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Introduction

For many, the mention of “the Spice Islands” conjures visions of far-off, fragrant lands
where nutmeg and clove trees sway under an equatorial sun, their scents mingling
with the ocean breeze. Yet the Maluku Islands—remote, lush, and scattered like
emerald jewels across Indonesia’s eastern archipelago—are far more than a poetic
coda to the stories of the global spice trade. These islands have long been a
crossroads of trade, culture, and culinary invention, their histories etched deeply into
every marketplace, festive meal, and traditional dance.

Long before a single European galleon sailed these waters, Chinese merchants, Arab
traders, and Indian navigators were already traveling vast distances to barter for the
potent aromatics of Maluku—spices prized as much for their culinary allure as for their
medicinal and spiritual properties. The arrival of Portuguese, Spanish, and later Dutch
adventurers ignited centuries of conflict, ambition, and exchange, changing the course
of island life and world history. Here, fortunes rose and fell, and for a time, cloves and
nutmeg were worth more than gold.

Yet to focus only on spice is to miss the true heart of Maluku. These islands are home
to a colorful tapestry of ethnicities and languages, each with its own stories, customs,
and rituals that have shaped daily life for centuries. From communal gatherings and
ceremonial dances to age-old alliances and resilient folklore, Maluku’s culture is woven
with threads of reverence for nature and a deep sense of community. Where every
festive event or village pact is sealed not just with words, but with a shared meal or an
offering to the ancestors.

Central to this heritage is food. In Maluku, cuisine is not merely sustenance; it is a
living link between people and place, past and present. Tropical ingredients—fresh fish
drawn from sapphire waters, sago harvested from ancient palms, coconuts split
beneath the sun, rare fruits found only on these islands—are transformed with spice
into dishes that are as bold and surprising as the region’s history. To eat in Maluku is
to encounter flavors that mirror the islands’ spirit: vivid, complex, and deeply
satisfying.

This book is an invitation to savor that spirit. Part travelogue, part culinary guide, and
part historical exploration, “Savoring the Spice Islands” leads you through bustling
markets and quiet fishing coves, into kitchens where ancient techniques persist and
into festivals where food means much more than pleasure. You’ll meet growers, cooks,
and keepers of tradition—and discover recipes both timeless and adaptable for today’s
home kitchen. Each chapter seeks to blend first-hand storytelling and careful research
with practical gastronomy, illuminating how food bridges Maluku’s dynamic worlds.
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Whether you are an armchair traveler, a home cook dreaming of new flavors, or a
student of history and culture, may this journey open your senses to the Maluku
Islands: a realm where the lure of spice, the warmth of community, and the art of
cooking together continue to enchant and inspire. Welcome to the true flavor of the
Spice Islands—waiting to be savored, celebrated, and shared.
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CHAPTER ONE: A Geographical Mosaic - Mapping the
Maluku Archipelago

The Maluku Islands, often simply called the Moluccas, unfurl across the eastern
reaches of Indonesia like a scattering of emeralds on a sapphire sea. This vast
archipelago, home to over a thousand islands, is less a cohesive landmass and more a
dispersed network of diverse ecosystems, each with its own story to tell.
Geographically, they sit at a fascinating crossroads, considered by some as part of
Oceania’s Melanesian subregion, while others place them firmly within Southeast Asia,
making them a true intersection of cultures and natural worlds.

Stretching across 850,000 square kilometers, the sheer scale of the Maluku Islands is
impressive, though it’s important to note that ninety percent of this area is covered by
the sea itself. The islands emerge from deep ocean trenches, some plunging four to
six kilometers beneath the surface before rising dramatically into mountainous, often
volcanic peaks. This dramatic topography is a defining characteristic, with dense
rainforests blanketing many of the islands, contributing to their lush, verdant
appearance from above.

Among the myriad islands, a few stand out, not only for their size but also for their
historical and cultural significance. Seram, the largest island in the Maluku province, is
a prime example. This mountainous behemoth stretches approximately 340 kilometers
long and 60 kilometers wide, boasting Mount Binaiya, the highest peak in the entire
Maluku chain, soaring to an impressive 3,027 meters. Seram's interior remains largely
untamed, covered in dense rainforests, and its geology is remarkably complex due to
its location at the meeting point of several tectonic microplates. It's a land of hidden
caves, like Hatu Saka, Indonesia's deepest cave, and the Sapalewa underground river,
one of the world's largest.

Just south of Seram lies Ambon, an island of significant historical importance, though
considerably smaller at about 743 square kilometers. Ambon is characterized by its
irregular shape, nearly bisected by a large inlet known as Ambon Bay, which forms a
natural, safe harbor. While mountainous and fertile, with peaks like Mount Salahutu
reaching over 1,200 meters, Ambon is notable for having frequent earthquakes but no
active volcanoes, a contrast to many of its fiery neighbors. Its strategic location and
fertile lands made it a coveted prize throughout history.

Further north, in what is now North Maluku province, are the twin islands of Ternate

and Tidore. These two islands, roughly equal in size, are both essentially
stratovolcanoes rising directly from the sea. Ternate is dominated by the majestic
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Mount Gamalama, a volcano soaring to 1,715 meters, whose foothills are historically
rich with clove trees. Tidore, slightly larger at about 119 square kilometers, is similarly
defined by its volcanic peak, Kie Matubu, which reaches 1,730 meters. The close
proximity and similar geological origins of Ternate and Tidore often led to intense
rivalry between their respective sultanates in centuries past.

Then there are the Banda Islands, a small, yet historically monumental, volcanic group
situated approximately 140 to 180 kilometers south of Seram in the deep Banda Sea.
Comprising ten small islands, with a total land area of merely 172 square kilometers,
the Bandas were once the world’s sole source of hutmeg and mace. The main islands
include Banda Neira, Banda Besar (also known as Lontar), and the active volcano
Gunung Api, which last erupted dramatically in 1988. These islands are a diver’s
paradise, rising from depths of four to six kilometers and surrounded by resilient coral
reefs teeming with marine life.

The Maluku Islands are a dynamic geological zone, sitting at the meeting point of
multiple tectonic plates. This makes the region one of the most seismically active in
the world, prone to earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. While this geological volatility
has shaped the islands' dramatic landscapes, it also contributes to their fertile volcanic
soils, ideal for the very spices that made them famous.

The climate across the Maluku Islands is predominantly tropical, characterized by
consistent high temperatures, high humidity, and abundant rainfall throughout the
year. This tropical rainforest climate fosters an incredible biodiversity, with lush
evergreen broadleaf forests covering much of the land. The Tanimbar Islands,
however, present a drier, more arid landscape, a stark contrast to the swampy, flat
terrain of the Aru Islands.

Despite their historical prominence in global trade, many of the smaller Maluku Islands
remain sparsely populated or entirely uninhabited. The population is ethnically
diverse, a reflection of centuries of migration and interaction, with indigenous
Melanesian Alifuru tribes coexisting with descendants of later Austronesian migrations,
as well as those influenced by Chinese, Arab, Indian, and European traders and
colonizers. The sheer geographical spread and diverse topographies of the Maluku
Islands mean that each island, each village, offers a unique snapshot of the
archipelago’s enduring allure.
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