NATURE
“Killers in Eden”

The bones of a killer whale named Old Tom rest in a museum in the fishing village of Eden, on the southeast coast of Australia. Tom died 75 years ago, under circumstances that remain a mystery. Why was he known by name to the villagers, and why did they choose to preserve his skeleton for posterity?    

The answers emerge from one of the strangest and most provocative examples ever documented of animals in the wild knowingly cooperating with humans for a common goal. It’s a story told on film for the first time when NATURE rebroadcasts “Killers in Eden,” airing on PBS Sunday, July 16, 2006, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET. 

“The story is both thrilling and disturbing, and suggests that we may still be underestimating the level of intelligence of which some animals are capable,” says Fred Kaufman, executive producer of NATURE.   

Eden sits on the shores of a bay that lies along the migration path of baleen whales, especially humpbacks, swimming northward from the Antarctic. These huge marine mammals are among the favorite prey of the much smaller but aggressive killer whales, which consider the mammoth tongues of the baleens a delicacy. (Despite their size, baleens eat mostly plankton and krill; they do not hunt other whales.) 

At some point in the mid-1800s, a cooperative relationship began evolving between the killer whales (also known as orcas) and the whalers of Eden. The killer whales took the lead, intercepting migrating humpbacks and herding them into the bay, where the shallower waters made escape difficult. Once there, they would repeatedly attack the giant whales and wear them down to the point of exhaustion, setting them up for the whalers in their small boats.

By the early 1900s, a close working relationship had developed between the two species. The killer whales even devised a signal for the whalers, swimming right up to the village and slapping their tails on the water to let them know that a hunt was in progress. Working together in this way, man and beast were able to do something neither could have managed easily on their own: successfully hunting and killing some of the largest whales on earth. Following a kill, spoils were shared through an arrangement known as the “Law of the Tongue.”
“Killers in Eden” draws heavily from accounts of eyewitnesses, including 100-year-old Elsie Severs and 103-year-old Alice Otten (both of whom died shortly after the film was completed). Elsie explains how her father, Master Whaler George Davidson, came to view the leader of the killer whales — Old Tom — as a work colleague and a friend. She recounts that on one occasion, George fell in the water and Tom protected him from sharks. Other whalers who were drowning claimed to have been dragged back to the surface by the killer whales. 

“Killers in Eden” also features the extensive research of zoologist Danielle Clode and whale enthusiast Greg Mckee, who have spent many years investigating the events that took place in Eden. Together they help reveal not only the fascinating details of how the killer whale/whaler partnership began, but also why it tragically ended with Tom’s death — which may have been brought about by human betrayal.

The story ends on a poignant note. Speaking of Tom and her father, Elsie says, “We don’t know what it was, but they worked together. That’s all we know.”

Adds her friend, Alice, “We took so much for granted. It was all part of the job. All part of living … there.”   

NATURE, now in its 24th season, has won close to 300 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community and environmental organizations, including many Emmys, the George Foster Peabody Award and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club.
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