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SPEARING WHALES
FOR SURVIVAL:
AN INSIDE LOOK
The traditional practice of whaling in Lamalera, 
Indonesia is unsurprisingly a controversial custom. With 
conservationists on their back and a rising money culture 
threatening their survival, the mariners are struggling to 
keep this age-old heritage alive. Is it possible to save both 
sides from dying out?
By: Claudio Sieber

The clans of Lamalera have 
been practising whaling for at 

least six centuries
IMAGE: Claudio Sieber
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The clans inhabiting the tiny village of 
Lamalera, on the sunbaked Lembata 
island in the remote Indonesian 
province of Nusa Tenggara Timur, 
have been spearing and landing  
sperm whales by hand for at least  
six centuries. 

Despite the ongoing economic and 
religous transition, the society of this 
tiny village has not lost a single bit 
of their pride nor their identity. And 
because the Lamalerans have been 
doing this since the dawn of time,  
they carry on, with permission from 
the Indonesian government – as 
long as they hunt for their own 
consumption and not for commercial 

sale. This might change as 
conservationists such as WWF are 
incessantly prodding the Indonesian 
government, demanding stricter 
regulations for hunting practices 
within the Savu seascape and 
the Ombai Strait, a migratory 
bottleneck of regional importance. 
So far, the environmental activists 
have had limited impact, due to 
sluggish governmental action and 
the unwavering Lamaleran clans. 
Although many Lamalerans have been 
well-educated over the past decades, 
most families pursue subsistence 
lifestyles, with only minimal exchange  
of currency. 

INDONESIA
LEMBATA
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LEFT: Even the youngest children 
participate in helping  

the returning fishermen 
IMAGE: Claudio Sieber

OPPOSITE PAGE: The fishermen return in  
the late afternoon with their catch,  

usually consisting of flying fish, but also of 
manta rays, dolphins, sharks and turtles

IMAGE: Claudio Sieber

The International Convention for the 
Regulation of Whaling allows some 
indigenous peoples to hunt whales, 
though commercial whaling was 
banned in 1986. This is certainly 
what the Lamalerans are keen to 
highlight; nothing goes to waste – a 
valid point of contrast to large-scale 
fishing and the waste in bycatch it 
produces. Lamalera’s whalers use 
similar traditional methods to those 
Western mariners practised in the 
early 19th century – an era when the 
crews ventured great oceanic distances 
in search of whales and their blubber 
for oil extraction, long before certain 
species were hunted to near extinction.

Annually, sperm whales and other 
cetaceans migrate between the Indian 
Ocean and the Pacific. Throughout  
the main ocean season, also called 
Leva Season, from May until late 
October, these giant marine animals 
pass through the Savu Sea. They 
will feed on the big squids of Pulau 
Lembata’s southern shore where the 
Lamalerans are waiting. Today, the 
villagers are hunting sperm whales  
and other marine species largely as 
they have for centuries, but certain 
things have changed. 

Whereas until the late 1990s, the 
villagers had only been taking to the 
sea for livelihood in simple sailboats 
called paledang, they’re now also 
using engine-powered boats to pull 
the paledang offshore once a whale 
is sighted and to search for their daily 
prey. Conservationists are alarmed 
because the villagers catch not only 
sperm whales, but also protected 
deep-sea species like manta rays, 
orcas, dolphins and oceanic sharks 
with their engine-powered boats all 
year round to provide food and a living 
for their community.

In 2010, the Ministry of Tourism 
(East Nusa Tenggara) and WWF 
workers came to Lamalera to talk 
about conservation, suggesting the 
idea of whale watching to attract 
tourism. As they were making their 
speech, some Lamalerans set off and 
returned with their whaling knifes to 
chase the environmentalists out of 
their village, claiming they had been 
living a fine life without governmental 
institutions, so there wouldn’t be any 
need to talk. Ten military soldiers 
rolled in, standing against a hundred 
outraged villagers. More discussions 
followed, but to no avail. 

Since then, venturing to Lamalera 
with the intention of talking about 
conservation awareness has carried 
certain risks.

Yosef Bataona, the head of Lamalera 
village, explains, “We’re living in a 
machine era! Nevertheless, the number 
of sperm whales we catch annually 
has not increased despite the use of 
engine-boats to support the paledang 
crew. Last year, we hunted down 25 
whales. Some years we might catch 
40, but sometimes not even one. On 
average, we need to kill three sperm 
whales a year to feed all our families. 
Us Lamalerans believe the whales are  
a gift from our ancestors and god. 
This is about survival! We couldn’t get 
through if only relying on the whales. 
Lately, we have been getting lots of 
pressure from the media world, but 
no one seems to really understand 
the deeper sense of our situation. Our 
people here struggle for one spoon 
of rice or a piece of corn. There is no 
fertile soil and the entire topography 
is stony, which makes growing crops 
impossible, so we have no choice but 
to take full advantage of what the sea 
offers us. Thus, as long as no one can 
provide us the salary needed, we have  
to carry on.”

The Controversy

“This is about survival! 
We couldn’t get through 

if only relying on the whales. 
Lately, we have been 

getting lots of pressure from 
the media world, but no one 

seems to really understand the 
deeper sense of our situation. ”

– Yosef Bataona,  
head of Lamalera village
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ABOVE: Strips of fish and whale meat  
drying in the sun outside a row  

of boat houses in Lamalera
IMAGE: Claudio Sieber

 Lamalerans swap their 
sundried fish or whale meat 

for corn, vegetables, fruits and 
other commodities from the 

mountain dwellers

Traditional whaling is incredibly 
difficult and therefore an unpredictable 
path of day-to-day survival. Most of 
the fishing tradition dates back way 
before the transcontinental Republic of 
Indonesia even existed. 

Historical tales indicate that the 
Lamalerans originated from Sulawesi, 
where they waded out with nets for 
mackerel or other small fish; with 
more experience, they pushed off 
in boats and captured bigger prey, 
eventually launching a small fleet 
of sailing boats on the Banda Sea, 
exploring this watery world until  
they must have reached what is  
now Lamalera. 

Forty years later, the roofs of whale 
skin with support beams of whale 
ribs are gone, but the rest seems to 
remain largely unaffected by ongoing 
modernisation. The culture of fine 
teamwork and the system of sharing 
and exchanging the sea’s harvest is 
well preserved as in medieval times. 

Every week, they mingle at the 
local trade market, where fellow 
Lamalerans swap their sundried fish 
or whale meat for corn, vegetables, 
fruits and other commodities from the 
mountain dwellers, creating a self-
contained business ecosystem. Some 
fish will be sold for money though, but 
whale meat has never been traded 
with other islands outside Lembata.

How It Began “Lamalera was one of the most 
amazing stops in the early days of 
the 1980s and 1990s. The children 
astounded us, as even the very 
young ones threw themselves 
fearlessly into ferocious surf, and 
always lived with much laughter. 
Lamalera was connected to the 
rest of Lembata island only by a 
foot path, which only a few experts 
could navigate by motorbike. 
The village was entirely subsistent 
on trading whale parts and oil 
with the rest of the island in 
exchange for living essentials. 
So they walked for days, with 
immense slabs of blubber on 
their heads. Many of the houses 
had roofs of whale skin, with 
support beams of whale ribs, 
and instead of garden gnomes in 
their immaculate gardens, there 
were whale vertebrae, skulls and 
enormous stingray tails. They are 
among the handful of the world’s 
communities still subsisting, 
legally, on spearing and landing 
whales by hand. Their days are 
numbered as the last, hands-on 
hunters of the world’s largest 
toothed carnivore, the sperm 
whale of Moby Dick fame.”

– Dr. Lawrence Blair, 
anthropologist, BBC filmmaker 
and author of the famous book 

Ring of Fire

The Lamalerans live a life far 
from what a city-dweller could 
fathom. Usually, a family of six 
shares only 30 to 40 square metres 
plus a yard. Their furniture involves 
a couple of plastic chairs, which are 
stitched together again when falling 
apart. Cupboards are rare – there 
wouldn’t be much to store anyway. 
When you witness a young boy mixing 
coffee into yesterday’s rice so that it’s 
not too dry to eat, your outlook on life 
will most likely change. 

A local credit union opened in 
town two years ago, offering loans for 
villagers to pay for modern needs such 
as petrol, electricity and education. 
Since then, many villagers have learned 
that loans cause other problems,
and most stay away from the debt trap. 
A few bad catches, they confess, 
and they would fall behind on their 
payments and slide deeper into debt. 
It puts unhealthy pressure on them 
while catching fish. Thus they prefer 
to earn a little at a time, step by step. 



73

F E A T U R E  S P E A R I N G  W H A L E S  F O R  S U R V I V A L

What Are Whale Parts Used for?

AMBERGRIS
This is a secretion 
in the intestines of the 
sperm whale, worth

PENIS
Used for treating impotence  
in traditional Chinese medicine 

BLOOD
Not too long ago,
it was used for 
cooking a 
hearty soup FLESH 

The flesh is sliced 
up and sun-dried, 
which will help 
families survive 
the days ahead

BLUBBER
The most useful part of the whale is its highly inflammable oil. It’s used as a 
firelighter, traditional lamp oil, cooking oil, and nutrition for children  
(a rich source of omega-3 fatty acids). Though a whale’s blubber is very thin, some 
whales will yield upwards of 113 litres of oil. The major part of the oil flows out of 
the head, and another fair portion will be rubbed out of the blubber

USD 35,000
per kilogram
It is used in luxury 
perfume brands such 
as Armani, Dior or Yves 
Rocher for its sweet, 
earthy scent
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On a sunlit afternoon, I reach the 
small bay of Lamalera just when 
the fishermen are about to land 
their freshly speared sea harvest. 
Everyone congregates to help push 
the Johnsons back into the shelters, 
even the youngest children and the 
one-armed elder. It seems they have 
been quite successful today: Roughly a 
dozen manta rays, a marlin, a dolphin, 
a black giant tortoise, and a shark 
are pulled ashore to be chopped up 
shortly after.

Surveying the mess of animal parts, 
I’m suddenly reminded of my scuba 
dives in Komodo National Park, where 
manta rays promise good money from 

The Hunt for the Ancestors’ Gift
underwater tourists. Indonesia is 
home to the world’s largest manta ray 
sanctuary, which has immense long-
term tourism value; but in Lamalera, 
this vulnerable species remains a very 
common and highly-prized catch.

Boys are seen merrily paddling 
round on their styrofoam blocks, 
surfing on their wooden boards, or 
practising throwing a bamboo stick  
in imitation of the honourable Lamafa 
– the chief harpooners they aim to 
become one day. 

Around 7pm, most have already had 
their dinner: some rice, a piece of corn 
and a tiny portion of a sun-dried sea 
creature of some sort. 

At dawn the next day, the fishermen 
flock down to their Johnsons, pushing 
their boat over tree trunks straight 
down into the surf. Routinely, they will 
return home from the hunt in the late 
afternoon, or much earlier, if there is a 
call for Ba leo, or sperm whale, which 
there is today. 

“Ba leo, Ba leo! Carry the rope!“ 
yells the lookout person from his 
vantage point, waving his white shirt 
maniacally to inform the seafaring 
crews to return –  it’s one of the 
last days before the Leva Season is 
officially announced. Once a whale 
is spotted, there is a mad sprint 
to the beach where the traditional 
paledang boats are immediately 
taken to the sea once the clans reach 
shore. I follow the crew of Petrus 
Glau Blikolulong, or Papa Petro – a 

ABOVE: Papa Petrus leaping off the boat with harpoon in hand, piercing the whale with its sharpened tip
OPPOSITE PAGE TOP: A villager carrying her share of whale meat after a full day of butchering

OPPOSITE PAGE BOTTOM: A pair of young children rubbing out oil from a chunk of whale blubber
IMAGES: Claudio Sieber
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And there he is: the sperm whale of Moby Dick fame.  
The sea rebels are getting enraged – I witness

the bloodthirsty mood manifested in  
the yelling and rowing of the hunters

highly-respected Lamafa for 21 years. 
Experienced Lamafa like Papa Petro 
shoulder a weighty responsibility 
for the community, and are greatly 
appreciated by the whole village. 
Traditionally, a young fisherman  
will work his way up to the position 
of Lamafa after being a water bailer 
or spotter. If he’s able to prove his 
courage to the crew, he might be 
elected to take the place of one of  
the 20 aging Lamafa in Lamalera.

Our paledang glides to sea. We’re 
the very last crew to go on this 
thrilling voyage. In front of me sits 
the assistant of Lamafa Petrus. He is 
almost equally important because of 
his responsibility to manage the leo 
– the sacred rope which is attached 
to the hook. In the back sits the Tuan 
Perahu, the boat boss, who governs 
control of the paledang. Some sailors 
act as whale spotters monitoring all 
directions, while others pour out  
the water in our boat. Whilst we’re 
being dragged from the Johnson,  
Papa Petrus diligently sharpens the 
hook before attaching it onto the  
four-metre-long bamboo cane.

And there he is: the sperm whale 
of Moby Dick fame. The sea rebels 
are getting enraged – I witness 
the bloodthirsty mood manifested 
in the yelling and rowing of the 
hunters. Certainly, the danger to the 
Lamalerans during a hunt is not unlike 
the life-and-death struggle described 
in Moby Dick, Herman Melville’s 
famous novel about the Nantucket-
based whalers. But most often the 
menace is limited: Accidents usually 
involve getting entangled in the leo or 
squeezed between the whale and 
the paledang.

We let go of the rope which 
connects us to the engine-powered 
boat and approach the giant by 
rowing so as to remain in the long-
established boundaries. With eyes on 
the surfacing black back of the toothed 
predator, we slowly inch forward. 
Then, there is silence. The whale’s 
side seems to be close enough. With 
the harpoon ready, Petrus awaits the 
right moment, and finally leaps off, 
using the force of his own body weight 
and the iron tip of the bamboo harpoon 
to pierce the thick skin of the sperm 
whale. If the Lamafa is successful, the 
boat will be connected to the whale  

by the leo at the end of the harpoon.  
The whale may try to dive deep, aiming 
to escape, putting the boat and the 
crew in danger. Whales can take hours 
to tire, even after being speared by 
multiple harpoons. So you might be 
dragged along at full speed for several 
hours. In our case, Petrus pierced the 
whale’s flesh, but its tail somehow 
shook off the harpoon. The Johnson 
crew hurries back and we start 
chasing the whale once again.

Spearing a whale isn’t easy. The 
grim reality is that a fair part of 
hunting consists of being exposed 
to a merciless sun for hours while 
scouting desperately for a surfacing 
whale tail. No one dares to say a word. 
All I can hear is the sound of ripples 
gently crashing against our yawning 
paledang. We’re about 10 kilometres 
away from Lamalera, and after some 
hours of searching, the decision is 
made to venture back empty-handed.
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TOP RIGHT: Landing a whale is no easy task, 
requiring up to a dozen men 

RIGHT: A villager carving the whale blubber
IMAGE: Claudio Sieber

Leva Season
There stands the Whaleman’s 
Chapel, a sacred place even before 
the missionaries came to spread the 
word of God. This evening, the whalers 
crowd the beach to discuss new rules 
for the upcoming whaling season 
and sort out issues between clans. 
Besides diffusing minor problems, the 
discussion revolves around teamwork. 
Too much engine sound scares a 
whale off, hence the more engine-
powered boats used to assist a crew, 
the smaller the chance of catching  
a whale. In the new Leva Season,  
the crews nearest a sighted whale  
will decide if, and when, they need 
support from their comrades, while 
the others will wait a fair distance  
for a sign.

It frequently happens that when 
several paledang are cruising in 
company, a whale might be struck 
by the harpoon of one Lamafa, then 
escape, and be finally killed and 
captured by another one. Previously, 
the most violent disputes would often 
arise between the whalers regarding 
who gets which share, but in Lamalera 
today, the rules are clear.

A week after Lamafa Petrus pierced 
the sperm whale, its body was found 
floating at sea. The whale must have 
drifted away in the current and was 
eventually retaken by the crew of 
Lamafa Goris, who towed it alongside 
without risk of life or line. Being  
aware of the gigantic catch, I walk  
over to Petrus who is leisurely 
repairing his boat. As I’m about to  
give him a high-five, I notice that he’s 
not in the greatest of moods as I’ve 
expected him to be. I learn that Papa 
Petrus, although having basically 
killed this whale, has no right to 
receive any share of it, as it belongs  
to the crew which brings the catch 
back ashore. 

However, now the whale is to 
be landed at Lamalera’s beach. 
Because it had been killed just 
before the official whaling season, 
the Lamalerans consider it a gift 
from their ancestors and Ina Leva. 
It requires over a dozen men to tie 
up this weighty gift. Whilst the clan 
waits for low tide, they ostentatiously 

sharpen their knives. The butchery of 
a 15-metre long sperm whale is quite 
a hideous scene, as one may imagine. 
I’m told that for bigger whales, they’d 
use chainsaws. But for this rather 
small specimen, knives get the job 
done. Participating crew members will 
be rewarded with a share according 
to their role: The decision of who 
receives what whale part comes from 
the boat maker of the traditional 
paledang, the Ata Molan. He will 
routinely point at parts and explain 
how they are to be cut. 

Some might trade their share in 
nearby villages such as Posiwatu, 
Imulolong, and sometimes Lewoleba. 
Although an unwritten law dictates 
that one can only exchange whale 
flesh for other food, but never sold for 
money, a few Lamalerans might sell 
their share to other villagers to pay 
some bills.

The whalers carve away blubber 
and dissect the whale to bits. It smells 
like another world, as if the ocean has 
taken over the land. Amidst the tumult 
of blood and knifes, childish laughter 
echoes around as children build small 
dams of sand to diverge bloodstreams 
in between washing cuts. 

The cuts of a sperm whale are 
usually shared in the following 
order:
• Lamafa 

- given the biggest share, 
although he will never keep 
or consume his share but     
give it to his family, as the 
local belief is that if he were 
to take it for himself, his kids 
may become dull-minded

• The clan of the landowner
• The harpoon maker
• The crew, the clan of the boat
• The crew assisting in the killing  

of the whale
• The widows

- given the part near the tail,                        
which is reserved for them     

F E A T U R E  S P E A R I N G  W H A L E S  F O R  S U R V I V A L
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Changing Well-Established 
Microeconomics?
For those of us in the developed world, 
having gone through agricultural, 
industrial and social revelations, the 
idea of killing a whale evidently causes 
some distress. But before we are 
quick to judge, a recognition of not 
only the necessity, but the ingrained 

CLAUDIO SIEBER  
is currently wandering 
Southeast Asia. The 
emerging photojournalist’s 
work has been featured 
in over 30 publications, 
including Terra Mater, GEO, 
Asian Geographic, the New 
York Post and the Guardian. 
He specialises in recording 
the traditions and lifestyles 
of various Asian cultures, 
and hopes his photos can 
create a more understanding 
and tolerant society.

culture of whaling and spearfishing 
in Lamalera is essential if we are to 
see any change in this long-standing 
practice. We must first understand  
the plight of the villagers, and  
propose alternative livelihoods that 
they might accept. AD

Because the whale 
had been killed  
just before the 

official whaling season, 
the Lamalerans 

consider it a gift from 
their ancestors  
and Ina Leva
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