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Whale of a time

so that it could see us. Hovering
right above it was to be avoided.

Enchanting encounters

Tan Chung Lee takes the plunge in Tonga to swim with giants of the deep

I MUST admit that the first time
I slipped into the Pacific Ocean
waters of the Kingdom of Tonga
to swim with a humpback whale
mother and her calf, I was filled
with trepidation.
I was in a group of four — the
maximum allowed at any one
time — accompanied by a guide.
Our goal, swimming with
whales, promised a close encounter with one of the natural world’s
biggest mammals.
When I realised how non-threat-

ening these huge creatures were
and how they allowed us to observe
them in their natural habitat, it
dawned on me how privileged I
was to be able to swim with them.
For me, the six memorable
occasions when I came face-toface with these gentle giants over
three days truly deserve the label
of “an experience of a lifetime”.

nurture their young, feeding
them a whopping 100 litres of
milk a day to prepare them for the
long journey back to Antarctica.
The mothers themselves do
not feed; they fast, living off the

fat reserves built up from feeding
on krill in the Antarctic waters
before their epic swim.
The many whales visiting
Tongan waters at that time of the
year meant there were plenty of

Preparing for the plunge

I was in Tonga in mid-October, the
tail-end of the whale-swimming
season.
Every year, whales from Antarctica, some 7,500km south,
migrate to the warm Pacific
waters around Tonga in July to
mate and reproduce.
In their four months in these
reef-protected waters, mothers

Top: Snorkellers getting up close with a humpback whale.
Above: A whale landing back on the water after surfacing. PHOTOS: TAN CHUNG LEE

opportunities to see them and
even swim with them.
Before we set off for our first
encounter, we were briefed thoroughly on the strict guidelines.
Our guide, Michael, explained:
“We swim only if the whales want
us to do so.
“When we spot a whale and get
to it, we do not go into the water
straightaway. We have to make
sure they are comfortable with us,
and especially if there is a mother
with a calf, we have to reassure
her that we are not threatening.
“We swim only on their terms.”
No touching was allowed,
and we had to maintain some
distance from the whales when in
the water.
We would swim as a group
and keep to the side of the whale

My first meeting with them was
magical.
It began shortly after we set
off from the coast of Ha’apai, one
of Tonga’s many islands, to look
for tell-tale signs of whales. This
would be a spray-like blow when
the whale surfaces to breathe or
when it is seen breaching.
We spotted such a spray just 15
minutes after leaving Ha’apai’s
harbour.
As our boat raced towards it,
we were treated to a dazzling
show as a young calf, about 5m in
length, breached time after time
again (I counted six) before it did
a spectacular tail dive, when it
plunged straight down into the
ocean depths, showing off the
double flukes of its tail, which is
each whale’s distinctive marking.
This calf was in a joyous mood.
To its right was its mum, which
began breaching to signal her
presence. Around them was a
male escort, keeping close by
and surfacing to breathe several
times.
Switching off the boat engine,
Michael decided to wait. After
30 minutes of getting them
accustomed to our presence, we
donned our mask, snorkel and
fins, and went quietly into the
water. What an encounter it was!
I saw the two adult whales
swimming upwards next to each
other. Then suddenly, the young
whale came so close to us, we
could almost touch it.
We followed Michael’s bidding
to slowly back away. We could see
its distinctive white markings,
the barnacles on its dorsal fins
and tiny sucker fish feeding off its
underbelly.
It seemed to relish our presence
as it swam sideways and then did
a body roll, going back and forth
a few times, putting on quite a
show.
Below us, we could make out
the form of its mother and her
escort resting one above the other
in the water. We spent a thrilling
40 minutes in their presence.
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Song and dance

Our next five encounters brought
different experiences.
Once, while in the water, we
saw a whale lying quietly to rest;
after some time, it suddenly shot
up swiftly and vertically to reach
the surface, hump over and flick
its tail.
On another occasion, we swam
with yet another mother and a
calf.
They were preparing to surface,
propelling themselves vertically
upwards.
The calf kept close to the mother’s shoulder, looking more like a
dolphin in size, which provided
an idea of how large the mother
was! Indeed, an adult whale can
grow up to 15m in length.
After breaching, both mother
and calf dived headlong into the
water, tails pointing up.
During our final outing in the
water on the third day, we were
treated to a singing whale.
It had been moving rapidly
around our boat and in various
directions and did not calm sufficiently for us to swim with it, but
we could hear it sing.
Above the water, it sounded like
a grunt and at times, a hum. After
30 minutes, when it finally settled

down, we slipped into the water.
The singing was amplified and
we could pick out clearly what
sounded like the creaking of a
door or someone playing scratchily on the violin!

FOCUS ON KOREA

Uniquely Tonga

Apart from the chance to swim
with whales, Tonga offers other
surprises.
With over 170 isles, most of
which are uninhabited, it is easy
to fi nd your perfect desert-island
experience.
Its main island of Tongatapu,
one-third the size of Singapore,
boasts a wealth of natural sights,
the most impressive of which
are the blowholes along 5km of
coastline at Mapu’a ‘a Vaea in the
south-west.
With clockwork precision,

Ha’amonga ‘a Maui trilithon,
dubbed Tonga’s Stonehenge.

Ha’apai’s main harbour, from where whale safaris set off.
seawater shoots up 30m into the
air through fissures in a ribbon
of coral rock platforms located
just offshore, creating perfectly
synchronised geysers that are
totally mesmerising.
The island is also home to historical artefacts, the oldest and
perhaps the most mystifying of
which is Ha’amonga ‘a Maui.
Dubbed “Tonga’s Stonehenge”,
it is made up of two standing
stones with a lintel across the top.
It is thought to have been
built in the 13th century as the
entrance to a king’s domain.
Some historians suggest it
might have also served as a solar
calendar as a symbol inscribed
on the lintel was found to align
with the sun during the solstices.
Another uniquely Tongan
experience was going to church
on Sunday to meet the friendly

One of the spectacular blowholes at Mapu’a ‘a Vaea.

locals, enjoy their harmonious singing and admiring
the striking traditional dress
— worn by both men and
women — which comprises
a beautifully woven mat
wrapped around the waist.
Most Tongans are Christians and on Sundays, they
go to church, after which they
head home to enjoy a feast
with family and friends.
No work is allowed and
everything shuts down in the
entire archipelago; even the
airport is closed.
Little wonder, the Tongans
are among the most relaxed
and easy-going people in
the world.

EUROPE PROMOTIONS

Father
and son
sporting
the
traditional
mat
around
the waist
in Ha’apai.
PHOTOS: TAN
CHUNG LEE

GUIDELINES
I flew on Air New Zealand
to Auckland with a transfer
to Nuku’alofa. From
Nuku’alofa, I flew Real Tonga to
Ha’apai. When flying over, look out
of the window. You might be able
to see whales breaching.
I booked my tour with
Encounters Travel (www.
encounterstravel.com).
My 10-day whale-swimming
package included three days of
whale safaris, tours of Ha’apai island
and Tongatapu, plus a cultural show
and Tongan feast featuring local
specialities cooked in an earth oven.

Visit the CTC Travel Korea
Kulture Fair this weekend and
you may receive exclusive gifts
imported from Korea.
Special booking promotions
include up to $250 discount for
families.
Local TV Korean actress Jin
Yinji will make an appearance
on Jan 20 at 3pm. and there will
also be activities for all ages.
When: Jan 19 to 21, 11am to 8pm
Where: Suntec City West Atrium
Walkway (next to H&M)

I stayed at Ha’apai Beach
Resort, one of 20 whaleswimming operations
in Tonga. The waterfront resort
comprises eight fales (houses)
spread out over a pretty garden.
Tonga is a conservative
nation and swimwear
is allowed only when
you are actually in the water.
Out of the water, even in
resorts, you need to cover up;
even men cannot walk around
bare-chested. Most people
go to church on Sunday, and
conservative dress is expected.
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During Chan Brothers’ Europe
Carnival this weekend, there
will be informative destination
sessions. RSVP online at Sale.
ChanBrothers.com.
For its 12D Spectacular
Scandinavia & Fjord Cruise,
you can get up to $500 off per
couple.
There is also a Peel &
Win promotion where prizes
include Samsung Gear 360 and
casserole sets worth $300.
When: Jan 19 to 21
Where: Chan Brothers Travel
Powerhouse, South Bridge Road,
Fook Hai Building, Level 7

CHEAPER FLIGHTS
TO BERLIN

From June 20, Scoot will
operate four-times-weekly
flights to Berlin in Germany on
the B787 Dreamliner aircraft.
The plane will feature seat
pitch of 38” for ScootBiz and
between 31” to 35” for Economy
Class; and inflight ScooTV
entertainment streamed to
passengers’ own devices.
Introductory one-way fares
start from $299 for Economy
FLY and $899 for ScootBiz.
To get an additional 10
per cent discount on selected
FLYBAG and FLYBAGEAT
fares, use the promo code,
“GOBERLIN”. The promotion will
run till Jan 31 for travel between
June 20 and Oct 26.
Go to FlyScoot.com for
reservations.
*Terms and conditions apply

