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Rod Klein went hunting for marine-critter gems 
among the muck of Ambon Bay, but it was ashore 
that he experienced his most unusual encounter

and other stories

 of 

The
Eel Man
Ambon 
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I
t is said that the late, great, dive pioneer Larry Smith 
coined the term ‘muck diving’. Whoever it was that 
used it first, the term refers to sites where the fun 
comes from grubbing around among the sediment 
or debris lining the seabed, seeing what small critters 
you can encounter. It is a world away from the wide-

open ‘Big Blue’ inhabited by huge pelagic species, but no less 
thrilling to its aficionados. 

A number of places in Indonesia offer great muck diving 
but Smith was exploring what is surely one of the best of them 
at the time he came up with his new term. That place was 
Ambon, a small island in Maluku, not far from the western 
end of New Guinea and I in turn had come to see what it was 
that had so enthused the great man. 

The Moluccas, as the area used to be known, have not 
always been the snail’s-paced backwaters they are today. The 
original Spice Islands, they are home to cloves and nutmeg, 
and have therefore been colonised and re-colonised, fought 
over and traded off over centuries of manipulation at the 
hands of the Portuguese, British and Dutch.

Orginally colonised by Portugal in 1526, Ambon fell under 
Dutch control in 1609 and, except for brief periods of British 
rule, remained theirs until Indonesia’s independence in 1945.

The Dutch made Ambon their capital in the Moluccas and 
a centre of Christian missionary activity. Today the population 
of the surrounding islands includes many Christians as well as 
the Muslims that predominate throughout most of Indonesia. 

Following independence, Sukarno became Indonesia’s 
first president but although he enjoyed mass support for his 
policies, a growing power struggle between the military and 
the Communist PKI party loomed. 

Sukarno was gradually undermined by one of his generals, 
Suharto, who formally took over the reins of government in 
1967. Relations with the West were enhanced, the economy 
improved dramatically and national elections were permitted, 
although the opposition was tightly controlled. 

In Ambon, a mini tourism boom was set in train and in 
the 1990s the island welcomed flights from all over Indonesia 
as well as international arrivals. Visitors came for the mix of 
laid-back charm, relics of past glories and stellar diving.

But then in 1999, the peace was shattered. Suharto’s 
authoritarian rule had kept ethnic, religious, and political 
tensions mostly in check but violence erupted in the months 
following his downfall. Rioting shook a number of provinces 
including Ambon.

The common – and often reported – perception was that 
the tension was solely a religious conflict between the Muslim 

Ambon at peace. The island has put its problems behind it and today stands 
ready to welcome tourists wanting to dive its waters and savour its simplicity.   

and Christian populations. This was not totally accurate 
though as many of those people had happily lived side-by-side 
for many years. Inter-marriage and community cooperation 
between neighbours of differing religions was long the rule, 
not the exception. 

Instead it was political instability, a faltering economy 
and competition for influence between the national military 
and the local Indonesian police which all helped lay the 
foundation for the violence that took hold and which lasted 
until 2002. Many – especially those who lived in the capital, 
Kota Ambon – lost a family member during this period. Most 
airlines stopped flying to the area and tourism ceased.



In Larry’s footsteps
Happily, today Ambon is undergoing a rebirth, though 
lingering misconceptions and fears have made this a slow 
process.  Even now many Western governments have 
Indonesia in general, and several of its provinces in particular, 
on a ‘do not travel to’ list. 

Like Larry, I am far too well travelled to be so easily 
dissuaded and so in 2008, I found myself in Ambon, being 
greeted by a wiry, frenetic Ambonese man who introduced 
himself as Yongki. 

He is the driver, ‘go-fer’,  expediter, and all-round 
indispensable guy that an expat-owned dive operation needs 
to get things done out here. He’s always on time, which is a 
very big deal in this part of the world and it seems everyone 
knows him. He was greeted every few yards as we walked 
outside: I was thinking, “I’m with the right guy alright”. 

He loaded my gear into his black, well-worn SUV. I bought 
him a juice and myself a coke at a sidewalk stand outside the 
airport and then we were off, turning out of the airport to 
head along the northern coast of the enormous Ambon Bay.

The bay cuts a long slash up into the belly of the island, 
almost severing the southerly peninsula called Leitimur on 
which are located the capital, Kota Ambon, and Latuhalat, the 
village where I was to stay. 

Instead of driving the extra kilometres around it, Yongki 
took a shortcut – crossing the bay on a ferry. This gave me an 
early taste of the local kids’ inquisitiveness in a short, fat, bald, 
white guy from who-knows-where. 

Ambon is no Bali. Tourism may be coming back, but 
foreigners are still unusual enough to draw a crowd, especially 
of younger kids. Everything you do is scrutinised – by the 
average man and woman in the street, rather than by a 
security guard at the front gate. 

The pace of life is beguiling here. With no phone or TV in 
the hotel room, I spent time talking with the staff, appreciating 
the great food, ever-smiling service and friendliness. 

Crammed with critters
Back in the 19th Century, Dutch ichthyologist Peter Bleeker 
surveyed Ambon Bay and found an incredible 783 species 
of fish: more species than are found in entire seas elsewhere 
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Looking down on Kota Ambon, with Ambon Bay in the background.       The island’s most famous recent visitor – a new species of frogfish. 
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around the globe.  
Not surprisingly this makes the bay the main attraction 

for divers, though there are dive sites elsewhere too. Dotted 
with village piers that create artificial reefs and habitats of 
their own, this huge body of water supports all manner of 
unusual animals. 

We spent most of our time diving just three main divesites: 
Pohon Baru, Laha 2, and Air Manes. The first two are basically 
two halves of a single dive site off the village of Laha, separated 
by a jetty, with Pohon Baru to the left and Laha 2 to the right. 
The pier, and the large village fishing boats parked at it create 
a natural reef system. The fishermen throw their excess catch 
overboard, providing a ready food source, while old batteries, 
tyres and other debris provide species with excellent places to 
hide. This ecosystem extends to the rubble and coral areas on 
either side of the pier. The Air Manes site also has a jetty and 
is similarly rich in nutrients, niches and species. 

Many divers feel cheated if they don’t get to see a variety 
of sites during a dive trip. But Ambon for me was different. 
Some days we would do all of our dives at the same site since 
there was so much going on. The photo opportunities seemed 
endless so I was perfectly happy. 

The visibility in the bay can be surprisingly good with 
the piers even providing some nice wide-angle opportunities 
when conditions are right. Still, most photographers come 
here armed with macro gear for grubbing around with. A 
large wreck site further up the bay adds another element for 
those looking for something different.

Just prior to my arrival, the Indonesian wife of Buck 
Randolph, founder of Maluku Divers who I was diving with, 
had come across an unidentifiable species of frogfish in the 
rubble at Pohon Baru. Being that it was her first openwater 
dive after being certified, she hadn’t a clue what it was, just 
that it looked really weird. 

I was therefore in luck too as on my very first dive, Toby, 
my local guide, was able to show me this very unusual fish. 
Sending a photo to a number of fish experts, it eventually 
reached some biologists specialising in frogfish. The 
consensus: not only a new species but a new genus as well.

There always seemed to be a surprise waiting for us, 
sometimes right under the boat. By the end of the trip I had 
seen ribbon eels, wonderpus, ghost pipefish, stargazer, pygmy 
cuttlefish, flamboyant cuttlefish, huge schools of coral catfish, 
and the largest batfish I’ve ever seen. 

We did venture beyond the bay one day too: taking a 

A diver hovers over a large fish trap off Pulau Tiga, one of 
Ambon’s offshore dive spots.
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15-minute boat ride to a pair of sites called Pintu Kota and 
Hukurila off the south coast. Here ancient lava flows (Ambon 
lying as it does on the Pacific’s infamous Ring of Fire) have 
overlapped to create a tableau of archways, swim-throughs 
and contorted topography. This area, along with another 
popular venue, Pulau Tiga, to the northwest, generally has 
excellent visibility and large schools of fish. 

Dances with eels
Between dives, I wanted to get a sense of the local way of life. 
I visited the fish and fruit markets, and also toured the war 
cemetery honoring allied troops killed by the Japanese during 
World War II. It was my visit to the village of Waai though, on 
the island’s east coast, that brought me closest to the people. 

‘Waai’ means water in the Ambonese dialect, the village 
presumably being named for the stream that runs through 
the middle of it providing a freshwater supply, a place for the 
women to wash their family’s clothes and a swimming hole for 
the village children. The stream follows a roughly L-shaped 
course through the village, ending in a deeper, tree-shaded 
pool surrounded by benches which acts as a focal point for 
much of the village’s social life.

Waai’s claim to fame is that this stream is home to a 
large number of freshwater eels similar in size and shape to 
saltwater conger eels. These are sacred to the villagers and 
stories of bad children turning into eels forever are used as a 
way to keep the younger kids in line. 

The eels are under the watchful care of the village 
patriarch, Maggnus. Now 61 years old, with short white hair 
and a few missing teeth that become obvious when he smiles, 
Maggnus feeds them every day with raw eggs. 

He told me that there are hundreds of eels in the stream 
and as soon as he stepped into the water, several of the larger 
ones swam out to greet him. I told my hosts that I wanted to 
get into the water myself and take some photos. This led to 
some discussion. Clearly I was impressed with the spectacle 
of the sacred eels, so would I pay the village a little for the 
privilege of shooting them? I was happy to and it was agreed 
that I could return in two days with my scuba gear, paying 
Maggnus and the village around Rp100,000 (US$10) for their 
kind consent.

On my return, I was laden with scuba gear, camera, 
housing and strobes. It’s not everyday that a white guy in 

A large male jawfish clutches a brood of eggs – it is the 
males that do the incubating in this species.

A school of batfish cruise under the peir at Laha.
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scuba gear comes to dive in the local stream so we quickly 
drew a crowd of villagers.

With Maggnus’ blessing I first waded in without my gear 
just to check things out. Whoa, a little chilly . . . not the 84˚F 
I’d been used to while diving in the nearby Banda Sea. I was 
pleased to have had the forethought to bring a 3mm wetsuit 
along to keep off the chill from the water as well as protect me 
from scrapes on the shallow bottom.

As soon as I stepped in, two eels swam right up to me, 
presumably thinking I had too raw eggs for them. When 
they realised they were out of luck their nervousness took 

The aftermath of a major avalanche in Himachal witnessed by the author.Skiing out just in time.

The Ambonese and several other cultures may regard 
the eel as sacred, but in most other countries, eels are 
regarded simply as dinner. Now there is increasing 
concern that we are eating too many eels from the 
wild. Farm-raised eels make up much of the catch in 
the US and elsewhere, but these can spread parasites 
and disease to wild populations, and as carnivores they  
need to be fed large amounts of other fish.

Slipping away?

over. I regained the bank and put on my scuba gear. Now 
I had  started making bubbles, I was definitely too weird a 
proposition for the eels and for a time they retreated into their 
holes in the stream bank. 

I motioned to Maggnus to come in and offer them eggs. 

The village stream: part playground, 
part laundry, part eel sanctuary.

It took a few minutes but then one of 
the shy eels overcame its fear of me and 
grabbed the free meal. It was a signal 
that all was well and the others started 
to emerge too.  

The villagers themselves displayed 
little timidity. I was an oddity, I was 
hung with all kinds of gear, and I was 
standing in the neighbourhood stream. 
By this time we had an audience of 
perhaps 15 kids and a few adults, 
everyone laughing and cheering at the 
sight of me taking pictures of their eels. 

Maggnus fed the eels for about half 
an hour and then motioned that he 
wanted to go upstream to find one of 
the bigger eels in the area where the 
kids usually swim. I followed him with 
the camera, Pied Piper-like drawing 
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When to go
May to August is the wettest period of the year when runoff 
impacts on water quality making muck diving still murkier.
 
How to get there
Several domestic airlines connect Ambon with Jakarta and 
other major cities in Java, as well as Makassar or Manado in 
Sulawesi. Check with Batavia Air, Lion Air and Wings.

Operators
Several liveaboards include Ambon Bay on their itineraries: see 
www.divetheworldliveaboards.com for a current list.
 If you prefer to have more time and to take advantage of 
local knowledge then you should base yourself on the island 
as the author of this piece did, and stay with Maluku Divers, 
whose Ambon Dive Centre is located in the village of Latuhalat. 
They offer basic accommodation there, along with more 
upscale facilities just a three-minute walk down the road.

PRAcTicAliTiEs

the village kids on to our next stop in turn. There were eels 
everywhere, even where the women stood washing clothes. 

A further aspect to this encounter added to its surreality: 
the whole time I was in the water, excruciatingly loud music 
was pumping out of two huge speakers on the porch of a house 
overlooking the stream. 

There I was in Ambon, Indonesia, stood in a stream full of 
freshwater eels, cheering kids and women washing clothes, and 
there was Celion Dion blasting out from this house which in all 
probability had no running water supply of its own. Bizarre.

Clearly all of this was perfectly normal for the people of 
Waai. What was strange today in their village was me, and that 
I should find their ways so interesting as to want to photograph 
them. It was like one of those awkward moments when a 
stranger in another country approaches us and asks to have 
their picture taken standing next to us. We find this weird or 
even uncomfortable, yet think nothing of photographing those 
strangers when they are engaged in daily tasks such as going to 
the market or – in this case – feeding eels that happen to live in 
their stream.

Exploring such moments is part of what makes being a 
photographer so endlessly interesting. I wouldn’t have changed 
a thing. Well, maybe just the background music . . . a little 
Bruce Springsteen . . . now that would have added a bit of 
culture!    ∆∆
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