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Introduction
The origin of the Ko Surin Moken is shrouded in mystery but it is believed they
were using the Andaman coast up into Myanmar long before Malay, Siamese or Burmese
politics got involved.
In February 2014 I was part of a group invited to visit the Moken with the aim of
learning about the freediving of this ancient seafaring culture and to share some of our
knowledge from the modern freediving world.
It was not until we arrived in Ko Surin that we realised how imminently threatened
their survival is and that if something is not done soon to help them sustain their
traditional way of life then, possibly within the next decade, these semi-nomadic
indigenous people might be lost forever to the modern world.
The Moken have no words for want or worry and with no written language the
elders have always passed on their culture by word of mouth to the younger generation
through stories and songs.
With the help and knowledge of brothers Hook and Ngui I was able to get a real
insight into these shy and somewhat reclusive people and learnt how they wish they
could return to their traditional ways.
For this presentation I will be exploring;

•
•
•
•
•
•

Their traditional way of life
The importance of freediving within their culture
The impact of the tsunami
Issues effecting their diving today
The future of the community
How we can help
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Traditional Freediving
Freediving for the Moken has always been an integral part of their culture. The
name Moken translates as "immersed in water" and these nomadic sea gypsies were once
the sole suppliers of currency in ancient Siam, as they could dive deep enough to gather
the brown cowry shells used as money at that time.
For centuries the Moken have lived on their kabang house boats, sailing between
islands, freediving and foraging for food to eat and barter with. By gathering food and
spearing fish from the ocean the Moken have evolved to hold their breath for longer and
dive deeper than most other people on earth.
Each dry season was spent living on their kabang boats and in the monsoon season
they lived on the islands in small communities of stilted huts. The people avoided contact
with the outside world and for this reason the Moken population has never been easy to
find, flotillas of Moken boats would flee in all directions at the first sign of an approaching
vessel. When seasonal monsoons forced the Moken to live onshore, their settlements were
equally difficult to find, with the countless coves, bays and mangroves that comprised
their archipelago home. Hook remembers as a child, not much more than 20 years ago,
running to hide in the jungle when an unknown boat approached 'their' beach.
Within these small communities they have lived sustainably for generations, only
taking what they need and moving on to let stocks recover.
The Moken do not have the same concept of time as we do or relevance to 'age' and
so speaking to them about when they learnt to dive the response is either that they learnt
to swim before they could walk or couldn't remember when. Most of the older generation
were born on kabangs and being in the water all the time living on a boat they would then
naturally copy their parents in the water diving. They all say that they were not verbally
taught how to dive it was just a natural progression of watching and learning. When I
asked Hook how he had learned to equalise he replied "I just watched my parents and
copied them holding their noses and blowing." Hook says he could swim by the time he
was 3 and at around 5 years old was a good enough diver to be given his first spear.
Underwater Vision
The Moken are renowned for their underwater vision and supposed ability to focus
underwater without the need for goggles but when asked if they could hunt without
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goggles the elders laughed and said no one could see well enough to hunt without
goggles. A study was conducted a few years ago on the eyesight of Moken children by
Anna Gislen, from Sweden's Lund University.
She states,
"The secret is the Moken's eyes adaption to the underwater world. They are are able to
muscularly change the shape of their eyes lens in order to increase light refraction
underwater and constrict their pupils which further improves their vision underwater"
Gilsen also studied twenty eight western children on holiday at the same time and found
that the Moken's underwater eyesight was more than twice as good as the western
children's. As to whether it is learned or whether it is genetic Gislen has since said,
"Genes and environment are so intertwined it's hard to separate them. What I do know is
that we have [more recently] trained European children to become as good at underwater
tasks as the Moken children. So training seems to do the trick... However, I cannot rule out
that genes may influence the speed of learning, or that the Moken children may be better
at things we didn't test underwater, due to some genetic component."
The conclusion to the study found that the Moken's ability to see better underwater is a
result of training the eye from a young age due to their dependance on good underwater
vision for their survival.

Hardwood Goggles
Traditional Moken goggles are made from jungle hardwood with an improvised
lens from whatever could be found; originally sanding a shell until transparent, and later
pieces of glass. The lenses were fixed with tree resin and the goggles strapped to the head
with a vine. Each pair of goggles were custom-made for their owner as the hardwood
frames had to sit on their eye socket bones so they did not leak. There would be no way to
equalise so the lens would sit as close to the eye as possible and the socket bone
framework took the pressure. The eyes got more squeezed the deeper they went but
despite this great depths could still be achieved.
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Breath Up and Diving
The Moken have no concept of a breathe up. In response to my questions they
shrugged and said "I see fish take a big breath and dive" even for deep dives the answer
came back the same. The pattern that emerged before they dived was a cup of strong
coffee followed by a bamboo leaf cigarette while sitting quietly and looking for movement
of fish. Without realising it they were doing their own version of a breathe up. They
would dive only when ready and if there were fish around; they are diving to survive not
for fun.

•
•
•
•
•
•

Movement slow and considered
No rush to get in the water
Spot is chosen well for fish, current and conditions
Artificial reefs created if the ideal spot doesn't exist
Stay in no longer than necessary
Conditioned from early age not to exert energy

After a few dives they would rest on the boat or on a rock to warm up before their next
dive. Once in the water they float on the surface using little energy, with body position as
if breathing up for a static, the elders with just goggles were doing short statics whilst
looking for fish. They did not need to actively search for fish as they knew when they
were in the right spot and just waited for the right time to dive conserving all their energy
to use in that one dive. I didn't see any hyperventilation just their normal slow steady
breathing, then a big final intake of breath with no exaggerated exhale beforehand.
Once underwater they move effortlessly using little energy but staying alert,
focused and calm. They have truly mastered breath control and buoyancy and can hold
any position in the water column with little effort. Movement is minimal and if they use
fins, as the younger generation now do, it's for manoeuvrability not speed and is
accompanied with a frog kick. (We took with us donations of dive kit and interestingly it
was the stiff short scuba fins that were snapped up first.) The length of their dives were up
to 3 minutes long dependent on whether they saw suitable fish or not. They sometimes
use pauking a technique of blowing tiny bubbles to attract fish and will sometimes pauk
up to 3 times in one dive. This length and ease of breath hold must be credited to their
Co2 tolerance build up over their whole life constantly diving.
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It is interesting to note that out of all the Moken I spoke to no one could remember
anyone blacking out whilst freediving, they all said they knew how to read the signs
telling them to come up.

A Wave of Change
One legend of the Moken tells of the laboon or the wave that eats people, which is
evoked by angry ancestral spirits. The saying goes that just before the wave arrives the
tide will go out quickly and a very long way. On December 26th 2004 the tide went out
quicker and further than anyone had ever witnessed. The elders of the village recognised
the signs and ushered everyone to high ground. Despite the fact that thousands of people
died that day not one Moken died, through their stories they had learnt to predict a
tsunami. It is therefore ironic that the tsunami brought about many of the detrimental
changes to their existence.
Their homes had been destroyed so they were moved to the mainland and when
they refused to stay, allowed back to Surin. The government began to build 60 houses for
the Moken families on Ao Bon Yai but the Moken are proud people and in the time it took
them to build 2 houses the Moken had built 50. They now had homes but were forced to
live in close proximity to each other and had just one kabang and only a handful of long
tail boats between them.
The problems that followed were not limited to Ko Surin; with no Thai citizenship
and no proof of ownership for their ancestral land the beaches and islands traditionally
used by sea gypsies were now fair game. Almost immediately property developers moved
in and started building luxury resorts. With no rights to the land they'd used for
generations and no kabangs to support their semi-nomadic way of life their lives would
change forever. The news of their survival from the wave spread and they were
reluctantly thrust into the worlds spotlight.
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Today
Their nomadic way of life was halted by the tsunami but the conversion from sail
to the long tail engine was most likely the first real change in Moken society in centuries.
These engines have given the flotillas greater speed, range and power and but at the same
time have tied them to the land. This has led to a dependency on mainstream society for
the supply of fuel and parts as well as the cash economy required to pay for them. The
one remaining kabang is little used and needs constant bailing to stay afloat.
Hook says,
"This generation no longer knows how to make Kabang boats, today there are only 3
people left who know the ancient craft."
Up until the Ko Surin National Park opened in 1981 the Moken's culture was more
intact than any other indigenous group in Thailand thanks to their remoteness. With the
Park came protection for their land and the sea and at first they were happy but as time
went on the rules changed. They could no longer live where they wanted or gather
seafood and shells for trade. Limited subsistence seafood gathering was allowed but
many traditional foods were now off limits and during the tourist season the Park
authorities did not want the Moken to be seen hunting for fish or harvesting shellfish.
Despite this fishing trawlers which plough up and down the Andaman sea can be seen
day and night, well within the Park boundaries. In 2011 Greenpeace warned that
Thailand's marine ecosystem was on the verge of collapse due to the unregulated fishing.
They say if the government fails to act they will have an environmental disaster on their
hands. This is something the Moken recognise.
Hook agrees,
"we started to see fish stocks decline 20 years ago... Today the big boats come and take
every fish. I wonder what they will do when the ocean is empty?"
Now when the Moken dive for fish they say they have to dive twice as deep as they used
to.
In order to earn enough money to buy rice to sustain their families throughout the
monsoon season the Moken have a 5 month tourist season. Some of the women are
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employed at the Park headquarters to clean the campsite facilities and 25 of the men are
employed by the Park as long tail captains for snorkelling trips.
About 4 years ago the National Park saw a money making opportunity and began
shipping tourists over to the village by the boatload so they can wander through the
stilted huts taking photos and intruding on the Moken's everyday life. None of the money
generated by this goes to the villagers. The Moken do make and sell a few handicrafts to
the tourists but do not make enough to support the village.
The government refuses to recognise the Moken as Thai citizens and will not give them
I.D cards as the Moken cannot prove their nationality. They have in the past always sailed
freely between Thai and Burmese Islands with no recognition of modern borders. With no
ID cards the choices for work are limited:

• Move to the mainland to work on tourist speedboats with low wages and rent to pay.
• Dangerous work on Burmese fishing boats: diving for sea cucumber and fishing with
explosives and cyanide. Routinely diving to 60m with air hoses from compressors and a
high risk of decompression sickness.
Consequently, because their lifestyle is now reliant on income, some of the men still
freedive but much less than they used to and so the knowledge is not being passed on to
the young. Children attend the community school in the village but whilst there they learn
the Thai language and Thai customs. There is no time for the Moken parents to take their
children out to the sea or into the jungle to learn their ways.
Pe Tat, a Moken elder says,
"The families in the permanent villages are lost, they do not know what to do with
themselves, because the life they have always known has gone. They are bored so they
turn to alcohol."
The men are not sure how to teach the younger generation their skills when they
themselves learnt by example and it is within the last 10 years that these techniques have
not been passed on.
It was for this reason that last year we were asked by Ngui if we could visit
Thailand to teach the children some modern freediving skills. Ten months later we found
ourselves in a meeting room giving demonstrations on breathing techniques and
equalisation. Afterwards we headed to the beach to try some static apnea. Within two
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attempts two 10 year old girls were doing 2 minute statics and once in the deeper water
after a duck dive and equalisation demonstration they were off. All the children had great
breath holds but none of them could equalise. With a bit of encouragement, hand signals
and nose blowing some of the children were able to equalise and got some great results,
one 8 year old boy got to 10m and stood comfortably on the bottom for a while. Maybe the
Moken have not been teaching their old ways but freediving is truly still ingrained in their
DNA. Despite being invited by the elders and the children enjoying themselves we were
prevented from taking another session as the following day we were fined by the National
Park for "abnormal tourist interaction with the Moken". The Park authorities are still
controlling their future.

Conclusion
Over the last 20 years the Moken have undergone many changes to their way of life
but the problems have only really surfaced and compiled since the 2004 tsunami. A
combination of the National Parks prohibiting rules and regulations, the intensification of
commercial fishing and their increasing dependency on commodities has all continued to
steer the Moken towards mainstream society, making it more and more difficult to sustain
and pass on their knowledge to the next generation. The steady integration into mainland
Thai society through forced settlement, healthcare, employment and schooling, and the
increasing intervention of the National Park means the complete loss of their freediving
skills within the next 20 years is inevitable unless they receive support.
The first step the Moken want the Thai government to take is for all Moken to be
issued with ID cards giving them the same rights to land and jobs as all Thai citizens.
They would also like to have ownership of land within the Park and assist in comanagement. By educating and employing Moken to help run the Park everyone would
benefit from the Moken's existing knowledge. A precedent was set for this kind of
initiative on an island in the Canadian Pacific where the indigenous Haida people work
with Parks Canada, it was so successful it has been declared by National Geographic to be
the best managed park in North America.
A Norwegian film crew led by Project Moken have just finished a documentary
called "No Word for Worry" which is due to be released this year and hopes to bring
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awareness to the plight of these unique people. The Moken's fight for survival is very real
and the key to their future is in passing on knowledge to their children while the elders
still can. Hook's sister has become the first Moken to graduate from university and she is
now a teacher at the Surin school but at the moment there is no space in the strict Thai
curriculum for Moken history, like her brothers she is very passionate about their culture.
Sustainable tourism could work here if the Moken were given the opportunity to manage
it. Hook and Ngui especially would love the chance to educate and interact with tourists
and their dream is to become Moken Guides. It would make such a difference to the
Moken's quality of life if they weren't subjected to the tourist voyeurism that they
currently live with on a daily basis, from people lacking in understanding and respect.
The National Park and the government authorities need to nurture the Moken's
cultural biodiversity instead of stifling it. Whether they believe they have the Moken's best
interests at heart or whether the Moken are just seen as a tourist cash pot is debatable but
they need to recognise that allowing them to just survive in the national park is not
enough. The Moken need to be able to hunt and forage in their traditional ways and in
order to do so without any further detrimental effect to the environment they need to be
able to settle in different areas to allow the ocean and the jungle time to regenerate.
Despite everything we must praise the Thai government for allowing the Moken to return
to Koh Surin after the tsunami without this they would have been lost to the world long
ago.
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