamalera.  It is a potent stench, 

to the point of distraction.  Most museum skeletons undergo a 

chemical process that removes this oil from the bones before they 

are put on display; I suppose the curators decided to restore to New 

Bedford its old smell.  It certainly provides an odiferous affectation 

to the museum’s exhibits. 
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Like the Indonesian village is now, in its heyday New Bedford 

was a whaling community surrounded by farming communities.  

Lamalera’s church was built some time in the 1900’s by Germans; 

New Bedford’s, called the Seaman’s Bethel, was built in 1832 by 

Quakers who grew concerned for the moral waywardness of sailors 

during their time at port.  It was established to provide spiritual bal-

last for the transient, prodigal sailors of New Bedford.  The Bethel’s 

pulpit was actually built to resemble the bow of a whaling skiff, so 

that every Sunday priests appear to be emulating Lamalera’s statue 

as they deliver their sermons.6  The building adjacent to the chapel, 

the Mariner’s Home, provided safe and quiet accommodation at a 

rate of one dollar per night for sailors wishing to spend their last 

night at port in a more wholesome setting.   

Before Lamaleran men push their boats into the water each 

morning, they pause for a moment, remove their caps, and say a 

quick blessing.  The church’s priest would preside over the nightly 

                                                   

6 This decorative pulpit is actually a recent addition to this old church;  The scenes of a 
1954 adaptation of Moby Dick depicted the Bethel with this pulpit in an effort to emulate 
the chapel as it was described in Melville’s novel.  Pressure from disappointed fans who 
visited New Bedford expecting to see it finally convinced the church to commission the 
construction of this bow-pulpit in 1961. 
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services in the week leading up to the whaling season.  When a New 

Bedford ship prepared to set sail, the Bethel ministry carried its 

pulpit down to the docks in a wheelbarrow and held a ceremonial 

blessing of the ship and its crew.     

Lamalera takes its cured whale meat to market on Saturdays to 

barter for vegetables, spices, and other goods.  New Bedford sent 

its whale oil to England, bartered it for furniture, sets of silverware, 

and textiles that would furnish the town’s estates of rising whale ty-

coons, and brought these goods to The Bourne Warehouse & 

Auction Room on Second Street to sell to the highest bidder.   

Because the wood used in constructing its homes and shops 

had such high contents of absorbed spermaceti oil, New Bedford 

was plagued with fires throughout its history.  Profits from whaling 

voyages were used to dapple the town with lavish estates and broad 

boulevards.  Melville’s Ishmael marveled at all the whale underlying 

the town’s prosperity: “All these brave houses and flowery gardens 

came from the Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans.  One and all, 

they were harpooned and dragged up hither from the bottom of the 

sea.”7  In Lamalera too, whale bone forms the archways, lines the 

alleyways, adorns the boathouses, stylizes their clothing, and serves 

as lawn ornaments and wall trophies.  Whale is their food, their 

candlelight, their crossbeam, their currency, their mantelpiece, their 

mascot. 
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In the 1850’s, New Bedford was the Lamalera of the western 

world, albeit a distinctly American version of it.  The thing that tied 

New Bedford together was not so much the whale as the business 

of pursuing it.  The enterprise of whaling – an idea once removed 

from the whale itself, with all its inherent risks and dreams and dan-

gers and rewards and derring-do -- became their sacred leviathan, an 

idol more fitting the American ideals of rugged individualism and 

rags-to-riches during the infancy of the nations rising corpocracy.  

Rather than fences and paths lined with whale bones, as you can 

find in Lamalera, New Bedford boasted steel gates with harpoon 

heads crowning their iron rods, emblematic of the endeavor, not 

the target.  Ishmael’s attention was drawn to their significance as 

well: “Go and gaze upon the iron emblematical harpoons round 

yonder lofty mansion.”8 

 

 
 

Back to Lamalera.  On the other ridge of the half moon bay, the 

road climbs up and out of Lamalera “B.”  Many of the women walk 

this street weekly with bags of whale and manta jerky in tow, to use 

                                                                                                               

7 Herman Melville, Moby Dick. Pg.  50. 

8 Herman Melville, Moby Dick, pg. 50. 
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as barter in local markets.  A half mile out along the way, a footpath 

leads me off into the tall roadside grasses.  Taking it, I soon come 

across a structure, a miniature gazebo with a large concrete founda-

tion.  Its tin roof shelters a figurine of the Virgin Mary praying, her 

eyes raised to the heavens.  The concrete foundation displays a fres-

co on its front face: a sperm whale breaching, looming 

magnificently above a peladang and its crew.  

The positions of the friar and the Virgin, each buttressed by 

these trademarks of the village’s culture, demonstrate the relation-

ship between Catholicism and the village’s more basal religiosity.  

These monuments remind passersby that the village’s Christian tra-

ditions merely enhance something deeper, something more local, 

something more fundamental.  Orthodox theism can supplement 

their respect for the sea, the whale, and the hunt, but it is explicitly 

not their foundation for such reverence.   

Not Catholicism, but Cetolicism. 

 

 

Imagery of the whale decorates the buildings of New Bedford, MA, which in her 
prime could have been Lamalera’s Sister City. 

 

 
 

It seems common to many aboriginal subsistence whaling socie-

ties, as it does to Lamalera, that their identity as whale hunters 
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refers to more than just a day job.  Randall Reeves wrote that there 

is no denying that "food production for local or community-wide 

consumption is the primary, and in some cases exclusive, raison 

d'etre.  [But in] these contexts whaling is clearly more than an occu-

pation, and whales are more than 'mere food'…The roles played by 

whaling and whale products in the lives of families and communi-

ties must never be trivialized or dismissed."9   

The same certainly went for the society of New Bedford during 

its golden years of whaling, despite its distinctly American flavor.  

Sailors filled the pews of the Seaman’s Bethel on the Sunday before 

their voyage.  A sperm whale’s deadly fluke, capable of pulverizing 

their small whaling dinghies, was known as “the Hand of God.” 10  

The slices of blubber flensed to fit into the ships’ boiling vats were 

called ‘bible leaves,’ “invoking images of the whale itself as a holy 

book.”11  Although Philip Hoare was writing about New Bedford, 

his words could have been about Lamalera too:  “The whale repre-

sented money, food, livelihood, trade.  But it also meant something 

darker, more metaphysical, by virtue of the fact that men risked 

their lives to hunt it.  The whale was the future, the present and the 

past, all in one; the destiny of man as much as the destiny of anoth-

er species.”12   

Though separated by thousands of miles and 150 years of 

anachronism, New Bedford then and Lamalera now share strikingly 

similar religious characters.  Each were and have been held captive 

under and captivated by the idea of the looming monster upon 

which their societies were founded.   

There is something inescapably, irresistibly, enigmatically reli-

gious about the idea of the whale.   

                                                   

9 Reeves. 2002.  The origins and character of 'aboriginal subsistence' whaling: a global review.  

10 Philip Hoare. The Whale.   pg. 148. 

11 Ibid. pg. 151. 

12 Ibid., pg. 38.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VII.   Lamalera Sleigh Ride 

 

 

 

Our harpooner asked us,  

“Where are the ancestors?”1 

 

 

THE NEXT MORNING, THE THIRD OF HOLY WEEK, as I was 

marveling at the sunrise bounty splayed along the shore, I noticed I 

was not the only out-of-towner on the beach.  Also wandering from 

manta ray to manta ray was a muscle-bound Asian man in sturdy 

work boots, black tank top, running shorts, heavy-duty waist pack 

and an athletic visor.  In smooth, sweeping motions, he was passing 

a fancy digital video camera over the catch and in front of the elder-

ly men tearing away with their knives.  I scanned the rest of the 

beach for any other strangers, and sure enough, in the shade of the 

boathouses was a group of lounging foreigners, apparently some 

more of the film crew.  Smoking manufactured cigarettes and wear-

ing surfer’s board shorts with Crocs sandals, these men were sipping 

on coffee and fiddling with a large tripod.  A short, chubby and 

shirtless Korean man, with his board shorts down to his ankles, his 

                                                   

1 A young Lamaleran man, qtd. in BBC. "Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia." 
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butt crack exposed and a fruit drink in the sand next to him, was 

scanning the beach through the lens of his outstretched hands, 

which were held together with thumbs and index fingers touching 

to create a rectangular frame.  This man, I assumed, was the direc-

tor.  As he was talking and gesticulating with authoritative flare, a 

tall European woman was scribbling notes beside him.  The assis-

tant director. 

Once an aspiring documentary filmmaker myself, I was at first 

excited to see the film crew in the village; I thought naively that, if I 

befriended them and offered a helping hand, perhaps I could be 

somehow involved in the production or at least look on and learn.  

But in four days time their presence would become almost too 

much to bear.  Regardless of how tactful or sincere we were, all of 

the visitors had clearly worn out our welcome by the time whaling 

seasoned officially opened, at least in the minds of the village chiefs.   

The week’s fourth morning, I noticed a well dressed Caucasian 

couple walking the beach at sunrise, hand in hand, keeping their dis-

tance from the mantas and sharks distributed along the shoreline.  

That afternoon, a trio of Indonesian journalists from East Timor 

rented out the other room of the Rumah Putih.  The next morning, 

the fifth of Holy Week, the daily truck delivered a load of equip-

ment and a few more members of the film crew.  Lamalera’s 

ceremonial, sacred week prior to the annual sperm whale hunt was 

evidently drawing quite a lot of attention. 

The film crew took up residence in a house next to the village’s 

only store, a tiny shack along the main road that sold bottled water, 

bottled beer, Coca-Cola, candles, twine and rice whenever there was 

someone working it.  The owner of this shack had several extra 

rooms in the large house next to it, and it was there the film crew 

staged their equipment and relaxed.  Scuba equipment, tripods, 

oversized Pelican cases and microphones were scattered among the 

accumulating collection of empty beer bottles on the front porch.  

The director was continually buying these beers for his crew, as well 
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as bottles of Coca-Cola for the group of “kepala desa’s” he was try-

ing to win over.  I watched a pair of these village chiefs sit and talk 

quietly on the porch as these drinks were pushed into their hands.  

Nonplussed, they would only add these bottles to the line of half-

full and unwanted drinks under their chairs.  Whenever the director 

committed these disingenuous acts he would loudly exclaim, “Ter-

makisah! Tarmikaish!” (butchered versions of the Indonesian 

phrase for “thank you”), “Satu! Dua! Tiga!” (“One! Two! Three!”), 

or some other Indonesian phrase he was learning to recite.  The 

muscle-bound, boot-clad cameraman would recline at the base of 

the home stay’s front stoop and smoke cigarettes, passing out thou-

sand-Rupiah bills to any child who approached him.  Without a 

word, the children would scamper off and in seconds another 

would be standing before him with his or her palm outstretched.   

 

 
 

 

 

The reason these reporters and filmmakers are so interested in 

Lamalera is not the week of religious services or their daily dolphin 

hunts we were savoring so dearly.  It is, of course, what the week is 
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building towards: the whaling season.  The image of a man in mid-

jump, dangling perilously with a bamboo harpoon above a writhing 

50-ton monstrosity…the roller-coaster tug of war between whale 

and boat as the leviathan tows the crews around in its attempts to 

escape…the hours-long tow of the belly-up whale back to shore 

with nothing but wooden paddles and rice-wine to aid the hunt-

ers…their glorious return to the beach…the cheering lines of 

children and wives beckoning them onward as the elder men 

emerge from the boathouse shadows sharpening their machet-

es…the red surf as the village reduces the whale to ordered piles of 

meat, bone, blubber and oil.  The entire enterprise of traditional 

whale hunting conjures up a number of daunting images from the 

West’s cultural lexicon: a knight tilting at windmills with a toothpick 

lance, David versus Goliath, the triumphant march back into Rome 

after a victorious campaign, the primal dances of ‘savages’ gorging 

themselves in Dionysian ecstasy over a pagan feast.  And yet there 

is something about Lamalera’s isolation and the nature of their 

whale hunt that both embodies these literary clichés and writes 

them anew, making them their own.  It is this coincidence of acces-

sibility and utter novelty that makes Lamalera so fascinating to the 

rest of the world.   

While in the village, I was told by Ibu Udis, Bapak Matthais and 

others that they hunt for whales only in a certain area of the sea. If a 

pod passes into that area, it is because the ancestors invited them in; 

so a whale’s presence off Lamalera’s shore means that the ancestors 

have given their blessing for that kill to occur.  I have heard from 

other sources -- never straight from a Lamaleran -- that the whales 

are in some way their ancestors reincarnated.  Again, I wonder if 

this is what they really believe, or if the translation across cultures, 

religions, and languages has altered or simplified actual convictions 

about their hunting rituals.  Also I wonder whether the strict 

boundaries of their hunting grounds were made more explicit after 

they came under the scrutinizing eye of the conservation communi-
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ty as a means of keeping ownership of their hunting practices rather 

than submitting to the ordinances of a commission. 

Although the hunters go to sea every day of the sperm whaling 

season, except perhaps on the Sabbath, they return with a leviathan 

in tow only 18 to 24 times a year, on average.  Some years are much 

less productive.  This makes for a lot of return trips to shore empty-

handed and a lot of comparatively meager meals for their sons, 

daughters and spouses; perhaps just rice and boiled manta, as we 

were fed as guests, or perhaps even less.  Such rare success also 

makes for a very sparse account of the actual hunt.  As far as I 

know, the early 1990s BBC documentary to which I have referred 

several times is the only broadcasted, extensive depiction of 

Lamalera’s sperm whale hunt.  If the Korean director was lucky this 

last season, I suppose that may soon change.  But given that they 

were only planning on remaining in the village for two weeks, that is 

a long shot.  It seems the 2009 season was extraordinarily bad; ac-

cording to one recent blog post (Oct. 9th) by BBC correspondent 

Timothy Allen with Human Planet, no sperm whales had been 

caught at all in August and September of this last season.2 

 

 

 

                                                   

2 Timothy Allen.  “Hunting for Whales.” BBC Earth blogs.  

 http://timothyallen.blogs.bbcearth.com/2009/10/05/hunting-for-whales/ 
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 The older BBC documentary demonstrates well just how dan-

gerous, ridiculous and astounding the Lamalera whale hunt truly is.  

And, of course, it is narrated with endearing British bravado and 

suppressed colonialist aplomb.  Every day for weeks, BBC’s film 

crew had tagged along as the hunters scoured the horizon for the 

sperm whale’s characteristic spout: low, diffuse, and at a slight left 

angle3.  These sperm whaling boats, the peledang, remember, are nev-

er motor-powered.  The men paddle the boats out of the protected 

harbor, raise the mast, and unfurl the rectangular mainsail, which is 

constructed out of square cells of woven palm frond.  These sails 

pull the boats out to the deeper waters, at which point the mast is 

lowered and the search begins.  The boats drift over the length of 

the Timor Trough, their crews assuming the village’s trademark 

whale-search stance, and wait for their prey to come within their 

visual range.   

The documentary’s narrator followed close behind the gaggle of 

boats in his own little dinghy, which was bright yellow and 

equipped with an oversized motor.  After weeks of poor luck, the 

crew finally had the fortune of the nigh unimaginable: an entire pod 

of sperm whales surfaced right amid the boats!  What followed was, 

in the words of the narrator, "an event which occurred only once or 

twice in a lifetime", “a Battle Royale”, "a deadly combat, pygmies 

against the giant[s]". 

The men burst into action, take up their oars and “paddle fran-

tically to bring them within range."  As they pursue, the lama fa 

fastens a harpoon head to the bamboo shaft.  Each boat was 

equipped with only three such harpoon heads, whose difficult man-

ufacture and religious sanctity limit them to such a small arsenal.  

The whales seem oblivious, practically sitting ducks, adapted to re-

main autonomously still as they re-oxygenate their three tons of 

                                                   

3 The sperm whale’s blow hole, which is the nostril of his left nasal passage, rests asym-
metrically on its brow, causing the blow to shoot out at a left angle. 
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blood in preparation for the next feeding dive.  The lama fa of the 

first boat to come upon one of these whales leaps and rams "the 

primitive harpoon” into the flank of the whale.  Immediately the 

great beast buckles, lifting its flukes high into the air and pummel-

ing the sea surface with a paroxysmal blow.  The documentary 

reinforces the power of this blast with a resounding and cheesy 

cymbal crash.  Another boat does the same to the neighboring 

whale -- with another cymbal crash -- and each lama fa scrambles to 

swim clear of the thrashing whale and get pulled back into their re-

spective vessels.   

A few of the other boats linger aside the action and watch.  Ap-

parently, "no other boat may come to help unless it is invited to do 

so.  Any boat which does help must share in the catch,” and proba-

bly the credit too.  And so these other clans’ boats wait, either for 

the call for assistance or for the arrival of other whales.  The narra-

tor explains: "Knowing that when a sperm whale is under attack, 

often other whales arrive to help their comrade, and the waiting 

boats can spring an ambush." 

Meanwhile, each of the engaged boats have thrust another har-

poon into their respective prey, and the sea has become a frenzied 

froth, flukes thrashing all about, coming within inches of the ves-

sels.  “For half an hour, whales were charging in all directions.”  If 

one of these flukes made contact with the hulls or their crew, or if a 

rope or a hunter made "the slightest slip," wooden planks and arms 

would instantaneously be reduced to smithereens.   

Suddenly, each boat accelerates away in opposite directions as if 

they rammed open the throttle of powerful engines.  Thus begins 

what New Bedford whalers long ago coined the “Nantucket sleigh 

ride.”4  "Towed around like bathtub toys," the boats fly in and out 

of the shot, slowing and accelerating unpredictably.  The “enraged” 

whales tumble over each other, crossing the harpoon lines, and 

                                                   

4 BBC. "Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia." 
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commence to tow the two boats “in tandem.”  Suddenly, one of the 

boats falls still and the line becomes slack.  The harpoon head did 

not hold fast; one of the whales is free.  The other boat, however, is 

towed onward.  The scene is ridiculous, astounding. 

It is remarkable how similar the hunt in Lamalera today is to the 

New Bedford hunt of 150 years ago.  If it were not for the fact that 

Lamalerans perform their trademark lunge onto the whale’s back, 

this scene would be a practically perfect reenactment of how whales 

were killed worldwide during the West’s first golden age of whaling.  

Captain Ahab was relying on the exact same methods on his mon-

omaniacal quest to harpoon Moby Dick.  Both Lamaleran and New 

Bedford whalers would sail out to the whaling grounds.  The West-

ern ships were several times larger than the peledangs of Lamalera, 

but once a whale spout was spotted, they would lower into row-

boats identical to the Lamaleran whalers except for their 10-ft bam-

boo launching platform at the bowsprit.  In both scenarios, it 

comes down to a puny boat of men versus a furious leviathan: “At 

one end, a sixty-ton animal.  At the other, six men.”  In The Whale, 

Philip Hoare describes the New Bedford hunt, and a comparison of 

his account with that of BBC’s documentary is uncanny.  “Through 

the line,” he wrote, “they could feel the whale; an intimate connec-

tion between man and prey.”5  Both crews experience the same wild 

ride once the harpoon is made fast, the Nantucket Sleigh Ride, “the 

fastest any man had traveled on water before the invention of the 

speed boat…At any moment the whale might raise its tailstock 

twenty feet in the air, a towering slab of muscle all too swift to deal 

death: ‘the hand of God.’” And, with the same derring-do as 

Lamalera’s whalers, “it was also remarkably, stupidly dangerous.”6 

 Back to the Lamalera sleigh ride.  "For two hours, the titanic 

struggle goes on."  Whenever the whale pauses frrom its writhing 

                                                   

5 Philip Hoare. The Whale. pg. 147. 

6 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 144. 
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frenzy, the hunters attempt to apply another harpoon head.  Terri-

fied and dying, the whale is unable to dive.  Out of breath and 

panicked, this victim is tied to the surface by more than harpoon 

lines, and the final stages of the hunt is a mere matter of waiting for 

its breathing to slow to a lifeless stop.  The harpoons implanted in 

the whale serve only to connect the beast to dead weights that tire it 

out as blood is slowly lost, so that the crew can eventually come up 

alongside it without risking death.7  "Only when the harpooner slips 

a hook into the blowhole can the whale be considered to be se-

cure."   

As the sun lowers, the whale weakens.  Its efforts become less 

enraged and more tortured.  "Repeatedly, the whale turns to look at 

his opponents.”  The men slowly reel in the harpoon lines, so that 

the whale is braced alongside.  It gives a final thrash, nearly capsiz-

ing the boat.  The men who were tossed out by the blow scramble 

to climb back over the gunnels.  The sperm whale bobs vertically 

now, its head looming high over the crew.  Its jaws open and close 

slowly, no longer the deathly vice they were hours ago.  Pathetically, 

the mouth closes around the gunnels but does no damage.  It is 

spent. “As the whale expires, the men fall silent. The whale, their 

ancestor, has given itself to the clan."  Like the New Bedford whal-

ers of the past who lived to see this slow, agonizing death up close, 

these Lamaleran warriors “were not immune to the pathos of these 

scenes, to the death of something that represented life on such a 

scale.”8  Minutes of quiet pass.  Catching their breath, the men 

ready the carcass for the tow home. 

 

 

 

                                                   

7 Payne, Among Whales. p. 253. 

8 Philip Hoare.  The Whale: In Search of the Giants of the Sea.  Harper Collins 2010 NY, 
NY. Pg. 149. 



Lamalera Sleigh Ride        101 

Sperm whales are considered to be kin,  
and according to village lore, ancestors who die at sea  

lure the whales close to Lamalera.9 
  

Before returning to the beach, a proper introduction is in order 

for this monster, the sperm whale, the literal lifeblood of Lamalera, 

“'the great Leviathan that maketh the seas to seethe like boiling 

pan.’”10  The name for the sperm whale in Bahasa Indonesia, “ikan 

paus,” transliterates to “Pope of the fish.”  Indeed.  Here we have a 

linguistic tribute to this glorious species -- His Imminence, the Pa-

pacy of the Deep – a reverence for whales that I have not seen 

manifest in many other languages.  But the majesty of this species 

speaks for itself, as anyone who studies or chases this whale can tell 

you. 

The name for the sperm whale in Latin is Physeter macrocephalus, 

“big-headed blower.” It may not as elegant as Indonesia’s nomen-

clature, but it gets the point across.  This is a record-holding 

species, holding records in holding records, an animal whose repu-

tation swims in superlatives and legend.  P. mac is the largest of the 

Odontocetes, the toothed whales.  There are at least a half million 

of them remaining worldwide, which is the largest population of 

any great whale in the world11, as well as a significant increase since 

the census taken just before the 1986 whaling moratorium.  As far 

as we know he is the largest toothed whale to ever live. More to the 

point, he is the world’s largest extant predator.  His 19-pound brain 

is the largest of any animal, ever12.  At up to sixty five feet in length, 

the sperm whale is the largest living carnivore on earth.  At up to 

                                                   

9 "Whales - Lifeblood of a Village." Summary of an upcoming documentary by GS Pro-
ductions.  http://gsproductionsmalaysia.wordpress.com/2009/03/26/whales-lifeblood-
of-a-village/ 

10Lord Bacon's Version of the Psalms, qtd. in Herman Melville, Moby Dick, p. 12. 

11 Unless one considers the minke whale (Balaenoptera acutorostra) a great whale, whose 
numbers in the Antarctic alone are more than 1 million. 

12 Philip Hoare.  The Whale pg. 71. 
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fifty five tons in weight, a male sperm whale must eat two tons of 

squid per day to survive.13  Female sperm whales bear single calves 

only once every 5 years on average, making it one of the slowest re-

producers of all animals.  The newborns are 13 to 15 feet in length, 

and they are able to swim within minutes of birth.  They are also 

among the most sexually dimorphic: females are often just half the 

size of males.14  

These leviathans feed by diving down to the depths at which 

schools of their squid prey are most often found (reaching almost a 

mile and a half deep over the course of an hour15). The sperm whale 

is thus one of the world’s deepest and longest divers, so deep that 

they have been known to get tangled in abyssal transoceanic tele-

phone lines.16  He navigates the abyss using explosive sonar clicks 

that register over 230 decibels, which are the loudest noises gener-

ated by any animal.  He creates these clicks using the entire length 

of its head, which is a third of its body, making his the largest sound 

system of any animal. 17  

Just how these whales achieve such long, deep dives and just 

how such means managed to evolve are as equally effective at 

dropping jaws as all these staggering statistics.  Sperm whales 

                                                   

13 Perrin, W. (2009). Physeter macrocephalus Linnaeus, 1758. In: Perrin, W.F. World Cetacea 
Database. Accessed through: Perrin, W.F. World Cetacea Database at 
http://www.marinespecies.org/cetacea/aphia.php?p=taxdetails&id=137119 on 2010-03-
28 

14 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 74. 

15 Lewis Halsey. 2002.  “Ultimate Divers.” University of Birmingham, UK.  Biologist: 
49(4), 1-5. 

16 Only elephant seals (Mirounga acustirostris), which can dive down to 5,000 ft deep and stay 
under for 2 hours, and Cuvier’s beaked whales (Ziphius cavirostris), which can dive deeper 
than 6,150 ft for over an hour, are known to be deeper diving marine mammals than the 
sperm whale.  The sperm whale stands out among these record holders because her com-
petitively long and deep dives are largely aerobic and therefore they can perform several 
deep dives back to back, often within 10 minutes of each other.  Tyack, PL, M. Johnson, 
N.A. Soto, A. Sturlese, P.T. Madsen.  2006.  Extreme diving of beaked whales.  Journal of 
Experimental Biology 209, 4238-4253. 

17 Proportionally the largest, as far as we know.  There is a chance that blue and fin whales 
use larger spaces than this to create their low-frequency songs, but that is as yet unknown.  
Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 80.   
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achieve forty five- to ninety-minute long dives with lungs that are 

proportionately only one half the mass of the land mammal lungs.  

This is due to their exceptional efficiency.  Every molecule of oxy-

gen counts for these monsters in their line of living, and like most 

whales, the sperm whale exchanges 85-90% of the air in his lungs 

with each breath. (Land mammals exchange only 10-15%.)  At that 

rate, a sperm whale can fully recover from a previous dive and fully 

re-oxygenate his three tons of blood for the upcoming dive in less 

than ten minutes.  For an enlightening comparison, consider the 

breathing patterns of small dolphin species.  While a sperm whale 

requires about ten minutes to refuel the oxygen reserves in its mas-

sive body, the dusky dolphin (Lagenorhynchus obscurus) is able to do 

the same in one fifth of a second, all while performing aerial acro-

batics at shockingly high speeds.  Physeter’s ten-minute window at 

the surface is the only hope of whale-watching companies world-

wide for finding sperm whales.  It is also the only hope Lamalera’s 

whale hunters have of returning to shore as heroes. 

After those ten minutes are up, the sperm whale takes a particu-

larly deep breath and points his head toward the sea floor.  Like 

clockwork, her giant tail lifts out of the water in a graceful curve.  

As her flanks rise above the surface, one will notice that her skin is 

wrinkled, crinkled, and folded like a raisin.  As the whale’s body ex-

pands and contracts under the variable pressure throughout the 

course of the deep dive, this sagging skin caters easily to the change 

in volume.  For the same reason, her ribs are flexible, floating 

among malleable cartilage, and her lungs are able to collapse into 

each other as the deep water compresses her body.18   

The most noticeable feature of the sperm whale is her massive, 

square forehead. (The sperm whale’s head accounts for one third of 

her entire body length.)  At its top front corner is its blow-hole, a 

single nasal passage opening up to the left of the middle, “literally 

                                                   

18 Lewis Hasley. 2002. “Ultimate Divers.” 
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sinister.” 19 The other nasal passage ends somewhere in the core of 

the forehead, exapted from its original use to feed air pressure into 

its extensive sonar-producing sound system.  The volume of his 

gargantuan brow is occupied by two layers of waxy oil.  The lower 

layer of oil, divided by membranes into several small chambers, is 

known as “junk.” It is a name given by the 19th century whalers.  

The low going rate for this poor quality oil was not worth the trou-

ble of extracting it, and so this oil was junk compared to the clean-

burning, long-lasting, sweet-smelling substance found in the upper, 

much larger layer.20  This milky treasure, which employed thousands 

of seamen, fueled seaboard economies for decades, and served as 

civilization’s fuel until it was replaced at the turn of the century by 

petroleum, is called “spermaceti” (“sperm of the sea monster,” 

which is what early whalers originally thought the milky, translucent 

substance was).  A large sperm whale has up to four tons of sper-

maceti in its forehead.21   

It has only recently been understood that this liquid gold is a 

critical component of the sperm whale’s deep diving behavior.  In 

addition to being central to this species’ forging behavior, entire 

lifestyle, and physiology, spermaceti also serves as a chamber for 

focusing and amplifying echolocation clicks.  It may also serve as a 

kind of battering ram during competition for mates.  In this way, 

spermaceti demonstrates the tendency of evolution to “milk” the 

utility of a feature for all its worth.  But of all these uses, its most 

amazing and most controversial function is its role in the deep di-

ve.22 

                                                   

19 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 71. 

20 The junk serves a critical physiological role, however, in refining and amplifying echolo-
cation clicks and their echoes. 

21 McFarland, D., I. Gilhespy, E. Honary.  2003.  DIVEBOT: A diving robot with a whale-
like buoyancy mechanism.  Robotica, 21:4:385-398.  Cambridge University Press. 

22 While some cetologists dispute whether this is the central function of spermaceti, there 
is no denying that evolution tends to take make the most out of preexisting features, ex-
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Spermaceti changes easily between liquid and solid states.  It so-

lidifies when exposed to colder temperatures and liquefies when it is 

heated.  During the whale’s final breath before the deep plunge, it 

also happens to take a small amount of sea water in through its 

blowhole.  The nasal passage that runs from the blowhole to the 

trachea goes straight through the middle of the spermaceti.  By 

leading this cold water into the center of the waxy organ, the sper-

maceti can be cooled and thus solidified.  In condensing, the 

spermaceti in turn raises the animal’s net specific density to a point 

higher than that of ocean water.  The forehead of the sperm whale 

has become, in effect, an anchor weight.  As the forehead sinks 

down towards the bottom, the rest of the sperm whale follows ef-

fortlessly.  Elegant, efficient, serendipitous, clever – and all it takes 

is evolution.23  

As the sperm whale gracefully sinks, his heart goes into a state 

of bradycardia, a common mammalian reflex to diving in which his 

heart rate slows immensely, in turn slowing the animal’s metabolism 

for the duration of the dive.   Due to unique enzymes in the sperm 

whale’s musculature which enable cells to store remarkable amounts 

of oxygen, this slowed metabolism goes a long way and not all of 

the air is sequestered in his brachia.  His musculature is a third lung. 

All of these adaptations maximize the whale’s ability to “hold her 

breath.” 

As the sperm whale gains depth, his ribs compress and his skin 

crinkles up like a raisin in the sun.  In the words of Philip Hoare, 

“This mutability gives the animal a metamorphic dimension.”24  The 

lungs, brain and trachea are lined with thick membranes and dense 

mats of capillaries, protecting these vital organs from any nitrogen 

                                                                                                               

panding their versatility to almost ludicrous ends.  Further study will shed more light on 
the many uses of spermaceti, and until then let us celebrate and consider its possibilities.   

23 Engineers have used this oil-heating strategy to develop deep diving robots.  McFarland, 
et al. 2003. “DIVEBOT.” 

24 Philip Hoare. The Whale. pg. 68. 
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that may come out of solution due to the rapid changes in pressure.  

In this way the sperm whale avoids “the bends,” a depth sickness 

known well to divers.25    

Once the sperm whale reaches the dark depths home to his 

prey, he uses the hydrostatic forces of his pumping tail as he travels 

horizontally to counteract the sinking effect of the solidified sper-

maceti.  His compressed ribs have pushed much of the air in her 

lungs up into the nasal passages, displacing the cold water out of the 

blowhole and back into the ocean.  During the chase, the whale’s 

increased respiration and effort creates significant metabolic heat, 

which the below-freezing water of the abyss quickly whisks away.  

The whale’s six-inch thick blubber insulates well to slow this heat 

loss but cannot prevent it.  Endeavoring to make use of his heat ra-

ther than losing it, his circulatory system shunts its blood from the 

extreme regions of the whale’s body to its core vital areas: the brain, 

lungs, heart, and mats of capillaries surrounding the spermaceti.   

With the water expelled from the nasal passage and the warmest 

blood now in close proximity to the spermaceti, the waxy oil be-

comes heated to the point that it liquefies.  In this way the 

buoyancy of the whale’s head is controllable, adding to the efficien-

cy of her swimming and the maximum possible duration of the 

dive.26  By the end of the hunting session, what was once a dead 

weight has now become a buoy shooting for the surface.  As the 

whale uses the dwindling remainder of his stored oxygen, after 

more than an hour in the deep, his square forehead turns effortless-

ly up toward the sun.   

                                                   

25 Though they have this adaptation, they do eventually feel the wear and tear of decom-
pression sickness over the course of their lives.  This diving lifestyle leaves the whales with 
deep pits in its skeleton, a sign of decompression stress.  Interestingly, these pits accumu-
late over time; the bones of older sperm whales have more pits than do those of younger 
whales.  So it is actually possible to relatively age sperm whales by the degradation of their 
bone structure.   

26 Lewis Hasley, “Ultimate Divers.” 2002. 
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In minutes the surface will rent apart, infinite monotony will be 

shattered, and with a resounding geyser the sperm whale will return 

again to the surface, refreshed and satiated – at least for the next 10 

minutes.  

 

 

 
"But when he appears, that means he is an-

gry...He never comes to the surface, like the other 
sperm whales...to this day, they have never killed 
him. Around 1970...we got into an accident with 
the white whale when it attacked our boat...the 
white whale suddenly struck beneath our boat, and 
the boat was turned upside down, and all the crew 
were swimming, as occasionally happens..."27 
 

When it was not focused on the perils and melodrama of the 

whale hunt, the BBC documentary emphasized that Lamalera also 

has a legend regarding a vengeful, albino sperm whale much like the 

Western world’s Moby Dick.  Their mention of this legend began as 

a casual aside in the opening minutes of the documentary, but by 

the end it was clear that the producers were more interested in 

Lamalera’s “white whale” than in the Lamalerans themselves.  Eve-

ry scene seemed to cut away to a villager sharing a story about the 

ghostly pale monster.  While it is certainly possible that this remote 

Pacific society had independently evolved a myth involving a venge-

ful, albino sperm whale, there is a good chance that the story of 

Moby Dick was mentioned to them by a turn-of-the-century mis-

sionary who saw the similarities between Lamalera’s harpoon 

methods and those used by the New Bedford whalers in Melville’s 

novel.   

                                                   

27 Told by Bapak Petrus in BBC, “Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia.” 
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I cannot help but wonder which parallels the producers had in-

tended on drawing between the white whale and the white 

populations of Western world.  If they had not done so intentional-

ly, then their comments were only more ironic and laughable.  

Consider the dramatic last words of the documentary: "The white 

whale is invincible.  It has never been killed. And this is as it should 

be; for in the story of Moby Dick, it is the whale ship which sinks, 

and the white whale which swims on and survives." And the credits 

roll. 

Huh? 

But despite such commentary, these stories are admittedly com-

pelling.  After all, Moby Dick was not the only legendary whale at 

large during New Bedford’s golden years.  Melville mentioned sev-

eral other vengeful sperm whales by name, including one known as 

“Timor Jack.”  Curiously enough, Timor is the island just across the 

Savu Sea from Lamalera.  Perhaps the Savu Sea really is home to a 

white whale; perhaps Timor Jack was the real Moby Dick.  Bapak 

Rufinus Karaf, a senior boatman who had been a lama fa for over 

forty years, was interviewed by BBC as the crew was sailing out to 

the hunting grounds: 

 
"[One time, long ago,] I saw a white whale...When 
the white whale is seen, we are not allowed to catch 
anything...the white whale is an ancestor.  When the 
white whale appears sometimes he swims around 
the boat, and he is checking the construction of the 
boat....but if there is something wrong...like the 
wooden nails are placed incorrectly, then he will 
strike the boat and bring down that place." 
 

Later in the production, the village sail-maker told his story 

about the “ikan paus putih” as he sat cross-legged in the sand weav-

ing together palm fronds: 
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"The white whale came to watch and swam 
around us.  Sometimes he appeared, sometimes he 
dived. When he is close...he doesn't like to come 
to the surface.  He doesn't always appear, only 
very rarely.  But when he does appear, he always 
swims around, as if to protect...the white whale 
takes control.  When we've caught a sperm whale, 
the white whale follows, or accompanies us." 
 

Using the horrifying imagery of a white sperm whale, Herman 

Melville instilled mythic connotations to the Western idea of all 

whales.  These impressions have only grown more deeply en-

trenched in our culture since his time. By virtue of the scale and 

mystery of his subject, the novel Moby Dick has become a seminal 

hallmark of American literature, almost mythic itself.  The people of 

Lamalera, by basing their entire society upon the life, death, idea, 

and myth of whales – white and otherwise – have themselves be-

come mythic in turn, bedazzling Westerners and befuddling 

conservationists, seeming to be of the same impossible and fero-

cious world as their quarry.  There seems to be reciprocity in store 

for those who resign their lives to the care of the sea’s great ghosts.  

The whale’s legend has become Lamalera’s, and they are just as 

immortal and frail.  They are what they eat.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VIII.   Back to the Beach 

 

 

 
For now, since by many prolonged, repeated experiences, 

I have perceived that in all cases man must eventually lower, 
or at least shift, his conceit of attainable felicity; 

not placing it anywhere in the intellect or the fancy; 
but in the wife, the heart, the bed, the table, the saddle, 

the fire-side, the country…1 
 
 

ONCE THE FINAL HARPOON IS THRUST into the blowhole of the 

sperm whale and the beast is latched to the side of the boat, the 

hunters can begin the long trip home.  Often the crews of the other 

peledang who had no hand in the kill will fasten a rope to the victori-

ous boat and help tug the load.  They tow the whale home with 

nothing but their oars as propulsion; this takes around two hours.  

The men keep up their strength with rhythmic chants and casks of 

palm wine.  

 A vessel or two not aiding in the tow arrive back at shore much 

sooner than these laden boats, possibly with the help of the sail if 

                                                   

1 Melville, Moby Dick. p. 398. 
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there is an onshore wind.  If the battle had been too far out to be 

seen from the houses atop the ridge, word of the catch is soon 

spread throughout Lamalera “A” and “B” with the help of the 

ridgeline kitchen alert network.  Women and children stride down 

the steep roads down to the village center, and soon the beach is 

full of eager onlookers.  As the laden boats come within earshot of 

the cheers from the beach, their paddle strokes are invigorated.  Af-

ter weeks of disappointing returns, today the hunters are rolling 

home as "heroes to themselves and to the clan."2  Considering what 

they have done, their sense of victory must be insurmountable, even 

among the most heroic achievements of modern athletes.   

It is a pride that seems central to most of the world’s aboriginal 

whaling communities.  In 1970 the cetologist Roger Payne once 

spoke with the senior and only remaining harpooner at the whaling 

community in the Lesser Antilles, Athneal Oliviere.  To successfully 

capture and kill a whale for them was similarly rare; the Bequia usu-

ally killed fewer than three humpback whales a year.  

 

     But every time there was a kill, people came 
from all over the island to feast on the whale, 
and the occasion turned into a grand fiesta.  I 
was particularly interested in why they were still 
killing humpbacks and asked Oliviere if they 
needed the meat. “Oh no,” he said, “We catch 
plenty of fish here.” 

“So why do you need to kill whales?” I asked. 
“It’s not so much that we need to,” he replied, 

“but you simply can’t imagine how it feels when 
you’re towing a whale home, and the whole is-
land is lined up along the shore, and with every 
stroke of our oars everyone is cheering you on.” 
He paused and seemed to think about it for a 

                                                   

2 BBC. "Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia." 
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while smiling to himself, and then, speaking soft-
ly, added, “It’s a wonderful feeling.”3 

 

Considering this, Payne concluded that “in a world that pro-

vides little or no opportunity for men to be heroic, the need to be 

so (not pettily but truly so) is a serious problem.”4  Such heroism 

certainly plays an observable role in the social dynamics of 

Lamalera’s whale hunters; a recent study found that the more suc-

cessful hunters have a strong advantage in choosing their spouse 

and generally have many more offspring than non-hunters or lesser 

skilled hunters.  They also marry earlier and begin having children at 

a younger age.5 

 

 

 

 

 

Bapak Matthais drew for us a diagram of the whale, and identified what each part is 
used for and who it is given to.   

 

                                                   

3 Payne, Among Whales. p. 332. 

4 Ibid. p. 332. 

5 Michael S. Alvard, Allen Gillespie “Good Lamalera Whale Hunters Accrue Reproductive 
Benefits.” Research in Economic Anthropology. 23: 225-247. 2004. 
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But back to the beach.  Once the whale has been hauled into 

the shallows, the lines are cut.  The entire village takes part in the 

flensing of the whale.  It is a long and deliberate process.  The vil-

lage priest and the senior clansmen preside over the ordeal, 

ensuring that the proper procedures are being carried out.  "Every 

part of the animal is carefully allocated to a particular individual or 

group": the harpoon smith, the boat builders, the priests, and each 

member of the crew.  In addition, part of the head goes to the vil-

lage “shaman” to preserve the spirit of the dead animal.   The white 

blubber, six inches thick, is peeled off and can be cooked with plant 

leaves in times of famine. Finally, the sperm whale’s forehead reser-

voir of oil is tapped.  BBC comments, "Ironically, this spermaceti 

oil in the head is little valued in Lamalera, and it is left to collect un-

til last."6 "Every morsel of the dead whale is carefully stacked in 

heaps” and nothing goes unused.7  "Nothing is wasted," as Peter 

Matthieson once put it, “but the whale itself.”8 

 

 
 

                                                   

6 BBC. "Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia." 

7 Ibid. 

8 Qtd. in Roger Payne, Among Whales. p. 257. 
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Hundreds of pounds of the meat is cooked in the proceeding 

days but most is sun-dried into long strips of jerky which can keep 

for months.  It is also a unit of currency.  Once a week, the women 

of Lamalera walk the three hours along the coastal track to the 

market.  There they meet the women from the inland agricultural 

villages and trade the whale-pence for rice, milk and vegetables.  I 

was shown one such piece of jerky; it was a slab the size of a cutting 

board, twisted and rock-hard.  It smelled terrible.  Bapak Matthais 

offered it to me for 150,000 Rp. ($15 USD).   

 

 

 

Wherefore the necessity for his periodical visits to the upper world. 9 

 

Surface.  Boundary.  Intraface.  Threshold.  All these exchanges: 

the whale’s relationship to the sea surface, Lamalera’s relationship 

to the sea, the villager’s relationship to the whale, the boat’s rela-

tionship to the shore line, etc.  As I have emphasized, whales must 

return to the surface to breathe – that is, to live.  Likewise, humans 

have “surfaces” to which they must occasionally return. 

We are amazingly deep divers in our own right, figuratively 

speaking.  While the sperm whale is known for her routine forays 

into the abyssal sea, we as a species are known for our routine de-

scents into deep, otherworldly thought. 10  Our abyss is the realm of 

obscure ideology, of imagination, of fantasy, of dreams, of beliefs.  

We immerse ourselves in mental realities, worldviews that funda-

mentally alter our lives and the lives of our neighbors; the huge 

                                                   

9 Herman Melville, Moby Dick, p. 355. 

10 To our credit, humans are actually able to make literal dive hundreds of feet deep with-
out machine or extra oxygen.  The free diving world records are astonishing:  Stephane 
Mifsud in 2008 held his breath for 11 minutes 35 seconds during a free dive, and Martin 
Stepanek dove 400 feet down with only fins in 2009.  For more records, see: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free-diving. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free-diving
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plurality of religious worldviews out there is a prime example of 

this.  The preoccupations of our religions reflect what we are seek-

ing most down there, out there:  identity, purpose, and direction.  

We cherish and protect our entitlement to these mental depths, 

fiercely at times.  We tend to brace ourselves against contradictory 

experiences and conflicting views and declare, with steadfast con-

viction, that we shall not be moved.  We all know how threatening 

new information can be. Consider the historical tension between 

science and religion.  We are often encouraged by authority figures 

and religious leaders to navigate these entrenched perspectives 

blindly and boldly.  At times people resort to forsaking accuracy 

and moral integrity to preserve such antiquated worldviews, resist-

ing certain forms of cultural progress if they must.  Yes, we dive 

deep, and for most of us it is what we live for.  For most of us, we 

cannot imagine life any other way.  

If the deep, dark sea refers to our mental realities in this meta-

phor, then what does the surface represent?  What, or where, is our 

human surface, that enabling boundary, that intraface?  As a starting 

point, the single surface relevant to all of us is “truth,” by which I 

mean “reality”, or “accuracy”, or “that which is actually the case” – 

or whatever you want to call it, if there is such a thing.   

While I dutifully entertain the postmodern and mystical possi-

bilities, I think the only careful and morally defensible presumption 

to live by is that there is only one reality to which we are all bound 

together.  It is the only reality to which we all agree, the one in 

which we all feel pain, the one for which our biosphere is the sole 

arena, and to which all five of our known senses are calibrated.  As 

such, all human actions must be evaluated according to how they 

resonate throughout and within that single shared reality.  But we 

tend to forget that on occasion we need to return to this surface.  

As the deep divers we tend to be, many of us are quick to disdain 

the single material context of our collective livelihood, as if presum-

ing that we can hold our breaths forever. 
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The idea that we should be preoccupied only with the one reali-

ty on which we can all agree turns out to be something most of us 

do not agree with.  It seems to go directly against the most basic 

premises of the world’s major religions.  After all, dwelling on mat-

ters that “transcend” reality is what religion does best, is it not?  

Wendell Berry, a Kentucky essayist and farmer (who has probably 

never seen a whale), observed that “all the religions I know any-

thing about emerge from an instinct to push against any merely 

human constraints on reality.”11  In the same essay, he puts it an-

other way: “Right at the heart of the religious impulse there seems 

to be a certain solicitude for reality: the fear of foreclosing it or of 

reducing it to some merely human estimate.”12  Indeed, it is a symp-

tom of many of the world’s largest religions, namely the theistic 

ones, seek something beyond apparent reality.  They are hesitant to 

recognize or honor the ‘intraface’ with reality by which we come in-

to and sustain our being.  We seem desperate to honor something – 

anything – other than or beyond the confines of mere reality.   

Berry points out that “in the Bible such constraints are conven-

tionally attributed to ‘the world’ in the pejorative sense of that 

term.”13  Indeed, the abrasive and gritty surfaces of that world just 

do not seem sufficient.  We must either look through them or find 

something else in them to reach anything truly meaningful or sub-

stantive.  In the twenty first chapter of the cherished children’s 

classic, The Little Prince, Leon Werth summarized this perspective 

memorably: "And now here is my secret, a very simple secret: It is 

only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invis-

ible to the eye.”  

Consider 21st century America:  In modern times life here has 

become so insulated from its life-giving context that our isolation 

                                                   

11 Wendell Berry, The Way of Ignorance and other essays.  With Contributions by Daniel Kem-
mis and Courtney White. Shoemaker and Hoard, USA: 2005. p. 133. 

12 Ibid.  p. 132. 

13 Ibid.  p. 133. 
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seems almost systematic.  We live an average of 1,500 to 2,500 miles 

from the fields in which our food is grown14.  Neighboring families 

are feeding themselves with ingredients that come from opposite 

ends of the planet.  We collect these foods in squeaky-clean grocery 

stores, the products wrapped in vacuum-sealed plastic packages, 

with no traces of the soil or the specific place from which they were 

pulled, except perhaps a contrived logo.  We trade goods and ser-

vices in an economy of abstractions, using governing concepts like 

“currency”, “credit”, “stock”, the “invisible hand” and “market 

forces”.  We flush our toilets and forget about where our effluent 

will turn up next.  We throw our garbage into cans and forget about 

the fate of our waste.  We immerse ourselves in artificial cityscapes 

of right angles and parallel lines, an orderly network that helps us 

forget the tangles and chaos of the real world.  We walk (or drive) 

around all day long separated from the earth by centimeters of ster-

ile concrete.  We live 2,000 years from the religious ideas that 

govern our moral and spiritual lives.  The suburbia of southern Cal-

ifornia is nigh indistinguishable from the suburbia in Atlanta or 

Tampa.  The exact same meal can be purchased from McDonalds 

franchises in Hawaii and Minneapolis.  Such examples are endless.  

Wendell Berry summarized the modern relation to context as fol-

lows: “If we think of modern life in terms of context we are going 

to find it abounding in inconsistencies, and in moral discomforts 

that we have taught ourselves not to feel.”15  For decades, it seems, 

we have waged what might be appropriately described as a War on 

Context.   

This crusade has been waged with particular vigor on the reli-

gious front.  It is a sad fact that the idea that we are all bound to a 

single reality of consequences is glaringly ignored in most of our re-

                                                   

14 Cat Lazaroff.  2002. “Food travels far to reach your table.” Environmental News Ser-
vice.  http://www.organicconsumers.org/corp/foodtravel112202.cfm 

15 Wendell Berry, The Way of Ignorance and other essays.  p. 76. 

http://www.organicconsumers.org/corp/foodtravel112202.cfm
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ligious rhetoric.  The Christians among us -- the zealous and the 

moderate alike -- base their lives on a belief system derived from a 

single book and interpreted from within the throes of its turbulent, 

highly political history.  Even the most moderate Christians of 

America, who would not comfortably admit to the physical resur-

rection of a man-god two thousand years ago or, say, the actuality 

of an eternal battle between Satan and God, prefer to lead moral 

and spiritual lives as if all of that were true – as if there were an om-

niscient, omnipresent God whose son is the Savior of the human 

race.  Many seem satisfied to lead religious lives such as these, car-

ried out strictly in the subjunctive, but such “As If” religiosity 

exhibits a direct disregard for the demands of context.   

 

 

 

For many of us, our most cherished beliefs are often the ones 

we scrutinize least for their calibration to reality.  They are the ideas 

we bring to the table – to the surface – the least often.  We hold our 

breaths to the breaking point, knowing like Lamalera’s whales do 

that the surface is both a reprieve and a risk.  As a result, there is 

generally not enough concern for the moral substance of our con-

victions.  All too often in the management of our worldviews, 

comfort holds primary concern, familiarity trumps accuracy, and 

personal tranquility is preserved at the cost of societal and envi-

ronmental upheaval.  Most battles between systems of belief are not 

fought over who is right, but over who can manage not to change.  

This is not a judgment of religion, it is simply an observation; it is 

history.   

But what has this history taught us?  Is our tie to context really a 

“constraint,” as our culture and religions tend to present it? Is the 

superficial really at odds with the essential?  Is the surface really just 

a distraction?  Why do we harbor such presumptions?  Why is it so 
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rare for us to treat our chains to reality as lifelines?  Why do we not 

see our leash to the material realm also as an umbilical cord?  

Would there be anything wrong with doing so?  Should we look 

upon this requirement to “return to the surface” as a tedious pre-

caution against drowning, or as a precious chance to breathe again?  

Are we bounded by our tie to the surface, or by it are we made 

boundless?  Should we feel captive to it, or captivated by it?  Do we 

rise again for air because we have to, or because we get to?  We un-

derstand that it is the only way to lead our lives; we know, as an 

example, that the only means of enjoying the day is to get enough 

sleep the night before.   

In so many ways reality seems to be limiting us incessantly, but 

we must remember that in return, we are enabled to do so much.  

So why doesn’t knowing this make us feel better?  We seem to ac-

cept such facts grudgingly, only because we have to.  Why do we 

still feel as if life, mere life, is simply insufficient, a hassle, a “hard 

slog,” a “daily treadmill”?  Why do we seek something more?  Why 

are we stricken with such religious restlessness, and how do we rec-

oncile the great tensions it tends to bring about?  Should this 

religious War on Context inspire our criticism, or is it simply a by-

product of our religious needs?  Is the role of religious institutions 

in advancing the War a shortcoming, that in holding jurisdiction 

over our worldview-management they do not rigorously enough 

test their eschatologies, theisms, symbols, or pillars of faith against 

shared reality? Should they?  

How can we balance our time at the surface with our escape to 

the deep?  How do we reconcile this great tension between our re-

ligiosities and our lives?  As a starting point, we can do so by 

realizing that there cannot be tension between two parts of the 

same entity.  The problem here is our assumption that life can be-

come something other than or greater than itself only by looking 

elsewhere or beyond it.  What if this simply weren’t true?  I am fol-

lowing Wendell Berry’s lead here.  He insists that “the context of 
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everything is everything else,”16 and therefore no context ever 

stands alone.  “In order to think better,” he continues, “we are go-

ing to have to revive and reinvigorate the tired old idea of 

context.”17  My point: That which helps us survive and that which 

helps us thrive are actually not divisible at all, like the sea and the 

air, like the shoreline that the peledang transgress daily, and like the 

muscles of the men and the whales; these are all mere discontinui-

ties, intrafaces, divisions within the uniform.  What if the religionist 

in all of us could find at the surface what they have been searching 

for in the deep for so long?  Must we dive down to come up full?   

 ...We must never allow our thoughts or 
wishes to separate the [context] from its hab-
itat, or from its economy, which is its way of 
living in its habitat, or from its culture, which 
is its way of remembering (or forgetting) 
where it is and how to live there.”18 

 
Is there really no way for our religious language to be both in-

spirational and accurate?  This need not equate to a cold, scientific 

formula.  There is a subtle but critical difference between “reducing 

[reality] to some merely human estimate,” in Berry’s words, and re-

ducing it by insisting that human estimates are even needed in the 

first place; that our claims should end where our knowledge ends.  

Perhaps that smacks of agnosticism.  But our moral compulsions 

demand that we at least strive for that, and rightly so; there is far 

too much at stake.   

If there is in fact something to this idea of “truth,” then it 

makes sense that the closer we come to it in our words and deeds, 

the more beneficent, powerful and fulfilling our efforts could be.19  

                                                   

16 Wendell Berry, The Way of Ignorance and other essays.  p. 76. 

17 Ibid.  p. 75, p. 77. 

18 Ibid.  p. 75, p. 77. 

19 And, unfortunately, the more dangerous and destructive they could be as well.   
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What if our public ideas received attention and respect only in pro-

portion to the veracity of their content?  Melville wrote of the 

sperm whale that "real strength never impairs beauty or harmony, 

but it often bestows it."20  Elsewhere, that “even stripped of these 

supernatural surmisings, there was enough in the earthly make and 

incontestable character of the monster to strike the imagination 

with unwonted power.”21  Once again, the whale embodies what re-

ligion could very well become: beautiful and graceful, yes, but 

strong and very real as well -- or rather, beautiful and graceful be-

cause of its strength, because of its resonance with reality. What if 

spiritual texts and religious claims were not only powerful, inspiring, 

and touching, but also accurate, relevant, and focused?  What if reli-

gion did not distract from context, but referred to it, even depended 

on it?  Wouldn’t that empower religion rather than diminish it?  Im-

agine religion not as poetry alone but as representative poetry, as 

striking ideas that still present the world “as is”, not “as if”.  Therein 

lay the communal, moral, and spiritual potential of religious ideas.     

I saw traces of that potential in Lamalera.  Its people share a re-

ligiosity that keeps its focus on important imagery and metaphors in 

a way that does not reduce the meaning of their lives to superficial, 

irrelevant words. Rather, they use poetry - often the poetry of ac-

tion and relation - to make that meaning vivid, textured, and 

essential.  Their religiosity does not transplant or re-direct concepts 

of sanctity from the true sources of their lives.  For Lamalerans, 

their perception of the source and the actual source are synonymous, 

inseparable, a mere discontinuity, an intraface.  That which animates 

them is also that which substantiates their identity.  This is the 

proper, if not etymological, origin of the word, “animism”: not the 

conventional, primitive definition of the religion (that all living and 

natural things have a soul), but instead a perspective that is subtle, 

                                                   

20 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 360. 

21 Herman Melville, Moby Dick, p. 184. 
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remarkably aware and deeply intuitive.  To be animist is to dwell at 

the surface of life – things even as simple as what you eat, how you 

eat, and with whom you eat – and regard it as the beginning and 

end of one’s religious vitality.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IX.   Loomings 

 

 

 

Can he who has discovered only  
the values of whale bone and whale oil  
be said to have discovered  
the true use of the whale?1 

 

 

MID-AFTERNOON OF THE HOLY WEEK’S FIFTH DAY, I was 

awoken from a nap by the sound of a raucous propeller engine 

zooming low over the village.  I stumbled out onto the patio, and in 

the shade of the boathouses, groups of Lamalerans were all staring 

up at the sky.  The film crew was also lounging in one of these 

patches of shade, pointing up and chuckling among themselves.  I 

followed their gazes, and saw a man in a motorized parasailer mak-

ing a wide sweep loop a hundred meters above the village.  Even at 

that height, the engine was uncomfortably loud to the ears on the 

ground.  I could see the pilot, the tallest of the film crew, scanning 

the ground with a camera attached to the top of his helmet.  The 

                                                   

1  Henry David Thoreau, The Maine Woods.  Thomas Y. Crowell & Co., USA: 1906. pg. 
132. 
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rest of the day and much of the following day went by with the ris-

ing and falling drone of that engine making passes overhead.   

 

 
 

The sixth morning of Holy Week was the twenty ninth of April.  

The ritualistic preparation for the sperm whaling season was reach-

ing its peak.  I was walking among the dawn catch and watching the 

senior clansmen divide the mantas into portable portions.  As I ap-

proached one such elder, he looked up from his work and offered 

me the most distasteful scowl I had seen while in the village.  He 

stepped over the manta’s head so that his back was blocking my 

view of the fish and proceeded with his work, sawing at the carti-

lage with increased vigor. 

Soon after sunrise, the village chiefs, the priests and a cast of 

young ceremonial acolytes set off for the summit of the volcano 

that overshadows Lamalera.  These acolytes’ feet and arms were 

wrapped in leafy vines and their heads were crowned with bushy 

flora.  As the party set off along the trail, the film crew scrambled 

and tripped over each other to keep up.   

They did not return from the summit until late afternoon.  

When they did, the procession paused under the ancient tree at the 

centre of the village square.  Around the periphery of the square the 
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other men and women of the village were already gathered, having 

expected their return.  The cameraman passed along this line of 

spectators, bringing the camera within a foot of their faces.  After a 

quiet prayer was said among the chief clansmen and the procession, 

the crowd parted to make way for the acolytes as they continued to 

the beach.  The villagers also headed for the sand, percolating 

through the myriad alleyways among the structures that lay between 

the beach and the main road.  Not venturing beyond the shade of 

the boathouses, the villagers watched the remainder of the ceremo-

ny from the shade of the boathouses.  The procession continued to 

walk toward the seaborne horizon, straight into the water.  One of 

these acolytes was holding high a bouquet of burning incense.  I 

could not discern the significance or the meaning of this ceremony, 

but every action was done so meticulously that it was clearly attend-

ing to a strict traditional code.   

I then saw the director break the ranks of lingering crowd.  He 

had taken a camera from one of the crew and was holding the lens 

low to the ground at a dramatic angle to the acolyte’s slow, deliber-

ate footsteps.2  By the time he had reached the water, his poorly 

tucked sarong had worked loose and fallen to his feet, revealing that 

he was not wearing anything underneath it.  Not wanting to lose the 

shot, he attempted to follow the procession into the water with the 

ikat at his feet, only to stumble and fall to his knees, nearly sub-

merging the camera and offering the entire village a pudgy, pale and 

full moon.   

Horrified, I looked at the faces of the spectators.  I was relieved 

to see most of them break out in hysteric laughter.  The senior 

women found the director’s pitiful position particularly hilarious.  

Many of the senior clansmen, however, were not smiling.  A mem-

ber of the film crew rushed out and took the camera from the 

                                                   

2 Perhaps what frustrated me most about the film crew was that based on the style of their 
camerawork, their final product was not going to be any good; it was going to be a flashy, 
melodramatic, fast-cutting documentary, as if they were trying to create a music video.   
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director, attempting to continue following the procession into 

deeper water.  The director pulled up his drenched sarong with one 

hand as he returned to shore, waving orders to the crew with the 

other.  Despite the humor some villagers found in these and other 

incidents, the tension between Lamalerans and visitors seemed to 

build each day.   

The seventh sunrise of the week, the last day of April, I stepped 

out onto the patio of Rumah Putih to find an empty beach – no 

thresher sharks or swordfish in the surf, no manta rays tangled in 

nets, no children swimming, not even any boats anchored in the 

harbour.  I could only see a few men in the boathouses making re-

pairs and a few women reclining in the structures’ shade.  I took 

this as nothing more than curious.   

As Erica and I headed down to the water for the morning swim 

to which we had by then accustomed ourselves, we invited Bapak 

Matthais’ son to come along: “Selamat pagi, pak! Mau mandi juga?”  

To which he replied, with a classically Indonesian shake of his palm, 

“Ngak.  Hari ini, tidak boleh masuk laut.  Jangan mandi.” “Nope.  To-

day, no going into the water.  Don’t swim.”  Surprised, we asked 

why and he simply said, “Itu budaya Lamalera.” “That is our culture.”  

Having learned not to expect answers much more helpful than that 

in Indonesia, we shrugged our shoulders and returned to the Rumah 

Putih.   

From our patio later that morning, we saw the cameraman 

saunter onto the beach donned in a full-length wet suit and scuba 

gear.  He and another crew member staged the equipment on the 

concrete steps of Mary’s shrine at the centre of the bay, and soon 

the cameraman was backing into the water carrying a video camera 

in underwater housing.  The director was standing with his feet in 

the lapping wavelets, smoking a cigarette and watching the diver’s 

surfacing bubbles trace a wandering course around the bay.  In the 

shadow of one of the boathouses, the assistant director was having 

a heated discussion with a group of irate senior clansmen.   
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Perhaps the reason I enjoyed Lamalera so much, despite the 

film crew, is that I was surrounded by people who think about 

whales at least as much as I do.  Maybe it is a pattern that the only 

people in the world who think about whales as much as cetologists 

are the cetophages.3 They are even interested in many of the same 

details: where the whales can be found, where they have been, 

where they might be going, the abundance and status of their popu-

lations, their varieties, their behavior, their group dynamics, etc.  

                                                   

3 I am not referring to those who toss a pound of whale steak into their carts as they pe-
ruse the aisles of a Japanese grocer.  I am referring to those people in the world – and they 
are increasingly few, in only a handful of seaside villages – whose entire livelihood depends 
on the whales right off their village’s shore.  And by ‘livelihood’ I mean more than their 
menu.  It is a term that encompasses a broader economy, their general identity, and their 
social and spiritual dynamic as well.  I am referring to places like Lamalera. 
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Despite their polarized intents, the same information is vital to both 

the study of and the hunt for whales.     

In fact, the similarities do not end there.  Both chase whales 

(one to observe, the other to impale); both have specific instru-

ments by which they apply their trade (one seeks to take 

identification photographs or implant tracking devices, the other 

seeks to implant slate spearheads); and dwelling on the whale and its 

world satisfies a deep hunger in both parties, though the kind and 

location of that hunger may differ.  For the scientists, it is an intel-

lectual voracity.  For the whale-eaters of the world, it is a more 

literal hunger, the gastric kind -- arguably more real, certainly more 

urgent.  But both, if not satiated, soon experience a vacuous list-

lessness: the ardent cetologist suffering a drought of whale sightings 

can act just as low as a hunter returning to shore empty-handed, 

and each eventually must replace their query with a subpar substi-

tute: the grant-starved scientist might have to research some other 

subject, perhaps a pinniped, a quadruped, or something else easier 

to study and understand; a family of whale-eaters may have to get 

by only with manta ray, tuna, or even just plain white rice if the sea 

continues to deny them their catch.  Both substitutes keep their re-

spective parties going, for a while at least, but neither could ever 

compare to a life lived among whales.   
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Given all these commonalities, the only significant difference 

between the cetologist and the cetophage seems to be what they 

want with the whale.  One wants a publication, it seems, and the 

other wants a meal.  But spend time with either of them and you 

will soon learn that whales mean much more to them than what 

those motivations might imply.  This is because these two pursuits 

– the study and the consumption of whales – require and engender 

a deep passion for their query.  The whale is more than simple data, 

it is more than mere meat; it is unendingly legendary.  It is incon-

ceivable.  It is a force.  It is a wise and sentient spirit, if you’ll 

forgive the term.  It is, perhaps above all else, a mystery.  My point: 

what you will always find -- among both the students and the sub-

sistence hunters of whales -- is reverence.  That is the true 

substance of their common ground.  Language barriers aside, a sci-

entist and a whale hunter could wile away hours of dinner 

conversation sharing factual details and anecdotes about whales and 

their habits, but such common knowledge could not bring them to 

the same table again and again.  Rather, what would do that is rev-

erence -- an abiding awe that emerges from, but ultimately 

transcends, the cold utility of their respective intents.  It is an im-

mense regard for the whale that is impossible without but 

disproportionate to their use of it.  This is the true axis of their fel-

lowship.   

Given the shared expertise of subsistence whalers and whale bi-

ologists, why do we not expect more collaboration between them?  

Why, instead of kinship, do we often find animosity?  Personally, I 

would much rather sit down to dinner with a person who depended 

on whale meat for survival than with someone who did not care a 

thing about whales.  I would rather deal with disagreement than 

with apathy.  But that said, though I consider myself a conserva-

tionist, my opinions on such matters are by no means conventional. 

Generally speaking, conservationists are moralists as much as 

they are scientists.  Regardless of how fascinating the hunt is or how 
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beautiful the services are, the fact remains that these Lamalerans are 

routinely killing some of the most charismatic, sensational, and in-

spiring animals on earth.  Conservation’s conventional solution to 

the ‘human problem’ has been to draw a line around a forest or a 

marine zone, distancing people from the lands and species that need 

to be saved; the result is “glass bowl” or “hands off” conservation, 

which in turn reinforces and further polarizes the realms of nature 

and culture. Rather than encouraging human developments to be 

compatible with local ecosystems, the language of popular conser-

vation merely delays said development from overtaking certain 

areas – a noble mission, but by no means a solution.  This type of 

conservation can never go beyond minimizing loss to achieve the 

increasingly urgent role of making gains.  The unsustainable and in-

compatible developments of civilization can be slowed in protected 

areas, but they will never be solved from within the boundaries of 

hose parks.  No, sustainable conservation can only be achieved by 

changing – not merely confining -- human endeavors.  

 

 
 

Many prominent scientists and writers have insisted precisely 

this fact, acknowledging that “the old conservationist philosophy of 

‘Don’t Touch’ must change “to one of knowing how to touch in 
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the right way.”4  What is not clear is who has conceded this because 

they feel ‘true’ conservation has failed (‘if we can’t stop people from 

touching, we might as well mitigate how they do it’), or because 

they believe that people should touch, that a Conservation of Partici-

pation is how it always should have been.  

 

 
 

So to have a lama fa and a conservation cetologist share a piece 

of sperm whale jerky would require more than shared reverence or 

an interest in whales.  What a conservationist would have to realize 

before she could willingly bite into a chunk of whale meat is that, in 

the long run, perhaps preserving Lamalera’s livelihood is more im-

portant for the world’s biodiversity than saving a couple dozen 

whales each year.5  Global civilization is increasingly depauperate of 

good examples of how humans can use and relate to their land du-

rably and with humility, not to mention how to regard what and 

how they eat as religiously tantamount.   

 
 
 

                                                   

4 Echeverria, Qtd. in Serge Dedina.  Saving the Grey Whale.  pg. 60.  

5 Or even fewer; in 2004 Lamalera was only able to fell twelve whales.  Dan Bortolotti.  
Wild Blue. pg. 213. 
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The study of cetaceans.  
To eat dolphin and whale. 
Pursuits ‘noble’ and ‘savage’ -- 
which use does each entail?   
The former feeds the mind,  
perhaps the spirit too;  
the latter serves it all, 
to a disappearing few. 

 

Could it be that the controversy of aboriginal whaling is dis-

tracting us from the most valuable lessons Lamalera is offering to 

us?  Perhaps what civilization needs now, more so than fifteen to 

twenty four more sperm whales each year, is evidence that humans 

can still relate to their food and to their basic needs and to their 

homeland in meaningful and enduring ways.  Perhaps we need to 

have some societies out there that regard their natural resources as 

something ultimate and sacred, that integrate religion, community, 

survival and local economy in a uniquely cohesive way.  What we 

need to preserve now, while we still can, are examples of environ-

mental hope for human communities.   

 
Yet apart from that hunt, or perhaps be-

cause of it, whales have a special place in the 
human imagination.  To different peoples at 
different times they have represented the 
power of nature, the mystery of the unknown, 
a monstrous foe, a spiritual guardian, or a 
source of wealth.  For many of us today 
whales have come to symbolize our emerging 
understanding of our place in the natural 
world, how fragile the world really is, and 
how profound our impact upon it can be.  
Our hunt now is for knowledge, applying the 
lessons of the past to improve the future. 

 
- New Bedford Whaling Museum 

“From Pursuit to Preservation” 
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In midafternoon, men began to congregate in the village centre.  

All were clad in ikat, and all were quiet.  It was the evening before 

the opening of whaling season, and this was the annual village meet-

ing at which any and all issues and concerns were discussed in an 

open forum.   

The senior clansmen and kepala desas were convening in confi-

dence on the patio of a home under the branches of the square’s 

ancient tree.  The smoke from their cigarettes illuminated the rays 

of sunlight that had been scattered by the tree’s sprawling canopy.  

We noticed that as the other men waited for this small conference 

to conclude, many were passing around copies of a set of stapled 

papers.  One of these copies eventually made its way into my hands.  

It was a photocopy of an early April article from the Serbaneka 

(“Diversity”) section of a national newspaper that had been printed 

the week before.  Its title, “Just One Word: Stop Whale Conserva-

tion!” I have attempted to translate most of the article on the 

following pages.  In summary the article was reporting on 

Lamalera’s formal protest to the Indonesian government’s recent 

plans to make the Savu Sea, Lamalera’s hunting ground, a National 

Marine Park.  If the plan is carried through and enforced, 

Lamalera’s whaling practices would have to be permanently aban-

doned.  A central topic of the evening’s meeting was clearly going 

to be how to protect their livelihood against this federal plan.  The 

village was now faced not only with pressure from the whale con-

servation community, but from its own government’s department 

of conservation as well. 

When the chief clansmen concluded their patio conversation, 

the men moved en masse to the beach and settled into a large circle, 

clustered by clan group before Mary’s shrine. The film crew and re-
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porters stationed themselves around to document the event, which 

only proved to be ironic.   

Their coverage of the meeting was ironic because the other top-

ic of discussion aside from the newspaper article was what to do 

about the increasingly invasive tourism and journalism present in 

the village.  This, of course, made Erica and me pretty uncomforta-

ble.  More so than the article, this “outsider” problem visibly caused 

the most controversy during the meeting.  Due to the size of the 

group and the fact that they spoke mostly in their local Lamahalot 

language, I could only hear and discern a small portion of the dia-

logue.  At one point, however, I understood that the habit of 

leaving whale bones and teeth scattered along the beach was being 

debated because it attracted too many tourists to the village and on-

to the beach.  Some of the men were outwardly angry, at times 

pointing to the cameras as they spoke.   

There was no formal moderator and the men who spoke did so 

in long monologues of no less than five minutes each.  In this way 

the meeting lasted for over an hour.  When the discussion did final-

ly turn to the newspaper article, one man held up a map of the Savu 

Sea with a zone demarcated in pen showing the planned boundaries 

of the new marine conservation park. A large arrow pointed to 

Lamalera, resting right inside the northern edge of this park-to-be.  

This same man then held up a petition signed by the village clans-

men; these signatures were going to be sent to a global ocean 

conservation conference the next week in Manado, a port in north-

ern Sulawesi and one of the nation’s largest cities.  There was a 

definite sense of helplessness among the villagers.  This was the on-

ly course of action available to them.  After all, what could such a 

village do to combat a federal government that has never been 

known to consider local concerns when its international reputation 

is on the line? 
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"Just One Word: Stop Whale Conservation!"  

by Joseph Diaz Beroana 

 

The practice of traditional whaling in Lamalera is currently at the 

threshold of destruction.  The society of Lamalera feels their way of 

life is under threat of extinction.  Therefore, during a town meeting 

on 20 April, 2009 at the Lamalera Village A Public Hall, Lika Telo, 

a clan chief harpooner; Tena Alep Kideknuke, Matriarch of the 

clan's Young Generation, Pastor Tim of St. Petrus Paulus Parochial 

of Lamalera, and Diviners from Lamalera A and B agreed upon a 

single vision: Stop the plan for the conservation of the Savu Sea, 

especially Zone II. 

In Bogor on Thursday, February 12, 2009, a statement from the 

Director of the…Department of the Oceans and Fisheries Agency 

(DKP), Agus Dermawan, as reported to the National News Office, 

states that in the Savu Sea in Nusa Tenggara Province a total of 4.5 

million acres will become the one and only zone in the national 

conservation area that will specifically protect whales. At this, the 

people of Lamalera became very upset.  The Lamalera peo-

ple...considered this report to be as saddening as the death of the 

tradition of Ola Nue.  The practice of hunting whales traditionally, 

which is dying away now, is the only way of life that Lamalera has 

practiced for generations...Clearly Zone II of the Savu Sea, which 

borders Lamalera, was targeted in this critical study, and of course 

the village will experience a direct impact and various consequences 

from the terms of the said conservation plans.   

"If one area becomes the center of a zone of conservation, then 

that area automatically becomes the core of conservation programs. 

That is, all the consequences and impacts from that conservation 

really are suffered most by the local people, in this case the people 

of Lamalera.  The inhabitants of Lamalera became upset because 

the conservation policy will destroy the customs of order and social 
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culture that they consider so sacred, that shapes a legacy of their 

forefathers that must be defended and continued," according to a 

speaker for Lamalera…   

Since it was announced in 2005, the people of Lamalera have felt 

that they have been deceived; no statement from DKP's Agus 

Dermawan had ever communicated clearly and transparently that all 

the consequences they would actually incur with this new conserva-

tion management in Zone II of the Savu Sea. 

Experience proves that the conservation will greatly affect the 

people near their focal areas, as it did in Komodo National Park at 

Kabupaten Manggara Barat, the establishment of which destroyed 

the social and cultural order of societies there. Societies that be-

come the focus of conservation find that their right to life has been 

carried off by conservation policies.  Furthermore, whether the vil-

lagers will continue to be able to govern themselves is not clear...   

 

 

 
But more and more often, 

the farmers trading carbohydrate-rich foods decline – 
they want cash, not whale.6 

 
As a young naturalist, I love to travel.  I love to see remote and 

indescribable worlds with my own eyes.  The key to this joy, I have 

found, is in the effort.  The root of the word itself, “travail,” neces-

sarily implies that the practice is in some sense a challenge.  It is 

only recently in our collective vocabulary that “traveling” has be-

come synonymous with vacation. This is unfortunate, I think, 

because experiences are all the more enriching, for yourself and for 

others, if you invest your self in the journey.  The biblical proverb, 

“Seek and Ye Shall Find,” is a truism that is highly relevant in a way 

                                                   

6 "Whales - Lifeblood of a Village." GS Productions.   
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that is highly irrelevant to the eschatology of the verse’s context.  It 

is Catholic, yes, but also catholic in the original sense: universal.  It 

may smack of the Puritanical ethic with which of America has 

raised its children since its inception, but still I hold to this idea: 

Life, in order to mean anything more than its literal definition, must 

be earned.  It must be sought out.  To alter a famous lyric from The 

Beatles: the meaning you take is equal to the meaning you make.  

To quote a lyric from the bluegrass group Nickel Creek: “Only the 

curious have something to find.”7   

The Naturalist’s Code: If you do not look, you will not see. 

The search for such challenging and rewarding journeys tends to 

attract those such as me to remote places such as Lamalera.  Alt-

hough whales were what got me so interested in the trip to the far 

end of the Alor archipelago, I left fascinated more so by the village 

itself, by its people’s relationship to their food, by their religion, and 

by their uncertain future.  I also left more conflicted about what it 

means to travel to such places with the motives I had.  All too often 

throughout the week, my own presence in Lamalera seemed to be a 

depressing omen of the village’s endangered future.  The town 

meeting in particular did much to demonstrate the possible conse-

quences of my travel ethic when writ large. 

Perhaps I only imagined it, but there seemed to be something 

pivotal and looming in the tone of the week’s events, like the feeling 

you get down your spine when the shadow of a thunderhead drifts 

over you and the air suddenly cools.  It was impossible for anyone 

to ignore the probability that next year’s pre-season ceremonies will 

be nothing like they were as I saw them that week.  Like all tradi-

tions anywhere, their week of rituals, with its invitations to 

reflection and introspection, made recent changes uncomfortably 

obvious and all too lucid.  The week’s incidents took on added 

meaning as tidings of the future of the village, some promising but 

                                                   

7 In their song, “This Side,” Reasons Why. 



138       At Surface Dwell 

most ominous.  It was apparent to everyone that changes are hap-

pening in the village, and fast.  Every afternoon, new technologies 

arrive on the daily truck from the island’s capital, which receives 

them from the larger and more connected Indonesian cities on Java 

and Sulawesi.  The truck is arriving via a dirt road that ten years ago 

could get you only within an hour’s walk of the village.  The vil-

lage’s corner store now sells Bintang Pilsner beer and Coca-Cola.  

Whale teeth and ikat are sold for exorbitant prices to the vanloads 

and boatloads of tourists that stop over for an afternoon.   

Lamalera has had an elementary school for almost a century.  A 

kindergarten was recently built, which Ibu Udis directs, as was a 

Catholic junior high school.  But all the students we met at that 

school were actually from other villages down the road; apparently 

the tuition for an education there could not be paid in whale meat.  

For any education beyond those institutions, Lamalera’s youth have 

to leave the village, which is happening increasingly often.8  Both 

villages, “A” & “B,” have remained at the same population of ap-

proximately 2,000 persons since the first known census in 19069.  

To be sure this stagnation in numbers is not due to low birth rates 

(after all, they are Catholic).  Instead, it is due to...  

 

...a mixed tale of relative success in adjusting to the 
demands of the modern world and in taking ad-
vantage of the opportunities that world has 
presented… One side of village life which is deeply 
significant to villagers' self-identity…is gradually be-
ing supplanted by occupation patterns appropriate 
to the national and international economies…The 
local explanation for the relative stagnation of popu-
lation numbers is that persons who have received 
education leave the village for jobs elsewhere.  In-
deed villagers often complain that modern youth 

                                                   

8 Robert Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 24. 

9 Ibid. p. 5. 
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would rather become clerks then take up useful oc-
cupations or put their skills to the benefit of the 
village.10  
 

The BBC documentary of the early 1990’s also noticed that 

"almost the only able bodied men left on the beach are the sail 

makers."11  Another documentary-in-the-making plans to focus on 

the recent issues brought about by encroaching modernization: 

 

These days, whales don't suffice.  Electricity arrived 
a few years ago, and satellite TVs cast images of 
beauty soap and plastic toys into living rooms.  Men 
leave to find paid jobs.  Women sell sea salt and sa-
rongs to tourists.  Many youngsters long for 
motorbikes and cell phones these days, not the glory 
of their first harpooned whale.  How to satisfy these 
new desires?  Will whale hunting, the economic and 
social glue of the village, weather the wind of 
change?12 
 

So here is a wholly new kind of leviathan with which 

Lamalerans must grapple: the unrelenting crawl of modern econo-

mies and modern values onto Lamalera’s bone-riddled beach.  

Being a tall, blazing white beacon of these changes – a bipedal 

White Whale staying conspicuously in the “White House”-- was 

generally quite uncomfortable for me.  It left me with many press-

ing questions about when travel is justifiable and when it is fair to 

intrude upon a society merely because you are curious.  The only 

justification I have managed to find is through my commitment to 

learn from and share the experience.   

I am also comforted by my confidence that Lamalera is all too 

aware of what it is creeping up that dirt road, that its people will 

                                                   

10 Robert Barnes, Sea hunters of Indonesia, p. 5, p. 26. 

11 BBC. "Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia." 

12 "Whales - Lifeblood of a Village." GS Productions.   
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face the expanding, exploitative net of tourism and modernity with 

a fierce defense and selective tolerance, and that nothing will change 

without some form of community consent, at least among those 

who have decided to stay on the beach.   

 

If you bulldoze your heritage, you become just anywhere.13 

 

It is an interesting fact that New Bedford and Lamalera have re-

ceived international attention at opposite ends of the story of 

globalization.  As I have tried to show, the similarities between the-

se two doppelgangers are extensive and uncanny, but the small ways 

in which they differ provide a good means of understanding the dis-

tinct meanings of the whale in their respective cultures.  If Melville 

were alive today and seeking a muse to inspire the opus that would 

eventually become Moby Dick, Lamalera – not New Bedford, nor 

any American town for that matter – would be the only community 

out there still up to the challenge.  It says something that nothing 

like Lamalera could exist on the northeast coast of the United States 

today, and that nothing like 1850’s New Bedford could have existed 

in Indonesia until now.   

Even though the same exchanges were going on in each society 

– even while the same basic intrafaces of man, whale, shore and 

ship were in place -- New Bedford whaling smacked unabashedly of 

Americana, of capitalism, and of globalization.  Both towns have a 

statue of a man standing on the bow of a whaling boat in their town 

centers; but in Lamalera that man is a man of the cloth and in New 

Bedford that man is a hunter, burly and fierce.   

No one in New Bedford ate whale. The businessmen who 

owned the port’s ships were not sea captains, and most of them 

never met the men that crewed the voyages they funded.   

                                                   

13 Sarah Delano, President of New Bedford’s Waterfront Historic Area LeaguE (WHALE, 
est. 1962). Qtd. in the New Bedford Whaling National Historic Park Visitor’s Center. 
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The clans of Lamalera can follow their ancestry to the village’s 

founding, and all residents are related either by blood or by mar-

riage somewhere within that history.  On the other hand, New 

Bedford was known for being the most ethnically diverse place in 

the world.  It was more of a port than a home, more of a factory 

floor than a temple.   

New Bedford’s vast number of ships was owned by a select few 

in New Bedford, setting a precedent in the infantile multinational 

resource industry for the accumulation and sequestration of capital 

among financiers.  Owners would send their ships to the Azores 

and Cape Verde to find sailors willing to accept lower wages.  Pick-

ing up and dropping off sailors all over the world, the New Bedford 

whaling industry created a “The Bridge of Whaleships”14 that mixed 

ethnic compositions all over the world and brought multicultural-

ism and acceptance to the New England coast during the height of 

racial tension in antebellum America.  Despite the musk of rotting 

whale that saturated the air of its port, New Bedford became a 

breath of fresh air for escaped slaves and abolitionists like Frederick 

Douglass.  The town’s ships, those “pioneer[s] of ferreting out the 

remotest and least known parts of earth,”15 also launched the indus-

trial world into an era of globalization that had never before been 

imagined.  And it was all for the oil of the whale.   

As the world finally closes in around Lamalera, there is some-

thing about the project of globalization that seems to come to a 

close as well.  To think: it took whales to bring the world together.  

It is an ironic fact that Lamalera’s current fight against cultural dis-

solution is also fueled by the unifying power of the whale, and 

explained by the leviathan’s long relationship with its sister city of 

New Bedford.  Beginnings and endings by whales.  Whale cycles.  

Whale revolutions. 

                                                   

14 From a display at the New Bedford Whaling Museum. 

15 Melville, Moby Dick.  Qtd. at the New Bedforrd Whaling Museum. 
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Ah, the world! Oh, the world!16 

 

 

 

 
Downtown New Bedford, 2010. 

 

Consider all this; and then turn to this green, gentle,  
And most docile earth; consider them both, the sea and the land; 
And do you not find a strange analogy to something in yourself? 17 

 

  In the 1920s, New Bedford came face to face with the end of its 

own Age of Whaling.  Fifty years prior, in 1869 (two years after the 

town’s peak year), Edwin Drake tapped petroleum in Titusville, 

Pennsylvania.  Undermining New Bedford’s consumer base, this 

dragged the First Age of Whaling into decline.  But by leading lead-

ing the industry in embracing steam-powered whaling ships and 

explosive harpoon heads, the town quickly rebounded, thus mark-

                                                   

16 Herman Melville, Moby Dick, p. 118. 

 

17 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 270. 
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ing the beginning of the far more destructive Second Age.  New 

Bedford remained America’s largest whaling port until it was sur-

passed by San Francisco in 1886.  Finally, in 1924, The Wanderer was 

the last whaling vessel to sail from New Bedford’s harbor.  Over 

the course of its 168 years as a whaling town, New Bedford took 

over 300,000 whales.  As textile and manufacturing firms and eco-

nomic depression encroached upon the City-that-Once-Lit-the-

World, and as the global whale fisheries were nearing complete de-

pletion, the lingering smell of whale oil became a sordid reminder 

of its short-lived and enviously remembered heyday.  Eventually the 

musk and noise of the port’s dilapidated tryworks were replaced 

with the emissions of car culture and industry.  Interstate ramps 

were built to cut through the city center, and sprawl blurred the 

town’s old geographic demarcations of identity.   

Memories seemed to continue fading until the late 1960s and 

early 1970s.  When some of New Bedford’s oldest buildings were 

slated for demolition – the same ones that had been purchased with 

whale money and constructed using oil-soaked planks of wood -- to 

make way for urban renewal projects, conscientious citizens finally 

united and put down their collective foot.  By purchasing historic 

buildings and reconstructing others, they managed to revive much 

of New Bedford’s infamous downtown character.  The National 

Park Service partnered with the town in 1996 to create the New 

Bedford Whaling National Historical Park.  The old estates of New 

Bedford are now home to quaint law firms, artists’ studios, and real 

estate offices.  New Bedford’s city centre is now designed to be a 

“working park,” still a place of business and commerce and inte-

grated with the rest of the city but with building codes, traffic laws, 

and business regulations that allow you to easily imagine the New 

Bedford of Herman Melville’s adventurous years while you walk its 

streets. 

 Could this also be the distant future of Lamalera?  Will it one 

day be a living museum like its New England counterpart?  Will it 
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use its boats for whale-watching rather than whaling?  Will the ikat 

weavers unionize?  Will the public truck drop travellers off at the 

doorstep of the new Lamalera Visitor’s Center?  Or is that too 

optimistic, or too pessimistic, or what?  How will Lamalera and the 

world balance their twofold task of biological and cultural 

conservation?  What ways forward can address both with equal care 

and creativity? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

X.   Flight of the Peledang 

 

 

 

Theirs is a landless race, 
free from mortgages and fossil fuel, 
unconstrained by borders or want, 

content merely to sing and sleep and eat and die.1 
 

 

THE TOWN MEETING WAS REQUIRED TO ADJOURN AT DUSK.  

As the sun fell behind the western ridge of the half moon bay, 

women and children joined the men on the beach for a sunset ser-

vice.  The final sunset congregation of the week.  It was the 

culmination of the seven days of ceremony, and throughout the lit-

urgy of the worship there was a palpable and resonant sanctity that 

was quite touching.  Outdoor lamps were switched on as the stars 

came out and the head priests broke the bread for the village Eu-

charist.  Elders approached the altar, received a share of the 

elements and stationed themselves around the beach.  Men received 

this communion first, followed by the women and children, and 

                                                   

1 Philip Hoare.  The Whale. pg. 32. 
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they did so without lines or procession, merely surrounding each 

elder in a large crowd.   

This Eucharist was followed by a haunting candlelight ceremo-

ny to honor those who had died during past hunts for whale and 

dolphin.  Each clan had come with dozens of wax candles and small 

Styrofoam watercraft decorated with colourful paper, leaves and 

tinsel.  After distributing and lighting these candles, the clergy and 

all the villagers moved down to the water line and faced the open 

sea.  Many lodged glowing candles into the sand or used hot wax to 

stand them upright on the limestone.  The congregation bowed 

their heads, and the silence deepened.   

 

 
 

The head priest then began to read solemnly a list of names and 

dates in chronological order, beginning in the 1960’s.  “Sembilan 

ratus, enam puluh enam, Bapak ... dimembunuh di laut selama buruh ikan 

paus.  Sembilan ratus, tujuh puluh lima…" ("In 1966, Mr. ... was killed 

at sea while hunting a whale. In 1975..."). As the names were read, 

the choir offered a slow, resonating hymn.  When the chief priest 

came to the end of the list and fell silent, he had read out almost 

three dozen names, the most recent death being in 2007:  a boy’s 

leg was caught in a harpoon line that was thrust into a dolphin and 

was drowned.   

One by one, representatives from each clan took up their 

Styrofoam monuments, lit the candles that adorned them, waded 

out into the water beyond the shallow wavelets, and pushed them 
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out into the bay.  The congregation watched these bright craft re-

cede into the dark.  They created tall, undulating, orange reflections 

like comets’ tails.  For minutes, no one took their eyes off the sea.   

In New Bedford, 150 years ago and on the other side of the 

world, sailors would flock to the Seaman’s Bethel on the Sunday be-

fore disembarking on a whaling voyage.  Covering the chapel’s walls 

were stone plaques memorializing all the sailors registered in New 

Bedford who had been lost at sea.  Letting their eyes wander around 

the room during the rousing hymns and ominous sermons, whalers 

had no choice but to contemplate what lay before them, what they 

might lose, how they might be taken.  Melville’s Ishmael solemnly 

reflects on the dread one must have: “It needs scarcely to be told 

with what feelings, on the eve of a Nantucket voyage, I regard those 

marble tablets, and by the murky light of that darkened, doleful day 

read the fate of whalemen who had gone before me.”  So too was 

this candlelight vigil a time for the people of Lamalera, for both 

those hunting and their families on shore (but particularly for the 

lama fa), to reflect on what tomorrow -- the next five months of to-

morrows, for that matter -- may bring.  Furious chargings…stove 

boats…gaping maws…the Hand of God…the first throw of the 

harpoon…the first leap to certain death, uncertain whether it would 

be yours or the whale’s…  

During this long silence, many of the candles had melted down 

to the base of their wicks and were almost out.  Eventually the 

Lamalerans began to back away from the shore and return home 

for a meal.  Within minutes the beach was empty once again.  The 

formations of candles flickering along its length mirrored the con-

stellations in the clear sky above.  Silent and sacred, thus ended the 

weeklong tribute to the sea and to its whales, to a world that pro-

vides and that takes away.   
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The whale’s dance with its surface.  The Lamalerans’ dance with 

their beach.  Their dance with the whale.  Each of these images 

provides a helpful metaphor for what religion might be. They also 

provide a helpful example of what religion must focus on and build 

off of in order to be a helpful cultural and devotional tool.  I am in 

no way arguing that whales have religion.  It is just that the imagery 

surrounding them is simply irresistible, and thinking of religion in 

analogous terms might provide insight on when religion does and 

does not serve its highest purpose.  This is my “whaleuphoria” at its 

most severe. 

 

But what is worship? thought I.2 

 

If life, essentially, is our interaction – our dance -- with the real-

world context that enables and sustains life, then we could say that 

religion is our approach to that dance.  It is our style.  Religion is 

how gracefully and cordially we interact with the sources of both 

our survival and our inspiration.  If we think of reality as the two-

dimensional surface of our lives, then religion, which is our bobbing 

dance with that surface, provides it with its depth.  Religion is how 

artfully we dwell at the heart of things, at our source, at our surface.  

This is its utility to society, its redeeming value.   

As the saying goes, we are what we eat.  A universal cliché, but 

all too rarely taken seriously.  The animals most of us purchase 

from stores that purchase from agribusiness corporations lead 

wretched lives, spent caged in with their own filth, and killed with-

out ceremony, reverence, participation, or second thoughts from 

those they are feeding.3  From our own religious traditions, we have 

                                                   

2 Melville, Moby Dick, p.  67. 

3 No participation, that is, apart from the time and energy we put in to the abstract labor 
market that indirectly feeds, clothes, and provides for us. 
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learned that we can only love ourselves inasmuch as we love each 

other – meaning, by implication, that our own value depends on the 

value we give others.  And yet our communities have been distilled 

and confined to consumer markets, to congregations, and to office 

spaces; our religious spaces are as formulaic, standard and sterile as 

that which we claim to hold sacred.  They are equally irrelevant to 

the foods, spaces and relationships that sustain and substantiate our 

specific lives and communities.   

If that sounds too extreme, consider that Christian services and 

Islamic prayers worldwide are standardized (think about Catholi-

cism’s Latin mass), or that the only direct reference to food in the 

Christian liturgy is when it is used obtusely as a symbol for Jesus’ 

body, or that this current life is largely considered a placement test 

for the eternal life we presume to be guaranteed, or that most of us 

attend church services held inside, or that most of us spend more 

time in church than we do walking on unpaved land.  A friend of 

mine was labeled as a heady radical by her parents and adult friends 

for making a point of killing a chicken each year in an effort to re-

main cognizant of the living, breathing animals her meat actually 

comes from.  Relative to the last 10,000 years of human history, the 

great mass of people since New Bedford’s golden age of whaling 

have grown and died without ever planting a seed, without killing or 

cleaning an animal, and without knowing where their family’s food 

comes from.  That is about as abyssal as we can get from the con-

textual surface of our own livelihood.  As Wendell Berry frankly 

reminds us, “It is still true that the center is supported by the pe-

riphery.  All human economy is still land-based.  To the extent that 

we must eat and drink and be clothed, sheltered, and warmed, we 

live from the land. The idea that we have now progressed from a 

land-based economy to an economy based on information is a fan-

tasy.”4   

                                                   

4 Wendell Berry, The Way of Ignorance and other essays.  p. 114. 
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Ironic, that in our consumerist ‘superficiality’ we have lost cog-

nizance of our vital surfaces.  Berry is all too right: our fantasy is a 

dangerous one, and it only makes sense that on a religious level 

something is falling by the wayside as a result.  'Out of context,' as 

Wes Jackson has said, 'the best minds do the worst damage.'5 Simi-

larly, a religiosity distracted from its Life-giving context can promise 

only brooding catastrophe.   

John Muir wrote that “most people are on the world, not in it – 

have no conscious sympathy or relationship to anything about them 

– undiffused, separate, and rigidly alone like marbles of polished 

stone, touching but separate.”6  In English convention, the words 

“transcendence,” “overcoming” and “rising above” have come to 

be associated with a kind of escape: keeping one’s eyes on the next 

life, on the “prize.”  Such linguistic framing probably both reflects 

and facilitates a disregard for and dereliction of the ecology of our 

planet.  To be “down to earth” or -- in Muir’s words -- in the earth, 

could in a secular sense refer to an admirable togetherness, but in 

western religious terms it is hardly a virtue at all.  It is rather hard 

for someone to be regarded as both grounded and devoutly reli-

gious.  But look: in the case of whales this is a non-issue, for they 

must rise up in order to re-surface.  To come back to the ground level, 

they must transcend.  Whales must go “up to earth.” If only linguis-

tically, these whales emulate a proper religiosity of place, one that 

requires investment in local context, rather than a divestment of it.  

Taking after their prey, the Lamalerans seem to have bridged this 

religious and cultural gap as well.  They have established a fulfilling 

livelihood in close proximity to their surface.  How can we change 

our worldviews so that we too can view our dance with the surface 

in this same ameliorative way?   

                                                   

5 Qtd. in Wendell Berry, The Way of Ignorance and other essays.  p. 100. 

6 John Muir.  The Wilderness World of John Muir.  Ed. Edwin Way Teale.  First Mariner 
Books, New York: 2001.  pg. 313. 
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The Sperm Whale only breathes about 

one seventh or Sunday of his time.7 
 

If it sounds like I am romanticizing the people of Lamalera, 

please know that this same language applies also to our own society.  

We too have enabling boundaries.  We too dwell at some surface.  

The problem is that we often do so unwittingly.  We must not for-

get that the rest of the world is no exception and that Lamalera is 

by no means exempt -- they are, after all, Catholic.8  And yet, de-

spite the care I have taken, do I still give too much credit?  We have 

to ask: Do these whale hunters stand for anything, really?  Does an-

yone?  Or are principles mere consequences of what is readily 

available or unavailable?  Are they ‘sustainable’ and ‘wise’ simply 

because they’re, well, incapable?  What if they had better engines?  

What if someone gave them explosive harpoons again?  Would they 

use them this time around?  Are our principles assertions, or are 

they mere responses? Is that a distinction without a difference? A 

discontinuity?  And what should our principles be made of any-

ways? 

All are questions that need answers.  But the fact remains: if I 

tried to describe our own culture in these same terms – dwelling at 

the surface, attentiveness to context, being what one eats -- it would 

just not sound convincing, and it certainly would not be pretty.  I 

look at the religious activities and ideas of the West, namely Ameri-

can Christianity, and I see, first and foremost, distraction.  There are 

some powerful ideas, yes, but their strength is lost among the mazes 

of institutional religious rhetoric, or channeled into an unnecessary 

theology.  Without any substance or relevance to back them up, 

                                                   

7 Melville, Moby Dick.  Pg. 357. 

8 And by remaining nonetheless mindful of their surfaces and their lifeblood, they suggest 
that institutional religions like Catholicism are not detrimental or anti-context by definition, 
that these religions, in fact, might even have the capacity to complement – but not displace 
-- such virtuous animistic religiosities. 
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they lack any robustness.  There is no romance, there is no profun-

dity – there is just loss; just imposed meaning, awkwardly contrived 

and forced; again, just distraction. 

There is a lesson to be learned here: Lamalerans are not unique 

because they still live so intimately with their food source, or be-

cause their food source is so central to their communal life, or 

because their society is so entangled with the enabling boundary of 

their livelihood.  The fact is that we all live like that, whether we re-

alize it or not, whether we believe it or not.  We too are made of the 

food we eat.  We too live on the earth and from the earth.  These 

are facts that are so obvious that they might sound redundant.  

They are the most basic and obvious facts of our lives.  And yet 

they seem so persistently ignored in modern societies that they de-

serve incessant repetition.   

Our own existence is also an entirely inescapable, real, and inti-

mate dance with others in the community of life.  The difference 

between your average American and your average Lamaleran, how-

ever, is that we the former have forgotten that fact -- or at least 

ignored it.  No, the Lamalerans are not unique because they are so 

“down to earth.”  They are unique – and precious – and venerable -- 

because they realize that they -- that all of us -- are down to earth.  

They get it; they see it.   

During that ceremonial week, it was clear that the Lamalerans 

understood and honored where their surface is and that it is, in our 

terms, extremely “superficial”: the stuff of meat, blood, steel, hemp, 

grit, bone, stone, blubber, sand and salt.  I saw much more in them 

than "an almost mystical relationship with their prey,”9 as the jour-

nalists and conservationists and Indonesian government have 

dismissingly patronized their traditional practices.  Lamalerans are 

seeing something most of us have become blind to.  They celebrate 

their life on the surface vehemently, treating it as both essential and 

                                                   

9 BBC. "Lamalera: The Whale Hunters of Indonesia." 
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peripheral, and in doing so demonstrate the sameness of the two 

realms.  What most understand to be an “interface,” they see in-

stead as an “intraface.” And they dwell with intention in it, on it, by 

it.  They recognize what it is they depend on.  They accept that they 

themselves must provide and preserve the meaning of their own 

lives.  Not only do they realize it, not only do they accept it, but 

they celebrate it – they sanctify it.   

Of course, the only way to realize or to see anything is to look 

around.  This, you may remember, is the Naturalist’s Code, and it is 

not without its religious overtones: If you do not look, you will not see.  

(In more canonical words, Seek and ye shall find.)  Lamalera’s Code, if 

it had one, would be similar; it would have implications that span 

from survival to communal, from nutrient to sacrament:  If you do 

not look, you will not eat.  Meaning, if you do not look, you will not Live.  

And “a creature can live only in a context that favors its life.  An ar-

tifact exists and means only in a context that supports it and 

reinforces its meaning.”10 [My emphasis.]  

 

Oh, man! admire and model thyself after the whale! 
Do thou, too, remain warm among ice. 
Do thou, too, live in this world without being in it. 
Be cool at the equator, keep thy blood fluid at the Pole. 11 

 

 

 

Inspired by the imagery and mythos of the sperm whale, Mel-

ville developed a promising religious perspective and wove it 

throughout the lines of his American classic.  Sadly, twentieth cen-

tury literary critics were hesitant to think of Moby Dick as anything 

more than a novel, even though it was praised as one of the greatest 

                                                   

10 Wendell Berry, The Way of Ignorance and other essays.  p. 75. 

11 Melville, Moby Dick, p. 300. 
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in the United States, and Melville’s opus was and still is rarely read 

for its wealth of religious ideas.  As a result, Melville’s religious 

rhetoric and spiritual digressions were often dismissed as simple ec-

centricities or mere metaphors.   

Melville certainly did not deem himself an innovator, nor did he 

think that the religiosity expounded in Moby Dick was his alone.  He 

considered his ideas not in terms of progress, but in terms of “low-

ering,” just a re-visitation of old ideas that resonated with 

something ancient in all of us.  From one of his chapters, “A Bower 

in the Arsacides,” we find that he was simply bringing old and re-

mote ideas back around to a Christian-American audience that had 

long ago forgotten them.  So, when Moby Dick was published in 

1851, its religious ideas were not new, but they were certainly news 

to us.   

And apparently they still are.  In fact, during the final revisions 

of this book, I was surprised to see that Melville’s religious lessons 

had made The New York Times.  In an opinion article entitled “Navi-

gating Past Nihilism”, the chair of the philosophy department at 

Harvard University, Sean D. Kelly, brought national attention to the 

religious project Melville had weaved throughout Moby Dick12.  The 

articles tagline: “Thirty years before Nietzsche pronounced God 

dead, a great American novelist was charting a course out of the 

abyss.”   

Kelly’s academic interests can be summed up in the title of his 

upcoming book, All Things Shining:  Reading the Western Classics to Find 

Meaning in a Secular Age13.  The thing about secularism is that alt-

hough its seems defined by the sheer absence of religion, it still 

must meet the basic devotional needs of its practitioners, needs that 

most of us would describe as “religious” by convention: happiness, 

                                                   

12 http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/12/05/navigating-past-
nihilism/?ref=opinion 

13 Co-authored by Hubery Dreyfus. 

http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/12/05/navigating-past-nihilism/?ref=opinion
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/12/05/navigating-past-nihilism/?ref=opinion
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identity, meaning, and direction, both individually and on the level 

of community.  Such needs are far too foundational and broad to 

be under the exclusive influence of religious ideas; devout or not, 

every human still needs some version of these four things in order 

to function and thrive.  And, religious or not, just as societies can be 

good or bad at ensuring clean water for their citizens, societies can 

either be good or bad at providing for our religious needs – or at 

least allowing for them – regardless of whether they employ faith, 

belief, or ideas about universal truth to do so.  Therefore, according 

to Kelly, a beneficent secularism must allow for a  “happiness to 

which we can imagine aspiring [that] would no longer need to aim 

at universal validity in order for us to feel satisfied by it…[And this] 

would be a radically different kind of happiness from that which the 

Judeo-Christian epoch of Western history sustained.”  He goes on: 

 

Herman Melville seems to have articulated and 
hoped for this kind of possibility.  Writing 30 years 
before Nietzsche, in his great novel Moby Dick, the 
canonical American author encourages us to “lower 
the conceit of attainable felicity”; to find happiness 
and meaning, in other words, not in some universal 
religious account of the order of the universe that 
holds for everyone at all times, but rather in the lo-
cal and small-scale commitments that animate a life 
well-lived.  The meaning that one finds in a life ded-
icated to “the wife, the heart, the bed, the table, the 
saddle, the fire-side, the country,” these are genuine 
meanings14.  They are, in other words, completely 
sufficient to hold off the threat of nihilism, the 
threat that life will dissolve into a sequence of mean-
ingless events.  But they are nothing like the kind of 
universal meanings for which the monotheistic tra-
dition of Christianity had hoped.  Indeed, when 
taken up in the appropriate way, the commitments 

                                                   

14 Kelly is quoting p. 398 of Melville in my edition.   
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that animate the meanings in one person’s life ─ to 
family, say, or work, or country, or even local reli-
gious community ─ become completely consistent 
with the possibility that someone else with radically 
different commitments might nevertheless be living 
in a way that deserves one’s admiration.   

The new possibility that Melville hoped for, 
therefore, is a life that steers happily between two 
dangers:  the monotheistic aspiration to universal 
validity, which leads to a culture of fanaticism and 
self-deceit, and the atheistic descent into nihilism, 
which leads to a culture of purposelessness and 
angst.   
 

Note that Melville’s course between the depths of monotheism 

and the depths of nihilism is aimed directly for the surface, the di-

vide between the valleys, in the superficialities of “the wife, the 

heart, the bed, the table, the saddle, the fire-side, the country.”  It is 

an approach to life that seeks nothing beyond life itself, nothing be-

yond its most immediate, frank, and abrasive aspects, but is 

religious nonetheless.  Ed Abbey, the irreverent troubadour of 

American guerilla environmentalism, echoed Melville’s sentiments: 

 

 For my own part I am pleased enough with surfac-
es— in fact they alone seem to me to be of much 
importance.  Such things for example as the grasp of 
a child’s hand in your own, the flavor of an apple, 
the embrace of friend or lover, the silk of a girl’s 
thigh, the sunlight on rock and leaves, the feel of 
music, the bark of a tree, the abrasion of granite and 
sand, the plunge of clear water into a pool, the face 
of the wind—what else is there? What else do we 
need?15 

 

                                                   

15 Edward Abbey. Desert Solitaire. Introduction. 
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On this course, we do not reach such profundity by “placing [our 

energies] anywhere in the intellect or the fancy,”16 but by dwelling 

mindfully among the superficialities, the every-day, the menial, the 

simple, the mundane, the profane, the material (in regards to the 

sensual and the textured, not property).   

In trying to give “Melville’s new possibility” a name, “a name 

with an appropriately rich range of historical resonances,” Kelly 

reaches for the term “polytheism.” Justifying this choice, he writes, 

“Melville himself seems to have recognized that the presence of 

many gods — many distinct and incommensurate good ways of life 

— was a possibility our own American culture could and should be 

aiming at.”  In this book, however, I have chosen to rekindle and 

reshape the old word “animism,” and I stand by my choice.  I was 

surprised that Kelly did not do the same, considering that he twice 

used the word “animate” in his description of Melville’s religious vi-

sion, in exactly the sense I have clung to here17.    

 

 

 

                                                   

16 Melville, Moby Dick. p. 398. 

17 1. “…to find happiness and meaning, in other words, not in some universal religious 

account of the order of the universe that holds for everyone at all times, but rather in the 

local and small-scale commitments that animate a life well-lived.” 2. “Indeed, when taken 

up in the appropriate way, the commitments that animate the meanings in one person’s 

life…” [My emphasis.] 
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Having established his term of choice, Kelly then argues that 

the adoption of Melville’s “inspiring” religiosity would lead “not to 

a culture overtaken by meaninglessness but to a culture directed by 

a rich sense for many new possible and incommensurate meanings.”  

If so, what would such a society look like, and what must it be like 

originally in order for such a religious revolution to succeed?  Ac-

cording to Melville, such a nation would have to be both “highly 

cultured and poetical.”18  Nineteenth century readers may have as-

sumed Melville was talking about America or Great Britain, but 

there is a good chance he had a subtler denotation of “cultured” in 

mind.  Elaborating on behalf of Melville, Kelly specifies that such a 

nation “would have to take seriously…its sense of itself as having 

grown out of a rich history that needs to be preserved and celebrat-

ed, but also a history that needs to be re-appropriated for an even 

richer future.”  If this doesn’t sound like Lamalera, I don’t know 

what would. 

In his conclusion, Kelly speculates that, “Indeed, Melville’s own 

novel could be the founding text for such a culture.”  Likewise, if 

we so choose, Lamalera could be a living example of these new and 

ancient religious lessons, lessons that date back far beyond Melville, 

beyond the threat of nihilism, beyond the idea of monotheism, even 

beyond theism of any kind: a centering point for the detached, drift-

ing institutions of the West, a religiosity of actual hope.  Is Lamalera 

the culture Melville was looking for, the ‘Bower in the Arsacides”? 

 

 
 

When we awoke on the first day of the whaling season, there 

was a document resting on our patio table.  It was an official an-

                                                   

18 Melville, Moby Dick. pg. 335. 
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nouncement, written in formal Bahasa Indonesia and signed by the 

chiefs and vice-chiefs of Lamalera villages “A” & “B.”  

 

Hasil Kesepakatan Desa Nelayan Lamalera. 

[“Payment Agreement with the Fishermen of Lamalera.”] 

 

Visitation Fee for per guest/tourist:      Rp. 20,000   [$2 USD] 

Visitation Fee per group of guests/tourists:    Rp. 2,000,000  [$200 USD] 

Attendance to cultural and church ceremonies: 

       Groundbreakings:        Rp. 400,000   [$40 USD] 

“Lika telo”         Rp. 400,000   [$40 USD] 

“Sumbangan” for the Church:      Rp. 400,000   [$40 USD] 

Fee for photography and shooting: 

Fee for first picture of sperm whale: (from your boat)     Rp. 3,000,000  [$300 USD] 

Fee for taking subsequent pictures of whales:    Rp. 500,000   [$50 USD] 

Fee for taking pictures on land of men cutting up the whales and fish:  

Rp. 500,000  [$50 USD] 

Expenses for going to sea: 

       For following in dinghy: (rental)     Rp. 500,000   [$50 USD] 

       For going to sea in one of the hunting boats:   Rp. 100,000/pax [$10 USD] 

Fee for shooting on the land and in surrounding area:   Rp. 400,000   [$40 USD] 

Fee for interviewing whale hunters:      Rp. 750,000   [$75 USD] 

Fee for village chief – (also included)      Rp. 1,000,000  [$100 USD] 

[Finally, scribbled in pen at the bottom as an obvious reactionary addendum:] 

“You may not follow or photograph the rituals at the mountaintop.” 

 

The document was dated January 1, 2008.  Obviously, the vil-

lage leaders thought it due time to begin enforcing these long 

established rules (and, judging from the addendum written in pen, 

add some new ones).  As Erica and I were deciphering this list, vil-

lagers were gathering on the beach for a morning mass.  The sun 

was oppressively bright.  We had originally planned to stay until this 

day in hopes of seeing the entire fleet of peledang cast off and hoist 

their sails in glorious unison for the first whale hunt of the year, but 

over the course of the week we gathered that this opening day was 
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still only a continuation of the week’s ceremonies: only one single 

boat would be heading out that day, a tribute to the village’s meager 

beginnings and its abiding humility before the vast ocean.  Howev-

er, our teaching responsibilities required that we leave Lamalera no 

later than this day, so we had resigned ourselves to missing the 

grand season opening.  Besides, this new document added some ur-

gency to our imminent departure.   

Originally hoping to attend this mass, we instead opted to watch 

from afar in fear of the new regime of fees and the peaking resent-

ment of the clan leaders.  Would we be expected to provide 

payment for all of the pictures we had already taken, for all the ser-

vices we had already attended?  We had already paid for the 

privilege of joining the dolphin hunters for two days -- would we be 

expected to pay up for the rest of our activities as the film crew 

surely would be? Doing a quick estimate, I balked that this new 

price regime would bring the total cost for our 8 days in the village 

to over $380 USD, not including food or accommodation.  It oc-

curred to me that such a bill would rival a stay of equal duration in 

the most exquisite Balinese resorts.  

Coincidentally, just as I was contemplating these frightening 

figures, from around the bend of Lamalera’s harbour a stunning 

yacht drifted into view.  It came to a slow stop and its anchor was 

mechanically lowered into the water with an echoing clamor.  I 

could see the crew at the stern preparing an inflatable dinghy.  

Bapak Matthais’ daughter passed by the patio, on her way to the 

beach ceremony, and I asked her about the ship.  She looked to the 

ship then quickly to the ground, and muttered, “Turist.  Dari Bali.”  

She hurried on. 

Later I learned that a certain Bali cruise company would call to 

port at Lamalera on each of its outings, giving its passengers a 

chance to purchase ikat and whale teeth in the village.  This time 

however, the timing could not have been worse.  Not only were 

they interrupting the opening ceremonies of the whaling season, 
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they were also intruding upon the ceremoniously vacant waters of 

Lamalera’s bay.  That day’s ceremonial peledang and its crew, sched-

uled to disembark in moments, were intended to be the first to 

enter the water in three days (although that tradition had already 

been besmirched by the scuba exploits the day before).   

Over the hymn rising from the beach congregation, I heard the 

Zodiac’s engine sputter to a start, and out from behind the yacht ap-

peared the small craft packed with passengers all dappled in shining 

pastel colours.  It sped over the water towards the beach.  By then 

the congregation had noticed the dinghy’s intrusion and several 

men were scrambling out onto the peripheral rocks of the bay, 

hopping dextrously over the rotting orca skulls and whale rostrum 

shards, shouting and waving their arms wildly.  They shooed away 

the dinghy of tourists with fierce gesticulations, as if this were the 

last straw.  Looking back to Mary’s shrine, I saw that the film crew 

was documenting the incident scrupulously from the beach.  The 

tourist caravan slowed and eventually came to a stop, its passengers 

bracing the sides of the craft awkwardly as its wake made the stern 

lurch forward.  I could see one of the crew stand and wave about as 

he shouted something to the men on the rocks.  Finally, the dinghy 

turned around and returned to the yacht.  Most of the men began to 

make their way back to the service but a few remained on the rocks, 

obviously not satisfied with the yacht still in view of the beach. 

The service went on.  The dinghy attempted to come ashore 

one more time, this time bearing only a single crew member across 

the bay.  I guess they wanted to attempt negotiations.  The 

Lamaleran men responded with equal vigor and in greater number, 

running again onto the rocks and shooing the craft away. 

The service persisted.  The congregation moved from Mary’s al-

tar and gathered in a long column between the water and one of the 

adjacent boathouses.  They then parted to clear a path between the 

structure and the waves.  Driftwood tracks were spaced out down 

to the water.  I saw all the heads of the village bow in unison, in 
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moments rise, and then turn towards the boathouse.  From it a 

dozen men heaved a peledang along the tracks and into the water.  

The newly painted vessel was adorned with colorful ikat ribbons.  

The village closed in behind the boat and watched as the whale 

hunters jumped aboard.  Assuming positions and picking up oars, 

the crew timed their strokes to a rousing chant.  Out of the harbor 

they rowed.  Once out of the wind shadow, the oars were pulled in 

and the main mast was raised high.  The sail unfurled and snapped 

open, full of an offshore wind.  A hunter climbed up the mast, bal-

anced himself atop the gaff boom, and scanned the horizon.  The 

lama fa assumed his position at the bow, arms held in the trademark 

pose, patiently awaiting deeper waters.  The blues of the open In-

donesian sky and the Savu Sea blended together at the familiar 

horizon.  Back on the beach, as the village remained transfixed on 

the receding boat for minutes on end, the priest and the acolytes 

walked the length of the beach, ducking under the strips of drying 

blubber to bless each shaded peledang with holy water.   

From my vantage point on the patio of Rumah Putih, I could en-

vision the spinners, killers, bottlenoses, pilots, sperms and blues out 

there, stitching together all these worlds in their daily dance.  A 

Tapestry of relation.  The Savu Ikat.  All of them weavers, all of 

them showing How.  One more time around, at least, Lamalera 

would do the same. 

 

 





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

If hereafter any highly cultured, poetical nation shall lure back  

to their birthright, the merry May-day gods of old;  

and livingly enthrone them again in the now egotistical sky;  

in the now unhaunted hill; then be sure, exalted to Jove’s high seat,  

the great Sperm Whale shall lord it… 

 

I but put that brow before you.  Read it if you can.1

                                                   

1 Melville, Moby Dick.  pg. 335. 
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With a frigate's anchors for my bridle-bitts  
And fasces of harpoons for spurs,  
Would I could mount that whale and leap the topmost skies,  
To see whether the fabled heavens with all their countless tents  
Really lie encamped beyond my mortal sight! 

 
~  Melville 

 
Moby Dick 

 
“Of Whales 

 in Paint;  
in Teeth;  
in Wood;  

in Sheet-Iron;  
in Stone;  

in Mountains;  
in Stars.” 

 



 

 


