32 SPC Women in Fisheries Information Bulletin # 11 - November 2002

Tongkah — Unique gear for catching octopus
By P. Balan, Penang Inshore Fishermen Welfare Association

Changkat is a small village in Seberang Perai
Selatan (Malaysia) where Malays, Chinese and
Indians live within their individual communities,
yet side-by-side with each other. The village is not
very remote but there is no public transport to it.

The Changkat jetty is quite a distance from the
village and it is a 10-minute motorcycle ride to
reach it. The jetty at Tengah River, which is also the
river that marks the boundary of Batu Kawan
island from this side, is home to almost 20 boats.
Like Changkat village, and unlike most small
jetties in Penang, the fishermen are multi ethnic:
Malays, Chinese and Indians.

The jetty by the river is about 400 metres to the sea
and flanked on every side by beautiful, lush
mangrove forest. The fishermen here prefer to fish at
night rather than during the day, which is the norm
in other areas. It is here that the practice of using
‘tongkah’ to catch small octopus is found. Tongkah is
unique to Penang State and to the whole of Malaysia.

A tongkah is 7 1/2 feet in length and 15 inches
wide, and looks somewhat like a surfboard. It has
a ‘hand stand’ for the arm to rest. A rope is set at
the front for the user to manipulate the tongkah
on the mudflat. A sack is tied to the armrest where
the catch is thrown into as the tongkah moves.
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Because octopus fishing is done at night, the
fishermen use carbide as their source of fuel for
their light source. It is not only cheap but also
emits very strong light.

Atongkah is very easy to use once you get the hang
of it. Since the purpose of using it is to catch small
octopus that are trapped on mudflats at night, the
fishermen must know exactly when the tide is low
and the location where octopus can be found.
Hence a fisherman go out just before the tide falls
and place a pole into the mudflats for the boats to
be tied to and wait. As the tide drops, a fisherman
prepares his tongkah.

First, the armrest is placed on the tongkah and the
rope is prepared. Carbide is then put into a
container with a funnel. When water is added, the
carbide emits gas at the end of the funnel. With the
strike of a match, the modified torchlight is now
ready to be used. A sack is then tied to the armrest,
and the tongkah is set onto the mudflat.

The fisherman's left arm rests on the armrest while
holding the carbide torchlight. His right arm is
used to catch the octopus. One of his legs is placed
on the tongkah while his other free leg pushes the
tongkah forward along the mudflat.

The search for octopus starts immediately, and the
fisherman does not stop until the tide comes back
almost two hours later. On a good day, as much as
15 kg of octopus can be gotten.

When octopus are abundant, the scene on the mudflat
is like a festival with many fishermen on their
tongkahs gliding along the mudflat with a strong
beam of light, on the lookout for the shy animal. The
fisherman must be quick because once an octopus
feels threatened, it quickly disappears into the mud.

One fisherman explained, “The tongkah has been
used here for as long as | can remember”. He is
rightly proud of this tradition that has served him
and his fellow fishermen well.




