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For all the Lamalerans,
 past and present,
 especially those who appear in these pages,
 and for BKB, R.I.P.




   




	Tenang-tenang mendayung,

	Row calmly, row tranquilly,





	Didalam ombak selepas pantai.

	As the waves are loosed upon the shore.





	Tenang-tenang merenung,

	Daydream calmly, daydream tranquilly,





	Ditengah taufan hidup yang ramai,

	 In the middle of the typhoon of life,





	Ditengah taufan hidup yang ramai.

	 In the middle of the typhoon of life.







— Hymn sung during Misa Arwah, the Mass for Lost Souls


 


For by Art is created that great Leviathan called a Common-wealth, or State, (in latine Civitas) which is but an Artificiall Man; though of greater stature and strength than the Naturall.


— Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651







THE LAMALERANS


The Hariona Family


Yohanes “Jon” Demon Hariona: A young man striving to become a harpooner, custodian of the motorboat VJO


Fransiska “Ika” Bribin Hariona: His younger sister


Yosef Boko Hariona: His grandfather


Fransiska “Grandmother” Bribin Hariona: His grandmother


Lusia Sipa Hariona: His mother


Maria “Mari” Hariona: His youngest sister


The Seran Blikololong Family


Ignatius Seran Blikololong: Renowned harpooner and shipwright, trying to teach his sons his trades


Teresea Palang Hariona: His wife


Yosef Tubé Blikololong: His eldest son


Willibrodus “Ondu” Boeang Demon Blikololong III: His middle son


Benyamin “Ben” Kleka Blikololong: His youngest son


Maria “Ela” Hermina Elisabeth Began Blikololong: His youngest daughter


The Mikulangu Bediona Clan


Fransiskus “Frans” Boli Bediona: Head of the Mikulangu lineage of the Bediona clan, shaman, and captain of Kéna Pukã


Maria Kleka Blikololong: His wife, younger sister of Ignatius Seran Blikololong


Bernadette “Bena” Bediona: His youngest child


Andreus “Anso” Soge Bediona: His younger relation and Jon Hariona’s fishing partner


The Wujon Family


Siprianus “Sipri” Raja Wujon: Head of the Wujon clan, a Lord of the Land


Marsianus Dua Wujon: His son, also a Lord of the Land


Other Lamalerans


Yosef “Ote” Klake Bataona: Friend of Jon Hariona, sometime harpooner of Kéna Pukã and VJO


Fransiskus Gonsalés “Salés” Usé Bataona: Patron of Jon Hariona, owner of VJO, businessman, and former mayor of Lamalera


Aloysius Enga “Alo” Kĕrofa: Boyfriend of Ika Hariona
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Solor Archipelago
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Lamalera Beach




A Note on the Text


This is a true story. I witnessed many of these events. Scenes that I did not observe were reconstructed from interviews with participants and, when available, historical records. When accounts diverged on minor points, especially regarding hectic events like a hunt, I privileged the view of the person whose perspective frames the passage. When there were major differences of opinion about an occurrence, I made this explicit in the text. Notes to sources can be found at the end of this book. For rendering thoughts, feelings, or spiritual experiences, such as the Lamalerans’ communion with their Ancestors, I relied on the testimony of participants. Dialogue in quotation marks represents, most often, words I heard or, occasionally, words that were reconstructed by participants. All other speech is paraphrased. As with hunting a sperm whale, this book is the work of a village.




Prologue


THE APPRENTICE’S LESSON


June 27, 2014


Jon


Baleo! Baleo! — “The hunt is on!” The cry resounded through the village. A minute before, a motorboat had raced into the bay, and its crew had screamed the signal to the men on the beach, who themselves had taken up the cry. Now every man, woman, and child who had heard their alarm was adding a voice to the shouted relay, until all fifteen hundred souls in the ramshackle houses and surrounding jungle chorused that the sperm whales had been sighted.


When the clamor reached Yohanes “Jon” Demon Hariona in the decaying home he shared with his grandparents and sisters on the cliffs above Lamalera, he grabbed a baseball cap with frayed threads tasseling its brim, a battered plastic water jug, and a pill bottle stuffed with tobacco confetti and dried palm-leaf rolling papers. Then he dashed down steps chiseled into the stone of this Indonesian island, pushing aside hallooing children as he went.


On the beach, Jon’s tribesmen were already shoving the téna, their wooden whaling ships, across the sand and into the surf. Captains yelled exhortations at their crews. Jon set his shoulder against a thwart of Boli Sapang, the téna belonging to his clan, the Harionas, and strained with a dozen other men to launch it. Once the water unyoked the weight of the boat from him, he leapt aboard.


In the past, he had always manned one of the eight slim common paddles in the center of the téna, but he saw the left befaje oar, with its huge circular face, lying unclaimed at the prow, and raced to seize it before anyone else could. Recently engaged to be married, he fancied that he had matured beyond his twenty-two years. As the crew rowed through the breakers, he pulled the befaje oar, showing off his strength to his elders. But he had another reason for claiming the great oar: it was located directly behind the harpooner’s platform, so the two befaje oarsmen were sometimes called upon to aid the harpooner. Jon had wanted to be a lamafa, a harpooner, all his life. There was no higher honor for a Lamaleran man.


For nearly three hours, the fourteen téna of the Lamaleran fleet chased the spouts of three young bull sperm whales across the Savu Sea, repeatedly closing in only to be saluted by the animals’ flukes as they dove. Finally, Ondu Blikololong, the lamafa of Jon’s téna, screamed, Nuro menaluf! — “Hunger spoon!” or, colloquially, “Row as fast as you’d spoon rice if you were starving!” Or perhaps most accurately, “Row like you want to feed your families!”


Ten hand-carved paddles ripped the sea in professional unison. The thirty-foot sperm whale breached ahead of them, seawater cascading from its flanks. Although the leviathan measured only about the same length as the téna, the beast outweighed their vessel by at least twenty tons.


“Row like you want to feed your families!” Ondu shouted hoarsely, balanced at the front of the téna.


A nasal boom echoed as the whale exhaled. Then droplets showered the hunters: mucous and warm, distinct from the chillier spray off the ocean, as if the whale had blown its nose in their faces. Everyone on the téna knew the animal was filling its colossal lungs for a dive that could last half an hour. Time was short.


Ondu had been holding his sixteen-foot-long bamboo harpoon horizontally like a tightrope walker to balance himself against the unpredictable pitch, roll, and yaw of the téna. Now he turned the weapon vertical, and aimed the spearhead directly down. “Row like you want to feed your families!” he yelled once again.


Jon braced his feet against the hull and pulled his oar until a headache simmered in his skull and his chest ached. Because the befaje oar faced the stern, while the other paddlers faced forward, he had to keep glancing over his shoulder to track the whale.


Ondu crouched at the tip of the hâmmâlollo, the bamboo platform jutting five feet from the prow. His triceps quivered with the effort to poise the harpoon above his head. The platform edged forward, closer and closer, until his shadow dulled the sunlight glittering on the whale’s sea-glossed back, until the prow almost nudged the fleeing animal, until it seemed that he would never jump. Then he dove off the hâmmâlollo with kamikaze grace, both hands choking the bamboo shaft, and rammed the weapon into his prey with his entire bodyweight. The harpoon shaft shuddered, bent, and then straightened — but Ondu kept going, rebounding off the flank of the whale and into the sea, his arms and legs flailing. The bamboo remained planted in the animal, quivering.


The sperm whale thunderclapped the ocean with its flukes. A wave swamped the bow of Boli Sapang. The harpoon rope zipped so fast across the railing that it smoked, and an oarsman doused it with seawater to prevent it from igniting. The line was tied from the head of the harpoon to the aft of the téna. When it ran out, it jolted the entire ship, almost hurling Jon off his oar. The hawser thinned, with water spitting from its elongating threads, and hummed as it vibrated. The téna lurched forward, plowing through the waves as the whale dragged it like a horse drawing a sleigh.


Jon rushed to stow his oar and help the second harpooner, Fransiskus Boko Hariona, a distant uncle, set the two safety ropes that would prevent the harpoon line from running wild. In the depths, the sperm whale reversed direction, yanking the line against the left safety rope and bending it inward until it creaked. The crew shouted as the boat spun. The whale was striving to get lower, into a deep current that could carry it to freedom.


Then Boko hollered and snatched at two lengths of rope writhing like stepped-on snakes — the left safety rope, three fingers thick, had snapped in two. Boko raced to tie together these broken halves to corral the rogue harpoon line.


In the confusion, the right safety rope had also come undone. Jon stepped over the harpoon line and reached for it. A sudden crushing pain clamped onto his right calf. The harpoon line had broken through Boko’s makeshift knot and swung against the left side of the boat, pinning Jon’s leg against the hull so that he was bent over the railing, as if vomiting into the sea. He twisted, trying to get a better grip on the rope, but it was as unyielding as an iron bar, drawn taut by the thirty tons straining at the other end.


Jon remained silent as the line sawed across the back of his calf, tearing off skin. He hoped he could extricate himself from this predicament before his elders noticed. Misery elongated the seconds. He lost track of time. He had never considered the old men who hobbled through the village on stump legs with anything more than a teenager’s derision, but suddenly he saw that he might join their ranks. A flensing knife lay within reach. He could cut the rope and save his leg. But if the whale escaped, his clan might lack meat for months and his elders would accuse him of valuing his own life over the well-being of the tribe. No, he would have to hope the whale snapped the rope.


Boli Sapang was shaking now. The left railing tipped toward the sea. Though the ocean was calm, the ship rocked as if beset by five-foot waves, more heavily to the left with each heave. The crew mobbed to the right side of the téna to counterbalance it, but they were lofted like eleven men on the losing end of a seesaw. Only Jon remained on the left side, looking up helplessly at his clansmen. When the téna was almost vertical, the crew leapt into the water. Jon alone remained aboard, clawing at the rope, screaming. The boat capsized.


Darkness. A maelstrom of bubbles. Harpoons, ropes, knives, palm-leaf cigarettes, sharpening stones, bamboo hats, ratty T-shirts, and flip-flops — detritus of every kind sank with Jon. Above, silhouetted men kicked through flotsam and away from the overturned téna, which was being dragged beneath the surface. No matter how hard Jon stroked toward the sunlight, he still descended. Pain pulsed in his leg such that his ankle felt as if it were being twisted off. He glanced down through the murk: wound like an ampersand around his foot, tethering him to the whale diving into the abyss, was the harpoon rope. He yanked at it, but it was a rigid line, without so much as a wiggle.


At first, he feared nothing, certain that he had no sins on his heart and so his deliverance was guaranteed by the Ancestors, the spirits of past whalers whom the tribe worshipped. But he soon remembered that his Hariona clansmen had trespassed against the Ancestors and that the spirits required a sacrifice to forgive the wrong. He could feel the ghosts, risen from their seabed graves, thronging around him. He prayed to them and to Jesus that the rope would loosen, that the whale would surface.


He was an orphan, after all, and it was his responsibility to provide for his infirm grandparents and younger sisters, and soon for his fiancée. Who would bring home the whale meat if he did not? Bubbles wobbled above him. Air — his air, he realized, escaping his lungs. Only by somehow outpacing the whale would he be able to put enough slack in the line to untangle his foot. As his brain fizzed for lack of oxygen, he inverted himself and swam into the depths.




PART ONE


1994–2014




Chapter One


THE LAMALERAN ODYSSEY


March 10, 1994–April 1994


Frans — Ignatius — Yosef Boko — Fransiska


About five centuries ago, on the western rim of the Pacific Ocean, a tsunami obliterated the village of a band of hunter-gatherers now known as the Lamalerans. After a harrowing odyssey, the survivors built a new home on Lembata, a backwater island so remote that today other Indonesians call that corner of their nation “The Land Left Behind.” The shore of Lamalera Bay is too rocky and parched to grow crops, but the newcomers soon discovered that even one of the sperm whales schooling just offshore would provide enough meat to feed everyone for weeks. To survive this harsh environment and the dangerous work, the Lamalerans evolved a unique culture that has been rated by anthropologists as one of the world’s most cooperative and generous, a necessity when it comes to coordinating dozens of men to defeat colossal whales and then equitably share the bounty.


Today, the Lamalerans are among the small and ever-dwindling number of hunter-gatherer societies remaining in existence, and the only one to survive by whaling. Although the Lamalerans will harpoon anything from porpoises to orcas, their main prey are sperm whales, the largest toothed carnivore alive. The tribe’s three hundred hunters take an average of twenty a year, enough to sustain all fifteen hundred of their people with the jerkied meat through the lean monsoon season, when storms make it difficult to launch their ships. While several Inuit communities also still whale, those arctic seafarers increasingly derive their sustenance from imported packaged food and mechanized fishing methods, making the Lamalerans the world’s last true subsistence whalers. Indonesia is not a signatory to the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling, but even if it were, the agreement still permits aboriginal subsistence hunts like the Lamalerans’. Moreover, several hundred thousand sperm whales survive in the wild, meaning the tribe has little impact on the animal’s global population.


For hundreds of years, the hunt has been the foundation of the Lamalerans’ nutrition and culture. Even as neighboring tribes have abandoned ancient occupations for modern ones, the Lamalerans have preserved their unique livelihood by limiting foreign influences, worshipping their forebears, and defending the Ways of the Ancestors, a set of whaling and religious practices handed down through the generations. Though outside ideas — Catholicism spread by Jesuit missionaries, for example — have taken root in the tribe, the ancient beliefs remain strong, and the whalers continue to practice shamanism.


But over the last two decades, the Lamalerans, like many other indigenous peoples, have been ever more pressured by the free flow of information, goods, and technology that has transformed even the remotest corners of the earth. Today, the tribe is threatened by its youth abandoning whaling to seek a modern life, by industrial trawlers overfishing its waters, by businessmen and foreign activists attempting to change its livelihood, and by internal battles over how to cope with the conundrums posed by modernity. Unless the Lamalerans can figure out how to navigate these proliferating troubles while remaining true to their identities, they confront their end.


They are not alone in this struggle. Since Europeans began colonizing other continents in the sixteenth century, an accelerating wave of cultural extinction has halved the number of cultures worldwide, with thousands lost in the last century alone and thousands more predicted to be obliterated in the next few decades. In 2009, the United Nations reported that many of humanity’s 370 million indigenous people were enduring threats similar to those the Lamalerans face, for though the Lamalerans are almost unique as whalers, numerous groups still survive as herders, swidden agriculturalists, and hunter-gatherers.


The Lamalerans’ experience, then, speaks not just to the danger faced by earth’s remaining indigenous peoples but to the greater cultural extinction humanity is suffering. Before agriculture was invented, every human was a forager. In the transformation from our first identity to our modern one is the story of how our very nature has changed — for better and for worse. As the number of ways to be human rapidly diminishes, all people, whether in industrialized or traditional societies, must ask: What is being lost as our original modes of life die out? Who are we now? And who will we become?


AS RECENTLY AS 1994, most of the outside world’s threats to the Lamalerans still lay beyond the horizon. Each morning, the hunters sang prayers to the Ancestors while raising their palm-leaf sails. By early March, the squalls of the winter monsoon, during which whaling mostly pauses, had been replaced by the gray clouds that often lid the sky just before the dry season, when the hunt resumes.


On March 10 of that year, the tribesmen were pile-driving flagstones into the village’s dirt road, which had liquefied during the preceding three months of rain, when someone witnessed a sperm whale body slam the Savu Sea. Baleo! Baleo! Baleo! echoed. They dropped their shovels and sprinted to the beach. But with so many men working on the road up and down the mountain, there were only enough within earshot to launch six of the twenty-one téna.


Ignatius Blikololong, Ondu Blikololong’s father and one of the most renowned harpooners in the tribe despite his slight frame and forty-four years, bid a hasty farewell to Teresea Hariona, his wife. She was due to give birth to their next child at any hour, but a lamafa was responsible for feeding not just his family: he had to spear the prey that would be divided among his whole clan. He felt he could not shirk his duty, especially when the tribe had almost exhausted its food stores during the monsoons, waiting to hunt again. Their parting was notably emotional among the other Lamaleran couples taking their leave without fanfare, for they had endured an epic romance, star-crossed by family feuds, and remained unusually demonstrative afterwards. There was only enough time for him to nod to his seven-year-old son, Ben, before claiming the hâmmâlollo of the ship Téti Heri.


Yosef Boko Hariona said goodbye to his two-year-old grandson, Jon, who often howled at leave-takings since his father had abandoned him and his mother. Yosef Boko was entering his sixth decade, but he still whaled, as there was no other man to support his wife, husbandless daughter, and her children. He joined Ignatius and grabbed Téti Heri’s tiller oar, for though he could no longer paddle as forcefully as younger men, he could steer with savvy.


Fransiskus “Frans” Boli Bediona, a stocky thirty-six-year-old shaman with an overgrown beard and mane, impatiently took his leave from his wife, who was Ignatius’s younger sister, and their three young children, pausing only to kiss the littlest, his infant daughter, Bernadette, whom he called Bena. He burned with an almost religious fervor to get hunting. Whaling connected him to the Ancestors as much as the animal sacrifices and other rituals he helped execute. He served as the backup harpooner on the téna Kelulus.


As the six impromptu crews chased after the white spouts contrasting against the dark waves and stormy sky, they sang. At that time, it was still the Age of Song, before outboard engines silenced the hunters. Every man joined in. As they rowed, they chorused:







	Kidé ajaka tani-tena

	Many widows and orphans cry





	Lié doré angina

	Requesting for the wind to join us





	Hari hélu bo kanato.

	And for the fish to come to us.










There were different songs for each kind of prey, songs to celebrate a successful hunt, and songs to mourn returning home empty-handed. On land, there were specific songs for axing trees, building boats, pestling rice into flour, weaving sarongs, rocking babies to sleep, recounting the stories of the Ancestors, and every other aspect of life. The Lamalerans sang in a high nasal pitch, often bridging their choruses with eerie extended notes and ululations.


The songs were more than music — they were prayers. The Lamalerans believe in a kind of animism mixed with Catholicism, with ancestor worship thrown in. For them, everything has a spirit — from their prey to the sun — and it must be honored. The Ancestors might have died, but their ghosts still accompany their descendants. Thus, the songs of the Lamalerans aim to influence both the spiritual and the physical world, entreating the winds to rise, their progenitors to guard them, and the whales to come. For the sperm whales they chase are not just animals but gifts sent by the Ancestors to sustain them as a reward for following their Ways. Maintaining a strong relationship with the spirits is key to a successful life.


AS THE GROUP OF TÉNA closed in on its prey, Ignatius tightrope-walked to the tip of the hâmmâlollo. At the tiller, Yosef Boko called out a rhythm, and his men paddled together with seamless coordination. The whole fleet converged with the teamwork of a wolf pack to trap the breeding school of kotekĕlema, the fatty-headed whale, the Gift of the Ancestors. To defeat them, the whole tribe would have to unite.


Ignatius’s ship approached near enough to the closest fleeing whale that he could read the history of the animal’s victories inscribed in its gray hide — ellipses of Os dimpled across its snout, stamped there by the suckers of giant squids it devoured a mile below the surface. He leapt onto the whale’s back with a practiced determination, driving his harpoon precisely into the soft flesh two feet below the dorsal hump, before swimming back to his téna.


The Lamalerans’ strategy was to land as many harpoons as possible, and soon other téna had added their weapons. Now, pulling the accumulating weight of multiple ships, the whale would exhaust itself, and the hunters could harry it from all sides. While one téna was significantly outmatched, a team could overwhelm it.


At first, the battle was close enough to shore that the wives of the whalers spectated as if the headlands were bleachers and the sea a stadium. While Fransiska Hariona, Yosef Boko’s wife, was normally a fretful person, the frothy explosions raised by the thrashing whales concerned her less than keeping an eye on the toddler Jon. Whaling was always risky, with injuries or even, occasionally, deaths resulting, but it was also routine enough that any sense of danger was dulled. Besides, Lamaleran women had their own work to occupy them, from shelling rice, to curing whale steaks, to bartering with the mountain tribes, to weaving sarongs from jungle cotton and then dyeing them with colors crushed from roots.


Two téna quickly overcame a thirty-ton female and a toothless ten-foot-long infant, which probably belonged to a fleeing whale, and then paddled them to shore, their crews singing gratefully to honor the Gifts of the Ancestors. But Téti Heri and Kelulus, as well as two other téna, were dragged by a pair of different whales over the horizon.


The wives returned to work, keeping one eye on the sea. But in the late afternoon instead of sails appearing, a storm front arose. Although the Ancestors forbade the use of engines in the hunt, the tribe did have two skiffs equipped with outboard motors, which they dispatched to find the missing hunters. But strafing precipitation turned the search party around.


At evening, the downpour broke, and the tribe lit signal fires on the beach. Fresh rain soon extinguished them, however. When Fransiska and the other wives tried hanging gas pressure lanterns under the awnings of the boat sheds, the deluge blotted out their light. The weather made them nervous, but hunts normally lasted hours and once or twice a year extended overnight. There was no cause for great concern yet.


Except for Teresea Hariona, Ignatius’s wife and Yosef Boko’s close relative, who crouched in her bamboo hut and cradled her pregnant stomach. Her youngest son, Ben, slept nearby on a mattress stitched out of old rice sacks and stuffed with corn husks, having tried to maintain a vigil for his father and comfort his nervous mother, before eventually succumbing to exhaustion. Every so often she would rise and peer out the door through the storm toward the thrashing ocean, wondering if the baby, which was due at any moment, or Ignatius would arrive home first.


AS THE PAIR OF WHALES had towed Ignatius, Frans, and Yosef Boko east, with two téna attached to each whale, the hunters had rested for five hours, confident that the combination of blood loss and the drogue of the téna would exhaust their prey. But while Labalekang, the volcano behind Lamalera village, diminished from a mile-high peak to a thimble of dirt, the cetaceans never faltered. When a tempest swept onto the horizon in the late afternoon, the Lamalerans realized they would soon have to finish off the whales or brave the storm.


Frans and his lamafa managed to lance their whale again, but in response it uppercut the prow of Kelulus with its tail. The crew fled to the back of the téna as the whale brutalized the front with its flukes. Frantically, they rowed in reverse, letting out rope so they remained attached to the whale. Once safe, they stuffed the two cracks zigzagging through the hull with their sarongs, but the sea kept bubbling in.


The whale that Ignatius on Téti Heri and the lamafa of another téna, Kéna Pukã, had been needling tore through their harpoon ropes at last and dove. With only one chance left to return to Lamalera with a catch, the two téna turned to chase the whale that had just disabled Kelulus. The animal was being kept from escaping by the harpoon ropes attaching it to Kelulus and Kebako Pukã, the flagship vessel of the fleet.


As Ignatius embedded a harpoon in the whale, he glimpsed through the froth of battle a grotesque beast: its head and belly were streaked with white, as if it were partially albino, and its lower jaw had been snapped in half during some ancient battle. In response to this new harpoon, the whale began lobtailing — inverting itself so that its tail stood out of the water and its nose pointed at the seafloor, and then sledgehammering its flukes into the waves. Ignatius ordered a retreat, spooling out rope.


To cover Téti Heri’s flight, Kebako Pukã landed a tenth harpoon, but in retaliation the whale stove in the ship’s bow strake. Half the crew stripped to plug the puncture with their shirts, while the rest bailed and back-paddled.


Stymied, the fleet let their opponent take several hundred feet of rope, rowed close together, and conferenced. Some of the men said they had seen a baby suckling the whale when they first attacked — the baby the other téna had killed. They guessed that the mother was strengthened by a desire for revenge. Ignatius feared that she was not an animal but an unholy monster — though she was only about forty-five feet long, already she had done more damage to the fleet than bull whales twenty feet longer.


The sun crisped to an ember on the western horizon, and then its last rays were blotted out by thickening clouds. As the whale drew them toward the onrushing storm, Ignatius realized that the whale was not trapped by them: they were trapped by the whale. From the hâmmâlollo, he waved a two-foot-long flensing knife and addressed his fellows: “The time has come for us to cut our harpoon rope and go home!”


But the whalers responded, “Don’t let it go! We’ll take it tomorrow!” And so, they kept on.


Night soiled the evening. The men hammered sprung boards tight with whetstones, roped the shattered strakes back into place, and stuffed pith caulking into the cracks. The stars turned off as a blacker darkness conquered the sky. Lightning flared. Thunder drummed. Rain began to pellet the Lamalerans. Waves tackled the téna. The men became so exhausted bailing with halved coconut shells that they had to work in shifts. Ignatius labored stoically, not resting like many of the others, trying to ignore his yearning for his wife, his worry about if their child had yet been born, and his guilt for not being with them.


Around midnight, the storm subsided. From his knotty beard and mane of hair, Frans wrung water into his mouth; the fleet had rushed into battle so suddenly that they carried almost no food or drink. Though he missed his children and wife, he remained enthusiastic for the hunt: he was sure the Ancestors were testing the mettle of their descendants, and he meant to pass that challenge. And his clan’s storehouse, like many others, was running perilously low on whale jerky.


The men bedded down atop wound ropes and the furled sail. Yosef Boko stowed his steering oar, which was useless against the whale’s overwhelming strength, but remained awake, tracking her movements telegraphed through the harpoon rope. It was his job to guide the men home, and even if he could not steer them to safety, he still felt the responsibility to watch over them. But he also trembled with the premonition that this whale would defeat them. When Ignatius had offered to cut the rope, he had silently urged him on. If he was lost, who would care for his wife and grandchildren, including Jon?


By the time dawn pearled, the broken-jawed whale was hauling them through sea beyond the sight of land. She showed no signs of wearing out.


Ignatius called the téna together and announced, “We must have offended the Ancestors yesterday for the whale to be so fierce. We must all clean our mouths, so God will entrust this whale to us and the village can eat.” The hunters prayed.


Soon after, at last the whale’s strength began to wane. She no longer porpoised, but paddled tiredly along the surface. Instead of fountaining, she spouted a light mist, as if hyperventilating. Believing her weakened, Ignatius did not select a harpoon from the weapons rack. Instead, he tied a rusty boat hook to a bamboo pole and ordered his men to row quietly forward. He slid the hook into the whale’s blowhole and yanked back. The colossal head turned. A massive eye judged him.


The whale geysered, dislodging the hook. Then she head-butted Téti Heri so hard that the caulking popped out from between its boards and the Savu Sea began trickling in.


A terrifying possibility dawned on Ignatius: perhaps the whale had just been playing dead, trying to draw in the fleet. No blood reddened her spouting, which meant that the dozen or so harpoon strikes had failed to penetrate her vital organs. Her wounds were only skin-deep.


The whale battered Téti Heri with its tail, until the listing téna retreated. Next it broke off the hâmmâlollo of Kéna Pukã, and the already hobbled Kelulus had its bow rammed open after it tried to cover for its escaping fellows.


But still, many men, including Frans, wanted to finish the battle and claim the whale, which could feed the tribe until the hunting season began in two months. The lamafa of all four ships gathered in a phalanx on the prow of Kebako Pukã, the lone undamaged ship, wielding lances made of duri, flensing knives as long as a man’s forearm, lashed to harpoon shafts. The téna attacked the whale perpendicularly, maneuvering to keep out of range of her tail. But no matter how much pink blood poured from her lacerated hide, her spouting remained pure.


Ignatius was honing his duri with a whetstone when the hull leapt beneath his feet, almost catapulting him, as the whale’s flukes tore open the bow of the téna, so that the halves only connected like a clamshell at the keel.


The men fled the wreckage, swimming to Téti Heri, the only remaining seaworthy téna. The whale lobtailed, as if challenging the Lamalerans to return to the ring. Ignatius, Yosef Boko, and many of the other men had become convinced that their opponent was not a real whale but a “Satan-like” evil spirit. The hunters finally agreed among themselves to cut the ropes that bound them to the devil whale.


But the harpoon lines were not disposable factory-made ropes: they were the leo, the Spirit Ropes of the téna, whose souls were twinned with the souls of each clan’s Spirit House, the locus of their powers. And the leo were woven from jungle cotton, as well as the bark of gebang palms and hibiscus trees, so practically, they represented weeks of work for the community. They could not be carelessly trashed. It was decided that someone would swim through the shark fins razoring the bloody ocean and cut the lines near the harpoon heads to save as much of their length as possible.


Frans volunteered for the mission. As he pulled himself along a harpoon rope with one hand and clutched a duri in the other, he did not fear the hammerhead, white pointer, and tiger sharks ghosting below him through the red mist. When a few zipped in and nosed him like dogs, he kicked the nerve bundles in their snouts. The Lamalerans believe that a shark will not hurt a man with a pure heart, and he knew himself to be righteous. While hunting, he would regularly manhandle sharks into his téna and knife them open. (An anthropologist living with the tribe in the 1980s described seeing men wade into the breakers of Lamalera Bay, pull tiger sharks ashore by their tails, and club them to death.) As he drew closer to the slowly swimming whale, the sharks peeled off to avoid the reach of its tail. But he approached within a few feet of the flukes, then hacked through the four harpoon lines that had endured — at least six others had torn. The ropes were reeled in, and he hitched a ride on the last one.


The whale stroked away, shadowed by dorsal fins. Then she spouted and raised her flukes — either in threat or leave-taking — and dove. She did not resurface.


The Lamalerans set about improvising what repairs they could. The crew of Kéna Pukã winched ropes around its prow, squeezing the boards tight enough to prevent it from taking on more water. It could support a skeleton crew. But even though Kebako Pukã and Kelulus were similarly salvaged, they were only able to buoy Frans and a few other diehards to bail them. Those ships’ crews mostly loaded into Kéna Pukã, though one man joined Téti Heri. Then the whalers lashed the fleet into a line, with Téti Heri followed by Kéna Pukã, both towing the foundering Kelulus and Kebako Pukã. Abandoning the damaged téna was never discussed, for the Lamalerans believe the whaling ships have spirits just as men do. Frans felt that Kelulus and Kéna Pukã, on both of which he often served, had mothered him through trials “like a hen protecting her chick,” and he had to protect them.


With clouds smothering the sun and land hidden by the horizon, the Lamalerans were unable to track north. To save their flagging strength, for they had not eaten and had only drunk rainwater since embarking, they decided to play the lottery of the wind. The crew of Téti Heri stood up a twenty-foot bamboo bipod mast. From it, they unscrolled a sail that looked like a giant sheet of papyrus. It was made of dozens of eight-by-ten-inch squares woven from strips of dried palm leaf that were quilted together across a grid of ropes. Few if any other such sails remained outside of Lamalera, though once whole fleets had sailed the Pacific using them. The whalers rotated the sail around the mast to confront the zephyr, and the téna skidded over the waves.


In the midafternoon, palm-fringed hills edged above the southeastern horizon like a cloud bank. It was Semau Island. But although the Lamalerans had located themselves, the discovery was not a happy one: Semau lay more than one hundred miles from home.


As evening neared, another typhoon swaggered toward them. By then, it had become apparent that the more badly damaged boats were slowing them down, and the men of Téti Heri ordered Ignatius to ask the other crews to let them go ahead. Ignatius strained his sandpapered throat to make himself heard over the groaning squall. “May we go ahead? The wind is strong. We will tell the village what has happened and where you are.”


Frans was enraged. It was unthinkable that the crew of Téti Heri would even consider leaving them: that was not the spirit of the Lamalerans. The most important directive of the Ways of the Ancestors was that the unity of the tribe was paramount, as expressed in the saying that all fathers taught their sons: Talé tou, kemui tou, onã tou, mata tou — One family, one heart, one action, one goal.


“We live and die together!” the men in the damaged téna answered. “You can’t go ahead!”


Waves were sharpening into whitecaps. The crew of Téti Heri urged Ignatius to try again.


Contradictory feelings roiled Ignatius’s heart: He would never abandon his tribesmen, but would not they all have a better chance of survival if Téti Heri raced ahead to summon help? There was no use dying in solidarity with his tribesmen if that meant his children, including his unborn baby, would lose a father. And ultimately, it was not a request. Even if he wanted to remain with the fleet, he could not overrule his crew.


“May we go first so the village knows we are not all dead and can send help?” Ignatius shouted.


Again, he was rebuffed. Only this time, as he was calling to his brethren, the crew untied the linking rope. Unburdened, Téti Heri shot ahead on the turbulence pushed before the storm. The other téna shrank to three nodding sails. Then the lowering heavens curtained them off.


Ignatius could not control his tears. It felt as if he had been forced to forsake the Ancestors and his tribesmen. And he knew that the spirits always exacted revenge for such failures, on individuals and on the tribe as a whole.


As evening thickened, the gale threatened to use their sail as a lever to flip Téti Heri. It took Ignatius and two other men to dismantle the mast, though usually one man could handle it. Buckshot raindrops bulleted them. The tempest doubled the darkness of the night and whirled them willy-nilly, heaving the sea over the outriggers. The rowers slumped against the thwarts, bailing desultorily. Those too exhausted to work crawled under the sail. Five times Ignatius gathered the crew and led them in prayer until the accumulating water forced them to return to bailing.


We are all brothers, Ignatius thought. It would have been better if we had died together. Lord, at least bring us to shore, so our families can find our bodies and give us proper funerals, and we can join the Ancestors.


THAT FRIDAY NIGHT, AS THE STORM pummeled the sea, the eighth child of Ignatius and Teresea came crying into the world. Even though she was a girl, she was named Ignatius Seran Blikololong Jr., for the family was convinced her father was dead. Christening her with his name was a way of summoning home his lost soul.


Saturday morning, dawn flickered behind the wet clouds like the flame of a whale oil lantern sputtering to life behind its woven bamboo lampshade. Grandmother Fransiska, who had slept on the beach to tend the signal fires, woke with sand in her hair. She had refused to eat the previous day, since it became clear Yosef Boko’s disappearance was serious, and ignored her grandson Jon, who cried and pawed at her for attention. Nearby, Maria Kleka Blikololong, Frans’s wife and Ignatius’s sister, also maintained a vigil while relatives mothered her toddlers.


Nearly half a hundred wives embalmed in grieving hope watched as the remaining fleet, perhaps seventeen boats in all, dispersed toward every point on the compass in search of their missing husbands, bearing fresh coconuts, water, and rice wrapped in banana leaves. The male bloodlines of several of the tribe’s twenty-one clans now lay over the horizon.


Back on that first night of the whalers’ absence, anxieties had been controlled. But a second day without sighting the boats was troubling. The Savu Sea is not wide — on a clear morning, it is possible to glimpse the peaks of Timor Island on the other side from Lamalera’s cliffs. Even if the téna had been dragged south out of the Savu Sea into the Indian Ocean, they should have been able to navigate back to where search parties could spot their sails.


As the third day shortened, everyone knew the likelihood of a safe return was swiftly diminishing. Two brutish storms had scoured the sea, and even if the lost crews had survived those and the whale, they had taken no provisions with them. Whalers died with heartbreaking regularity: the town’s Catholic priest inaugurated every hunting season by reading off the dozens of names of men lost at sea in the last century.


The elders gathered under the banyan tree in the village square to ferret out and rectify the crime the Ancestors must be punishing them for. A runner was dispatched to the island’s capital, a thirty-mile marathon over the mountains, so that the authorities would broadcast a radio message to alert ships in transit. As the sun declined behind Labalekang, the tribe gathered on the beach for a service led by the priest.


Shortly thereafter, as if by the will of God, someone spotted a diamond sail decorating the horizon. A motorboat was dispatched to rush supplies to the téna. A man with binoculars announced to a gathering crowd that Téti Heri was being towed in. A rumor circulated that a corpse was aboard. The whalers had been nearly three days at sea without water, after all. Grandmother Fransiska wept, knowing that Yosef Boko crewed Téti Heri. Maria wondered: Where were the other ships and her husband?


The sun had almost smoldered out when men dragged the téna ashore and exhumed a group of still-living sunburned skeletons. Skin from their chests and thighs had peeled away for they had used their shirts and pants to stuff the holes in the ship. Their lips were puffed, blistered, and chapped. Bloodshot, their eyes glowed. Even supported by a man on either side, the returned could barely walk.


Tribesmen had to coax Yosef Boko into letting go of the tiller oar before they could get him to step down from the boat: he had barely slept the entire journey, believing that as long as he held the tiller oar, it was his responsibility to watch his men. Grandmother Fransiska had grown almost as haggard as he was during her fast. The emaciated couple clung to each other, wracked with sobs, though both normally prided themselves on their reserve. Lusia Hariona, Yosef Boko’s daughter and Jon’s mother, supported him up the cliff, while Jon toddled after them, crying. At their house, Yosef Boko washed off the salt water with a bucket shower, devoured a plate of plain rice, and then fell into a sleep that would last nearly a full day.


While the rest of the men were surrounded by their families, Ignatius wandered the beach alone. Fear unmanned him. Where was his wife? Had something gone wrong with the pregnancy? A female relative approached and slapped him on the shoulder. She cried, “Where is my husband? Where is my husband?”


His throat was so painfully dry, he could not speak, for he had been unable to stomach the water and mushed bananas given to him by the crew of the motorboat. Besides, how could he explain that they had left her husband?


But then his eldest daughter pushed out of the crowd and embraced him. “You have a daughter!” she said. “We would have called her by your name even though she was a girl. But you’re home!”


Ignatius croaked an apology for not being there, but his daughter laughed. “The important thing is that you’re home!”


At his hut, the first time Ignatius held his new child, he cradled possibility so pure it did not even have a name, and he almost wept trying to decide what to call her, for his daughter no longer needed to bear his masculine cognomen. Meanwhile, his son Ben clutched his leg as if he would never let go.


Once the happy families had returned home, only the desolate wives were left to build a bonfire of their hopes on the headlands. Maria threw deadwood onto the flames as if it were an offering, as if the desperate light could summon her lost husband. She was grateful that her brother Ignatius had been returned, but the fact that so many men besides Frans had been saved only highlighted her grief. She was sure she was a widow — a status every Lamaleran woman feared not only because of their loss but also because their Catholic faith permitted no possibility of remarriage. If Frans did not return, she and her three children would have to subsist on charity.


Every few minutes, eerie trumpeting echoed from the darkness. After the captain of Téti Heri had admitted to abandoning the rest of the fleet, the motorboats had been sent forth bearing conch shells. Between notes, Maria and the other yearning wives listened for an answering call from the lost téna. Around midnight, the motorboats puttered home alone. The wailing of the women woke the village.


Still, for days afterwards, Maria waited on the beach for sails that never came. Eventually, when hope was lost, the clans sent divers to retrieve nautilus shells, those bones bent into the shape of eternity, which they buried in place of the bodies.


ON THE FRIDAY AFTERNOON WHEN Téti Heri left, it had seemed to Frans that the betrayers took a long time to abandon the fleet. Each time the distant téna would sink into the trough between waves, as though finally vanishing, after a moment the tip of its sail would once more appear when the ship was lofted by a roller.


As Frans watched his brother-in-law forsake him, he thought of his three children, especially of Bena, only nine months old, with her sweet bubbling laugh. The Ancestors had granted him barely any time to get to know her. He tried not to brood on the hardships his children would endure without a father to protect them. He hoped Ignatius would do so, for almost all of their male relatives in the Mikulangu Bediona clan, who could have provided for them in his stead, clung to the wrecks of the three téna along with Frans. If they did not make it home, the clan would be decimated.


Eventually, Téti Heri’s sail did not rise again.


Frans and his men were in desperate condition. They had already eaten the few bananas that had been aboard and drunk their clay water pot dry. Frans had caulked a breach in Kelulus with his shirt, leaving him wearing only shorts; already his chest and shoulders blazed and prickled with sunburn. Thirty-four men had been crammed onto Kéna Pukã, which normally held no more than fourteen, and it rode so low that waves constantly spilled over its railings.


Still, Frans would not have sailed away with Téti Heri. Kéna Pukã was the téna of his branch of the Bediona clan, the Mikulangus, while Kelulus served the other branch. He would have no more abandoned them than left a wounded cousin on the battlefield. Each clan has one téna, which is considered a living being, with its soul linked to the bloodline’s Spirit House, the family’s temple. It is this spiritual investment in the téna that has kept the tribe building the ships exactly according to ancient methods, so that they are the last lashed-lug ships in the world, though once the seas of Southeast Asia and even Europe were full of them. Screws, nails, or other modern tools are banned in their construction, and all their materials are sourced from the jungle, for each copies the design of the original téna the Ancestors sailed on to Lamalera, Kebako Pukã. The whalers could have lightened the load of their gradually swamping ships by discarding equipment, but they believed that the sails were the ships’ sarongs, and the boats would be naked without them.


The gale swept them east until they caught a glimpse of the bent tip of Labalekang. The mile-high volcano topping their island was a mere anthill in the distance, but it provided a small hope. They began to paddle weakly, taking a few strokes then resting. Black clouds avalanched toward their backs. Soon night hid Labalekang. Then the storm pounced. Despite the waves the men had to furiously bail, Frans was thankful for relief from the torturing sun. The rain also proved a blessing: he wrung water from his thick Melanesian curls into his mouth while other men used the sail to funnel water down their parched throats.


Dawn emerged bluebird-clear, hazeless. But Labalekang had vanished. The crew had lost all sense of position in the night as the tempest whirligigged them around. No one had possessed the strength to lift a paddle, so they had let the wind have its way with them. Every few hours, the men had prayed communally for their salvation.


The sun reflected off the ocean, irradiating them from below and above. Frans’s throat hurt to talk. His lips had dried until riven. The speech of his fellows slurred, becoming nearly incomprehensible. He estimated that he had only a 25 percent chance of surviving now. The thought of his family pricked his eyes with tears, but he told himself he must not cry: he needed the moisture.


In the late afternoon, not long before Ignatius and the crew of Téti Heri would arrive home, the whalers spotted a pair of cinder-cone volcanoes to the east — but rather than comforting Frans, the sight crushed him: it was Flores, two islands to the west of Lembata. They had been swept by the second storm seventy-five miles from home and outside the area that any Lamaleran ship would search for them. They tried to maneuver north and east, but the wind was against them, driving them farther from the Savu Sea and into the wilderness of the Indian Ocean. Some men tied themselves to the ship, so that their bodies could be returned to Lamalera if it was found. Frans was not yet ready to do that, but he decided that the next day he would. He prayed, knowing he was powerless to save himself.


That night, a forgiving rain — without a storm, for once. The men suckled from their shirts, their beards, and the sail. Once they had rehydrated, some began chewing their clothes. One thin hunter gorged himself on the dried tree pith they used to stem leaks between the boards. Except for a few noodles of seaweed plucked from the ocean, they had eaten nothing. With too many men for everyone to lie down in the hull, they slumped over the thwarts or sprawled on the hâmmâlollo, nodding against the ropes tied around them that kept them from falling off.


Frans fever-dreamed about God, heaven, hell, and his family. At a vague hour, the cloud cover momentarily parted to reveal the starencrusted sky. The Southern Cross was staked into the horizon. Frans knew this constellation by the name the “Pointer,” since from the Savu Sea it always aimed toward Lamalera, and for a moment the way home was revealed. If they could just follow that course, he might survive and once more balance Bena atop his head, his two hands upraised to keep her safe, and marvel at how light and fragile she was, and yet how vital, as she screamed laughter and pulled at the hair of her perch. But then the clouds returned and stole his knowledge of even what direction his wife and children were in.


By morning, though Kéna Pukã and Kelulus remained seaworthy, Kebako Pukã had begun to take on water, for no one had enough strength to keep bailing it. The ur-téna, the téna of téna, would have to be abandoned. Even Fransiskus “Sisu” Bataona, the captain of Kebako Pukã and the head of the Ola Langu lineage of the Bataona clan, which owned the téna, agreed. He volunteered to go down with his ship, before others convinced him that was unnecessary.


Sisu climbed atop the hâmmâlollo jutting above the waterline. His throat was so dry and he was so exhausted that he felt like a leaf at the end of the dry season, withered and about to fall. He addressed the spirit of the téna. “We now have no more strength. It is better that you go before us and wait for us onshore.” He was invoking the Molo Ge Tede Kame re Mara, a ceremonial leave-taking sometimes used to say goodbye to the dead.


Behind him, the other Lamalerans wept. They knew everyone shared responsibility for abandoning the sacred téna. The disappointed Ancestors would exact their vengeance.


By the time Sisu climbed aboard Kéna Pukã, the currents had started to take Kebako Pukã. It swiveled, its hâmmâlollo grazing the harpooning platforms of its two fellows, as if in farewell. Already, the waves edged up the prow. Soon the ocean swallowed it. A hoarse wail burst from the Lamalerans.


They raised Kéna Pukã’s sail. Before long, Frans and his tribesmen hallucinated that they could see Lamalera just a few miles away, with signal fires burning bright as if it were dark, though it was full daylight. With what little strength they had, they rowed, but throughout the day, their home always remained just out of reach.


WHEN EVENING COAGULATED, THE VISION vanished and the Lamalerans lay still as corpses in the ships. Frans thought some of his fellows had already died. Still, he did not lash himself to the thwarts. He could endure a little more. If morning dawned hopelessly, he would tie himself to the téna. It would be as God willed it. He dreamed of his wife cradling his newborn.


A little before midnight, Frans stirred from his fugue to the sound of one of his shipmates croaking. The man was pointing into the darkness. Then he saw a row of halogen-lit windows floating above the Savu Sea, framing fancily clothed men and women with pale skin. A thick beam of light roved across the waves, blinding him when it settled on the téna. He suddenly understood why the Ancestors had teased the whalers with the phantasm of their home: they had been encouraging them to cling to life for just a few more hours.


A metal ship four times as long as the téna, with the words Spice Islander painted across its hull, chugged toward the Lamalerans. Frans had glimpsed modern ships while hunting but rarely seen one this close. When a metal arm lowered a speedboat into the water, he thought he was delirious. The speedboat zoomed up to them, lashed the téna to itself, and dragged the whalers to the Spice Islander. Promises of food and water enticed the hunters to untie themselves from Kéna Pukã and furl the sail.


As the Lamalerans stepped onto metal stairs lowered from the bow, forty or so foreigners lined the railing, aiming strange metal boxes, which blinded them with white flashes. The hunters leaned against Indonesian sailors, infantile with weakness. The white-skinned men and women shook their hands and gave them plastic water bottles they struggled to open until someone showed them how to unscrew the caps. The tourists made them pose and held up the metal boxes once more. Frans was too tired and thankful to care.


Then the captain of the ship, a man named Sebastianus Rosari, led them to the mess hall. There they were served coffee sugared with condensed milk, along with crumbly slices of white cake, which tasted bitter to Frans, and which Sebastianus told them was called bread. He was from Larantuka, the largest city in the Solor Archipelago, and had met Lamalerans who made supply runs there. His eastern Indonesian accent and familiarity with their culture put them at ease. He explained that the Spice Islander had been cruising from the Komodo Islands, home of the legendary dragons, to Timor, from where the tourists would fly home, when he heard a radio bulletin about their lost ships. His marine radar pinged two unidentified vessels adrift off normal shipping lanes, and he had set out to investigate.


At the end of the meal, Sebastianus apologized that the two surviving téna would have to be scuttled. Frans and the other Lamalerans begged him to save the téna, explaining that the boats had souls like humans. He agreed to try. Using the onboard crane, the crew winched Kéna Pukã onto the deck, where its ravaged hull was bared for all to see. But when they tried to lift Kelulus, the damaged ship began to break apart.


The Lamalerans beseeched Sebastianus to drag the téna to the nearest island, where they could stash the wreck until they could return. But he explained that it would be more than seventy-five miles out of their way and he had to get the passengers to Kupang the next day for their flight. “The law of the sea is to save people, not boats.”


Until then, a Lamaleran had remained aboard Kelulus to bail, eating and drinking there, but the man was recalled. He brought with him the leo rope, but left the ship’s sail and harpoons for the Ancestors who would row it in the watery underworld.


The floodlights of the Spice Islander illuminated Kelulus. Already, without someone to bail it, it was sinking.


“You go ahead and wait for us onshore,” the owner of Kelulus cried to the téna. “Soon we will join you!”


The rope between Kelulus and the Spice Islander was unknotted.


A whaler declared, “It’s better that I go with my téna!” He tried to climb over the railing, but other men restrained him.


Many Lamalerans wept hysterically. Others covered their eyes, unable to watch the sinking of the second ship they had lost in one hunt. Frans tried to face the leave-taking unblinkingly, but he grieved as if he were watching the drowning of a family member.


Every téna has a pair of eyes painted on either side of its bow. As the Spice Islander motored away, its wake spun Kelulus to face the departing Lamalerans. As the two vessels separated, Kelulus never broke eye contact. Frans was sure that its spirit was bidding him a personal farewell. At last, he cried. Years later, telling the story to Lamaleran youth would still unman him with tears.


The tourists photographed the spectacle.


The Lamalerans slept that night on a nest of blankets and pillows piled on the viewing deck. Many of the tourists had donated clothes. Frans was pajamaed in a long-sleeve dress shirt, the cuffs of which covered his hands and the tails of which tangled around his knees. Most Lamalerans felt similarly ridiculous, as the Westerners seemed gigantic and obese to the small, ectomorphic whalers.


Frans was so exhausted he could not help but sleep, but he kept waking abruptly to unquiet thoughts. What would have happened if the Spice Islander had not discovered them? And how would the Ancestors judge them for losing the téna?


The next morning, Frans was thrilled and unnerved by the cruise ship. He had never been on a vessel that did not rock in the waves before. The air-conditioning baffled him. He was amazed by the miniature waterfall that poured from the bathroom ceiling to clean him. He was amused that tourists pooped in a chair — Lamalerans use squat toilets. When he glimpsed the queen-sized beds and ceiling lights of one of the tourist’s cabins, he could not help wistfully comparing it to his mattress stuffed with corn husks and his tiny brick house with no electricity.


Sebastianus had radioed ahead, and a crowd of government officials, journalists, and expat Lamalerans thronged the wharf of Kupang Harbor. Behind them, sunlight glittered on thousands of corrugated tin roofs, TV aerials, and radio antennas.


Frans had never visited Timor before, having traveled only to the rural islands neighboring Lembata to fish. His first instinct was to hide, but he had no choice except to confront this brave new world. During the next week, as he and the rest of the Lamalerans waited for a ferry to take them back to Lembata, he wandered Kupang’s dusty lanes. The provincial capital was a backwater compared to the rest of Indonesia, a place where people still wore traditional handwoven sarongs to church on Sundays and some rode horses, but it was enough to reveal to Frans the impending future: multistory concrete buildings; TVs blabbing about Indonesia’s president, and radios playing Ace of Base; a few motorbikes zooming across the newly built asphalt roads; more than 100,000 people who had forgotten their Ancestors.


Kéna Pukã was loaded into the cavernous metallic hold of the ferry, and the Lamalerans escorted it home. Before Frans and the other hunters could reenter the village, they had to pause for several days at a neighboring town while the tribe dug up the nautilus shells buried in their places and performed a shamanistic ceremony to reverse their funerals. Later, Frans helped lead a separate rite to recall the souls of the sunken téna to their clans’ Spirit Houses.


But even once the fleet was rebuilt, Frans worried that everything was not the way it had been before. The betrayal by Téti Heri’s crew of the unity prescribed by the Ancestors was never fully resolved — it was so unprecedented that there was no ritual for healing it — and even decades later, Ignatius, Frans, and Yosef Boko would find it difficult to discuss. When Frans stared at the western horizon, he remembered the alien world beyond it, and he could only wonder when it would arrive.




Chapter Two


AT PLAY IN THE GRAVEYARD OF WHALES


February 10, 1992–August 2013


Jon


Frans’s prophecy proved correct: the outside world did steadily encroach on Lamalera. Through the 1990s, its progress was slow enough that it seemed as if the Lamalerans could still duck foreign influences, but by the early 2000s, it had become clear that globalization could not be resisted. Outboard engines, electricity, cell phones, Hollywood, and governmental oversight challenged the Ways of the Ancestors. By 2013, it was uncertain if the whalers’ unique way of life would survive. The youth of the tribe straddled two worlds. In their decision to follow or abandon the Ways of the Ancestors lay the future of Lamalera.


When Jon — who would later suffer his leg being crushed by the rogue harpoon rope — woke in the witching hours one August night, his heart smoldered with the desire to become a lamafa. Never mind the cell phone in his pocket or the Indonesian pop songs in his head. When he arrived at the beach under a sky still salted with stars, he settled his throwing harpoon in the prow of his sampan. Then he and Yohanes Narek Hariona, a clansman and mentor a decade older, pushed the two-person boat laden with gill nets into the moonlit surf. The ten-foot-long boat was so stuffed with gear that they had to sit atop the piled nets as they rowed through the breakers. Past the cliffs of Lamalera Bay, they raised a sail stitched from the campaign banner of an Indonesian congressional candidate, the politician’s mustachioed smile stretching as the winds blowing off Labalekang volcano bellied the sail and pushed them out to sea.


The gears of the heavenly bodies spun. The constellations were primeval, the kind that city dwellers have forgotten. When dawn shellacked the sky in mother-of-pearl, they were already reeling in the first gill net of the day.


Jon was twenty-one but, despite his desire to become a lamafa, had not yet harpooned much of anything. To rise to the position of a lamafa, a man had to be called by a ship’s captain to wield its harpoons. Every time a téna put to sea, Jon hoped that the captain would select him. Lately, though, he had realized he was waiting in vain: Who would honor him when he had not proven himself by spearing anything? And yet how could he harpoon anything if he was never given the chance? This paradox frustrated him.


Before the start of the whaling season, he had labored as a construction worker in Lewoleba, the capital of the island of Lembata, which though it lay less than fifteen miles away might as well have been a different world. The Lamalerans’ corner of Lembata’s lightly populated southern coast was filled with tribes that mostly kept the Old Ways. Yet on the other side of 4,500-foot jungled mountains, also inhabited by traditional tribes, the island’s northern shore supported 30,000 or so modernized Indonesian citizens. With this mecca of TVs and motorbikes just a half-day’s journey away in the bed of a dump truck, it was hard for tribal youth not to get distracted. Impatience had lately turned Jon’s thoughts toward laying brick in Lewoleba again or even finding a factory job in Jakarta, Indonesia’s capital, an up-to-the-minute metropolis with around thirty million inhabitants. But as he fed out the monofilament gill nets, he kept an eye on the throwing harpoon lying in the fore of the sampan.


By eight o’clock the dawn’s gleam had intensified into an interrogator’s searchlight, scorching away all shadows. An hour later, the white-hot bulb of the sun glinted off the tinfoil ocean. Flying fish shoaled into the mesh all morning, and Jon and Narek reeled them in quickly to prevent dolphins from shredding the plastic webbing with their needle teeth and pirating the fish. As they pulled the catch out through the tight weave, glittering scales flipped into the air, as if rainbow snow was falling, and pasted to their skin. By early afternoon they had filled three buckets with about two hundred fifty Exocoetidae.


They were unfurling the mug of the congressional hopeful to sail home when suddenly Narek yelled from the back of the sampan, “Bōu!”


“Where? Where?” Jon answered, scrutinizing the waves.


 “In front!”


Narek, already a lamafa, had known the moment his practiced eyes glimpsed the tip of a golden-brown wing scalping a wave that it was a short-fin devil ray. Meanwhile, Jon struggled to even see the animal. Narek demanded that the younger man vacate the prow. Jon answered that the ray might be lost if they took the time to switch positions, though what he really wanted, of course, was to wield the harpoon himself.
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