
Where the First Wave Arrives in Minutes
Indonesian Lessons on Surviving Tsunamis Near Their Sources
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FRONT COVER  Video scenes from Banda Aceh, December 26, 2004.  All but the last were shot 
in Simpang Lima, at the tsunami’s feather edge almost 3 km from the sea (p. iii). 
Scene 
1-4 Crowds gather and an ambulance passes in front of a department store collapsed by 

the Aceh-Andaman earthquake, which occurred close to 8:00 a.m. (timeline, p. 4).  Little 
more than the store’s facade remains upright (scene 1; side view, p. 7).
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Credits, p. 22
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Public knowledge, natural warnings, and evacuation strategies 
that helped people live through fast-arriving tsunamis in Aceh and southern Java 
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Number in bold italics denotes booklet page where place is mentioned.
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Banda Aceh and vicinity
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Digital Globe image from Google Earth, taken June 22, 2004
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Lampulo 4 Black dot in Lampulo locates evidence that 
the tsunami first flooded this area 45-50 
minutes after start of earthquake.  The 
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stopped clocks, believed disabled by the 
tsunami, that had been hung 2-3 m above a 
house floor (timeline, page 4).
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Simpang Lima  front cover, 2-4, 7   Black dot at Simpang Lima is centered on 
white monument in scenes 5, 6, and 10 of 
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northeast of the collapsed Pante Pirak 
department store shown in scenes 1-3 and 
on page 7.

Data sources cited on page 23. 
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Introduction

This booklet draws on eyewitness accounts of tsunamis that arrived in an hour or less.  Such 
fast-arriving tsunamis threaten many coasts, particularly those that adjoin subduction zones 
(global distribution, above; see also p. 3 and 23).  In the photo, Eko Yulianto interviews a 
survivor of one such tsunami in Lampon, Java.
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The Earliest Warnings
Understanding Why Tsunamis Happen to Us
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The 2004 tsunami in Simpang Lima, Banda Aceh, 9:14 a.m.
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Fast-Arriving Waves Tend to Pose the Greatest Threat
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Tsunamis since 1800 have taken more lives in Indonesia than anywhere else, in part because 
the waves arrive quickly.  Imam Abu Abdul Rhaffar holds a clock believed stopped by the 
tsunami in Lhok Nga (left).  The time is a little more than 20 minutes after the start of the 2004 
Aceh-Andaman earthquake (above). 
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The Earth May Remember What People Forget
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On most coasts, a damaging tsunami happens so rarely that people forget about the hazard.  Earth’s own extended memory of tsunami history can help them remember. 
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How Grandparents and Graves Kept Memories Alive
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Tsunami history and cultural heritage mix at Simeulue Island, where only seven died from the 
2004 tsunami.  The history gets handed down by people like Pi Dawan (photographed in 2006 
with a great-grandson in Labuan Bajo).  Her parents had told her of the 1907 tsunami, tangible 
reminders of which include the grave of an early religious leader, Tengku Di Ujung (left, in 
Latak Ayah).  Many knew Tengku’s grave not only because he had spread Islam on the island 
but also because the tombstone had survived the 1907 tsunami.  It remains standing today, 
having survived the 2004 tsunami as well.
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Warnings of a Tsunami Underway
If the Earth Shakes, a Tsunami May Soon Follow
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Earthquake shaking provided a natural tsunami warning that was widely heeded 
on Simeulue Island (facing page) but not in Banda Aceh.  The shaking brought 
down the Pante Pirak department store (right)—a collapse that surpassed most 
other earthquake damage in Banda Aceh, and which drew onlookers in the hour 
before the tsunami chased people from the area (front cover). 
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An earthquake without a tsunami reinforced a Sumatran city’s policy that upon feeling a strong 
�����+��/������������������������<��������������������������������������������������!�����
guidance.  The earthquake took place September 30, 2009 near Padang, where several hundred 
thousand people live in tsunami-evacuation areas.  Indonesia’s tsunami-warning center 
quickly announced that the earthquake was too deep to set off a tsunami.  But most people in 
Padang had trouble receiving this news because of earthquake damage to electric-power grids, 
cellphone networks, and radio stations.  At right, the jammed evacuation and a timeline for the 
mayor’s decision to cancel it.



9WARNINGS OF A TSUNAMI UNDERWAY

The Sea May Withdraw Shortly Before It Attacks 
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The Sea May Boom
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Birds May Flee
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Booms heard in Aceh during the 2004 tsunami sounded like artillery from 
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soldiers from the national army mingle with the tsunami’s wounded.
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Evacuation Strategies

High ground provides ready refuge near Naibos, on Simeulue Island.  In the story at left, a 
mainland hill keeps a young man safe so long as he stays there.

Run to the Hills
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Abandon Belongings
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Though Sukran survived an attempt to retrieve 
belongings during the 2004 tsunami on Simeulue 
Island, the friend he was helping was not so lucky.
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Stay out of Cars
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Bukhari bin Abdullah, left, lost his wife and a 
child when the tsunami trapped them inside 
an automobile.  Above, a car mangled by 
tsunami in Banda Aceh. 
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Beware of Rivers and Bridges
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The incoming 2004 tsunami drove the remains of houses and entire boats into a bridge over 
the Aceh River (left).  In this area, 1 km seaward from scenes on the front cover, the tsunami 
��������><?����������������������������@�������������
����Q
��'���������������������X�����
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2006 tsunami had engorged.
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Climb a Tall Building
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Consider Water Towers

The 2006 Java tsunami destroyed 2,000 
buildings but spared most water towers.  
The weak earthquake that spawned the 
tsunami left the towers standing.  An 
hour later, the tsunami passed harmlessly 
between their legs at the same time as it 
was destroying adjacent houses.   Such 
towers, if equipped with steps or ladders, 
may allow vertical evacuation.  In the 
example above, near Pangadaran, the 
����������������������������������<�����
house.

8�2�#7L#�/�%����""	���	"��	�"���&	�&�	�3����������
	���&	��������%������������������������
0�

(����&	�&�	����$�$	
���	�
��>������%�����J	�4�
�
2���������%����	��	���
	�%��K�	�����	"�0��#����	��"���	
�
�����	�	�������������	�	
������	��	�3��
���
	����3��	�;
����	�
	������,	&����	�����
��������
������������	��
���	�3��	�
	%�����	
0��-�	������%���	�	�����	���������
�
�����		�7�	�	���	&���	
�����	��	
��>�%����$	������
�
�	$	�0

8����	��)
�&	�&�	����$�$	
���	�
��>������%�������	�
�	��%���#�
��	��������
�����1�4��� �����!0��#���������	���

�,%�"��%���	��	�����	�3��	��3���
���	���A;���%����$	�
�����
���
��������	������
�"��������	����,%� &0����!0��
L	����������	������%�@���	���
�3�$	������	
���	�����
����
����"���	
�������������
�3�0��J�����"���	�)
�3	��������	�
�	���
�R���0��8%������	%�3	�	�J�������80?0��<������
#�����%����
�?�����0��J���������
��	��
����		�	B&��������
4�����	"��	��		������3�����"�����,�3��	�������	��������0��
-�	������3�$	�����	������%����������,�		�
		&�����R�3	
�
"���0������
�	�����	�%	
�3����
	�����������$����3��	�����
&������0��J���������
�<�������
	�	
���	%�������������	�
����
���6��%	��"���
������	3�&�&	�����	�Harian Serambi 
Indonesia0�

The 2004 tsunami drove people high into buildings that saved some 
of their lives.  Four people survived in the mosque at left, even though 
the tsunami removed railings, pushed in walls and windows, peeled off 
�������������������������������������������<�������������������������=��
seaward side.  At right, a newspaper building provided refuge for 52 
people including Rohani (left), Hasbi, Ibrahim, and Mochtar (back row, 
right) and Rohani’s children, Magdalena, Muhajirin, and Intan (front). 
They pose in front of the building’s landward side.
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Climb a Tree
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Two saved by trees:  Wardiyah in front of the kedondong tree that she climbed during the 2004 
tsunami in Banda Aceh; and Teguh Sutarno, who used a coconut palm during the 2006 tsunami 
near Cilacap.  
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Use a Floating Object as a Life Raft
J8�O��(�-<����?P#P�?�����8�	����������������������	������%��
��
������	�	�����������	�����3�%����$	
���	%�	�$	�������������������%�	���
��		�����,���%����	��	����	"���	��������4	���;������&������������	������	�����
�
�����0����%	�
��"�	
����������	��	��3������	���%�,	���"��R������3���	����	���
��	
���	%����"	���	�������		���������
����0��J�����"�����	�3������$�$	
���
�
%����	
�������%�����&���	�R���������4	��M�%	�	������
�������������	B&��	
�
��	�R�������&	����������4�������
	����������	��
	����0

�����	�%��������"���	�8�	�������%���	�	$	�;�	��;��
�-����O���������
#�����3����	�&��������"���	��&�����%�����$	����������	�����	������	�8��	�
������	������"�2��
��8�	�0��=�	����	����,�������&&	
��	��	�
	
���%	��
����"���	�����������	���
���������3����"��	�
�0������������"�	���	�������
��%	�-�����	��
�������
	���������
���%����"��%���	�
��	�������"���	��	���
"����3	
������������������	��	��3���������0��-��������������	�����
�%���	��
����	
������"���	�����	���
�4���	
���	�������������	����
0��8�����������,�
3�$	�����	
������3����3���������������&���0�

-���������3�$	������	
�-����������	�������		0��<	�������������������	��	B��
3�$	����,	��������&0��-����"���
���%�	�"����%	��	
��	�	����
	����0��<	�
�������	
������	����"��	����3���&����3����
������	
���0��8�����
�3�$	��	"����%�
�
��"�������	��&	���	�0

8�������&�����-�������������

��������R���6�����,0�����������8������
����&���	����������"	��0��<	�3��������������������������	�&����3���
���	����,�
3�	���	�
��"�	
������	0��<	������	
���	����,�����������	��	B���	��
�����������
��
��������"���	�����$	0��<	����
����	����,������&��������������%&���	������
"���������� &0�
A!0

'�#��������������������[��\����������������������������������������������������������������
��������������������
��]�����<����<�����������������������������������������������������������������
and a book (account in Indonesian, p. 26).  Eighteen-year-old Harianto (p. 11), after being struck 
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mattress in tsunami debris of Banda Aceh.
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If Offshore, Go Farther Out to Sea
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water, though he struggled with tsunami backwash upon returning to Banda Aceh.  Heading 
out to sea also helped Budiyono (right) endure the 2006 tsunami, which took the life of a fellow 
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Expect More than One Wave
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Asep and his brother, in a boat off 
Pangandaran, won a two-hour battle against 
multiple waves of the 2006 tsunami. 
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Legend in Java tells of an ocean queen, Nyi Roro Kidul, who captures men and 
women in waves she sends ashore.  Similar stories are told as far west as the 
Mentawai Islands and eastward to Flores.  At left, Roro Kidul drives a chariot on 
a canvas by Wasdi, who stands in his studio a stone’s throw from the beach at 
Pelabuhanratu, the Port of the Queen.
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Index maps (p. ii, iii)
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Fast-Arriving Waves Tend to Pose the Greatest 
Threat (p. 4)  
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The Earth May Remember What People Forget 
(p. 5)  
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How Grandparents and Graves Kept Memories 
Alive (p. 6)
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Guidance Can (p. 8)
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In an interview in 2006, Sabri (left) of Lakuban, Simeulue, said 
he could still recall the 1907 tsunami.
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If The Earth Shakes, a Tsunami May Soon 
Follow (p. 7)    
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The Sea May Withdraw Shortly Before It Attacks 
(p. 9)   
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Climb a Tall Building (p. 16-17)
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Nanggroe Aceh Darussalam, cited at left as reference 5, tells 
survivors’ stories more fully than space in this booklet allows.  
Above, part the story from Taha Yasin bin Ilyas (p. 19), who 
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al-Qur’an, this book probably consists of Islamic lessons.
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During a search for tsunami geology like that shown on page 
5, Priyobudi of Indonesia’s tsunami-warning center interviews 
residents near Cilacap.  References 11 and 16 describe some 
of the effects of the 2006 tsunami on this part of the south 
coast of Java, and reference 6 explores how the tsunami was 
generated.
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The 2006 tsunami near Pangandaran caught Uus and his 
daughter, Piara, then one month old.  In an interview three 
years later he sketches the tsunami with Piara’s help.
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The Earliest Warnings
Understanding Why Tsunamis Happen to Us
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Warnings of a Tsunami Underway
If the Earth Shakes, a Tsunami May Soon Follow
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Evacuation Strategies
Run to the Hills
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Climb a Tree
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A student in Langi, on Simeulue 
Island off northern Sumatra, 
pairs national and local words for 
earthquake and tsunami during 
a school lesson in 2006.  A year 
and a half earlier the 2004 Indian 
Ocean tsunami swept Langi’s 
houses off their foundations.  The 
tsunami reportedly arrived there 
�������!����+������<���������������
earthquake during which it began.  
Yet Langi, like most other villages 
on Simeulue Island, suffered no 
fatalities.  The islanders have 
a well-remembered history of 
tsunamis, and they have a tradition 
of using earthquakes as natural 
warnings to go to high ground.  
See page 6.
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