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Lamakera, Solor
Ethnohistory of a Muslim Whaling Village of Eastern Indonesia

R. H. Barnes

Abstract. - Lamakera, Solor, is a Muslim village of traders
and fishermen in the Lamaholot speaking region of eastern
Indonesia, which in certain respects exemplifies what Pigeaud
and Geertz have called pasisir cultures, Islamic coastal com
munities with far flung ties to similar communities elsewhere
in the island world. However, they are also culturally and
linguistically typical of the local Lamaholot-speaking region.
For a period in the 17th century Lamakera was Catholic, but
after an armed revolt against the Portuguese, it either became
Muslim or reverted to that faith. Thereafter it was allied with

the Dutch and opposed the Portuguese. [Lamakera, Eastern
Indonesia, fishing, whaling, Dutch colonial history, Portuguese
colonial history, Islam]
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Geertz (1963: 58) has observed that the coast
al peoples of the Indonesian islands have been
slighted in research and reporting. Recognition of
 a type of coastal societies derives from Pigeaud
(1938: 347 ff., 477 f.; 1967: 6f.), who applied the
Javanese pasisir, meaning coastal areas, to the
Javanese literature rejuvenated under the influence
of Islam in the geographical range from Surabaya
and Gresik in the east of Java to Cerbon and
Banten in the west (thus “Pasisir Literature”). The
“Pasisir period of Javanese history” began with the
introduction of Islam and the fall of the ancient
Hindu kingdom of Majapahit, and was marked by
Wars among young Muslim states and against early
European (Portuguese and Dutch) traders (Pigeaud
1967: 134). Pigeaud spoke of the spread of “Pasisir
culture” to other islands. For Pigeaud, this “Pasisir
culture” was closely associated with Islam (a point
which has received some challenge recently from
Vickers [1987: 57; 1993: 56]).

Lamakera, Solor, is one such Muslim coastal

village, which by the coincidence of early Por
tuguese involvement in the sandalwood trade has
long figured in the record of European commercial
and political activities in eastern Indonesia. While
sharing something of the trading culture of other
Pasisir communities, it is also distinguished by
being one of only two Indonesian villages which
hunt whales, the other being the Catholic village
of Lamalera, Lembata. This distinction, taken into
consideration along with the fact that Lamakera
shares the language and social structural features
of the surrounding Lamaholot-speaking popula
tion, strongly qualifies Geertz’s assertion that the
Pasisir cultures of Indonesia may be deemed “to
have a single but rather heterogeneous culture”
(Geertz 1963: 58).

The Period of Portuguese Incursion

Lamakera’s location overlooking the eastern en
trance to the protected Solor Strait between the
islands of Solor and Adonara fated it to be a

village of traders and fishermen, one of a handful
of such communities along the shores of the Solor
and adjacent straits. This strait was an especially
convenient harbor for merchant vessels of various
nationalities, taking advantage of the sailing pat
terns dictated by the prevailing westerly winds of
the rainy monsoon from December through March
and the easterly winds of the dry monsoon from
May through October. It was especially important
as a staging point for the trade in sandalwood, most
of which originated on Timor, although in early
years there may have been some on Solor itself,
as well as on Pantar to the east. There is documen

tary evidence, backed up by local traditions, that
Javanese were militarily and politically influential
in the area in the 14th and early 15th centuries. It
cannot be asserted with certainty on the basis of
documents that Lamakera had direct contacts to the
literate Muslim communities on the north coast of

Java during the period of concern to Pigeaud, but


