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IN A REGION KNOWN AS THE CORAL TRIANGLE – INDONESIA’S RAJA AMPAT ARCHIPELAGO  
– STEPHANIE WOOD LETS THE DAYS STRETCH BEFORE HER ON A LUXURY CRUISE.
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I open the curtains and am almost thrown backwards by the light. 
After flying for four hours through the night from Jakarta to the 
port town of Sorong I had boarded a boat, dazed and groggy, 
before collapsing into sleep for two hours of sea travel.

Now the only sound is waves gently slapping the hull. The boat 
is anchored in the remote Raja Ampat Marine Park, off the north-
western tip of Indonesia’s West Papua Province, an archipelago 
of about 1500 islands in one of the world’s most pristine diving 
and marine conservation areas. 

I tear my eyes away from the view, take in the loveliness of my 
suite on the top deck of the luxury Prana by Atzaró (pranabyatzaro.
com), a 55-metre timber phinisi motor sailboat, and tie on a sarong. 
Dress code: sultry casual, bare feet compulsory. Kim Kardashian 
has trod these same polished boards.

On the main deck I meet my international shipmates and  
our Australian cruise director, Mick, before sitting down for the 
first exceptional meal of many. Lunch is served under a white sail, 
the sea beside us like a bolt of blue-green velvet. A waiter pours 
wine as a witty Scottish writer observes, “This is our new life. It’s 
like Lost.” An American former male model opposite me says,  
“I could handle that.” We have five days of slow bliss ahead of us.

Raja Ampat translates as “the Four Kings” and the experience matches 
the name. The boat is in the portfolio of the Atzaró group, which 
owns high-end properties on land, including a hotel set amid 
Ibiza’s orange groves. Prana, based on the traditional design of 
phinisi trading ships but with added contemporary opulence,  
can host 18 guests in nine air-conditioned suites: two on the top 
deck (one with an outdoor terrace) and seven with portholes 
below deck. A crew of 20 includes two spa staff.

I book a massage and consider what other decadent avenues 
to pursue: do I curl up on a daybed, stretch out with yoga or ask 
for a drink? Or should I retire to my suite, an elegant white-and-
timber space featuring black-and-white photography of life in 
West Papua? The correct answer here seems to be all of the above.

At dusk we assemble on the top deck for cocktails, the  
light softens and the sky blushes with orange, yellow and pink 
hues over the sea. 
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These 4.6 million hectares of ocean are some of the world’s most 
biodiverse, home to more than 1600 types of fish and 550 coral species. 
“People call Raja Ampat a species factory,” says Mick. From our 
first snorkel near Mios Kon (Bat Island), we enter an other-worldly 
realm: the sun’s rays beam through the water as we hover above 
undersea gardens, flipper through waters tinselled with fish and 
pass soft and hard corals in jewel colours.

Prana is a fully equipped dive vessel and I want to go deeper. 
On our second day, four of us assemble for Mick’s safety briefing. 
When I ask about the health of the reef he explains that the 
presence of reef sharks is a good indicator and there are plenty 
of those here. “It’s doing okay.”

October to April are considered the best diving months in Raja 
Ampat, which has been protected from the ravages of development 
by its remoteness. Over two days we dive at three incredible sites, 
descending to modest depths in waters crowded with Napoleon 
wrasse, batfish and unicornfish. At Cape Kri, south-west of Waigeo, 
the largest of the four main islands in the archipelago, a barracuda 
flashes past; at another site, my dive-instructor-buddy Ana points 
out green turtles and three gliding blacktip reef sharks. 

Every day at breakfast Mick outlines the activities on offer. Most days, 
the crew lowers kayaks off the afterdeck and one or more of us 
paddle off to small islands and come ashore on arcs of white-sand 
beach. Sadly, despite Raja Ampat’s lack of development, the 
currents still deliver plastic debris; more than once we collect 
what we can and take it back to the boat for proper disposal.

On one occasion the tenders take us to Arborek Island and 
although there is washing on lines and an occasional peeking 
child, we stroll through what seems to be a deserted village. 

Another time, some guests are dragged through the sea on an 
inflatable “donut” behind a tender then recover enough to go  
on a fast, bumpy ride through open water to a reef-fringed lagoon. 
We stand ankle-deep in water while blacktip reef sharks hurl 
themselves around our feet, competing for the raw chicken Ana 
tosses in the water. Towards the end of our journey, we’re whisked 
away to a manta ray conservation area near Aborek. We circle  
the area but there are no signs of rays. We go snorkelling again, 
which is not at all a poor second choice.

On the third night, we cross the Equator and arrive in the Raja Ampat 
of postcards. After a brunch of sweet papaya, pastries and char 
kway teow noodles, the tenders drop us at a jetty on one of the 
Piaynemo islands and we hike through the jungle. As we climb,  
I scan the trees for evidence of Raja Ampat’s terrestrial biodiversity, 
which includes the fabulous but elusive Wilson’s bird of paradise, 
the red bird of paradise and the Papuan hornbill. 

At the lookout, Bintang beers are handed around. We’re only 
about 120 kilometres from Sorong but looking down over jungle-
covered limestone karst islands erupting out of shifting shades  
of blue I feel as though I’m in a lost world. 

Further north, we anchor near the famed Wayag Islands and 
their central Blue Lagoon. Later, as dusk falls we cruise through 
a series of lagoons and those lush karst atolls are all around  
us. Where the limestone is too sheer for tree roots to take hold,  
I see craggy faces in the bare rock.

Suddenly we’re upon something magic: a beach fringed by 
palms, with a row of beanbags, music and a long cloth-covered 
dining table lit with twinkling lights. Cocktails at the ready, lobster 
on the barbecue, dinner is served.  


