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A jungle journey
Catherine Marshall takes a cruise along the mighty amazon, 

through steamy jungle and torrential rain, in search of the 
legendary (and deadly) piranha.

piranhas have teeth so powerful they can 
shred a carcass in seconds. The red-bellied species 
is most ferocious of all, and this is the one I’m 
hoping to snare as I unreel my rainforest-style 
fishing rod – a whittled tree branch with a string 
of gut attached. All around me the Amazon jun-
gle seethes and hisses and creaks; floating on a 
remote tributary near the churning birthplace 
of the Amazon River, I can’t fathom where this 
mesh of foliage begins or ends. It is an impen-
etrable thicket that stretches from the border of 
Brazil all the way up into the foothills of the An-
des mountains, carpeting as it goes a full 60 per 
cent of Peru.    

I have come here via the jungle-locked city 
of Iquitos in northeastern Peru, where brightly-
painted motos – motorbike rickshaws – push 
through a curtain of humidity on their way 
from the market to the promenade to the dusty 
riverfront where cattle are offloaded from just-
arrived boats. Guide Daniel Vasquez – who was 
“born in this jungle and will die here” – has col-
lected me from Iquitos’ airport and ferried me 
westwards to the town of Nauta where Aqua 
Expeditions’ 24-passenger expedition vessel, 
Aqua Amazon, is docked. Fitted with 12 air-con-
ditioned suites, each with unfettered views of 
the passing jungle, the Aqua is a cocoon of luxury 
within one of the world’s wildest landscapes. 
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Gett inG there
LAN Airlines flies from Sydney to Santiago, Chile daily with a 
short stop in Auckland. From Santiago, LAN flies to Iquitos via 
Lima five times a week. Return economy fares are priced from 
A$3,145 and business class fares from A$7,600. Total flight 
time is from 25 hours plus stopover. lan.com

When to  Go
This area of  Peru experiences heavy rainfall consistently 
throughout the year with no month receiving less than 100 
millimetres. The dry season runs from June to August and 
there will likely be a few clear days, though the temperature is 
uniformly hot and humid.

“Is it going to rain today?” Daniel 
asks rhetorically as we climb aboard. “Not 
even the best shaman can tell you that.”   

Rain drenches this canopy 250 days 
of the year, but it is the dry season now 
and the water level has plummeted seven 
metres from its wet season high mark. 
Still, the river is voluminous, sluicing 
hard against the boat’s hull as we set off 
from Nauta. We are cruising upriver along 
the Maraňón, which joins with the Ucay-
ali River near Iquitos to form the mighty 
Amazon. These shorelines are redrawn 
during the rainy season: up to 30 metres 
of riverbank is lost each year, and water 
penetrates the jungle’s every cranny. But 
the people of the Peruvian Amazon ac-
cept the days as they come, growing rice 
on sand drifts, milking rainforest trees 
for medicine, filling their nets with fish, 
seeking solace from shamans who live 
deep in the jungle, and moving on when 
their villages collapse into the river.

We cruise into the Pacaya-Samiria Na-

tional Reserve, one of Peru’s largest pro-
tected areas. This is a biodiversity hotspot 
positively brimming with plant and ani-
mal species. In the morning, on an excur-
sion in one of the boat’s skiffs, I see crim-
son-crested woodpeckers, donkey birds 
decorating an ironwood tree, macaws on 
their way to Ecuador and cormorants glid-
ing along the water’s glassy surface like a 
cloud of flies. Capuchin monkeys shriek 
at one another as they bounce across the 

canopy and squirrel monkeys forage for ta-
rantulas in parasitic bromeliads attached 
to the trunks of cottonwool-smothered 
kapok trees. A sloth ascends a coral tree 
in slow motion, reaching gingerly for the 
nectar concealed in its bright orange blos-
soms. We are 4,200 kilometres from the 
mouth of the Amazon River and its out-
flow into the Atlantic Ocean, yet pink dol-
phins are breaching idly beside me, their 
skin appearing bruised and luminescent 
in the early morning light. Villagers don’t 
hunt the dolphins, explains guide Victor 
Coelho; they take pity on them instead. 

“We have a superstition that the 
dolphins are human, and that they were 
punished by the spirit and forced to live 
under the water.”

Joining the dolphins in the watery 
underworld are anacondas and caiman, 
turtles and stingrays, and a stunning 
abundance of fish species, each one cru-
cial to the Amazon’s ecology: they dis-
perse seeds, process organic matter and 

Fitted with 12 air-conditioned suites, each with unfettered views of the passing jungle, the  
Aqua is a cocoon of luxury within one of the world’s wildest landscapes. 

cruise diaries 
Main image: 

Victoria water lillies 
cover the water.
inset from left: a 

pink dolphin; aqua 
amazon's outdoor 

lounge; Fine dining 
with chef cisco 

iberico.  

aMazon 
adVentures
above from left: 
a sharp-toothed 
red-bellied piranha; 
Locals cruising in a 
canoe; the author 
comes to grips with 
an anaconda.
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the  cruise
The Classic Safari Company offers 
three-night cruises from US$3,155 
(about A$3,318) per person, four nights 
from US$4,105 (about A$4,317) and 
seven nights from US$6,955 (about 
A$7,314). Rates are valid for travel in 
2014 and include return flights from 
Lima to Iquitos (subject to availability), 
all meals and beverages (non-alcoholic, 
house wine and beer) while onboard, all 
excursions, transfers to and from the 
vessel when arriving or departing on 
recommended flights, and the Pacaya-
Samiria National Reserve entrance fee. 
classicsafaricompany.com.au

refurbishment

A refresh for Seven Seas Voyager

O ne of Regent Seven Seas’ flagship liners has just 
completed a multi-million dollar refurbishment. The 
Seven Seas Voyager has emerged from drydock with a 

new interior décor. Public areas have been given custom-milled 
carpet, new furnishings and plush upholstery. The penthouse 
suites have been completely redesigned with all new furni-
ture and décor. The Horizons bar and nightclub, Observation 
Lounge, Constellation Theatre, two restaurants and the pool 
deck have also been refreshed. rssc.com.au

new launch

Third expedition ship for Silversea

O n 1 March, 2014 Silversea will welcome a new 
128-berth ship to its expedition fleet, the Silver Dis-
coverer. The ship has been completely refurbished 

and will offer five suite categories and an extensive range of 
facilities including a swimming pool, gym, beauty salon, two 
restaurants and a lecture room. The Discoverer will undertake 
11- to 18-day voyages through Australia’s Kimberley region, In-
donesia, the Russian Far East and Polynesia. Passengers can get 
up close to local wildlife onboard one of the ship’s 12 Zodiacs 
or the glass-bottomed boat. An expedition team of 11 experts, 
including divemasters, biologists, historians, geologists and 
naturalists, will accompany the voyages to give lectures and 
briefings. silversea.com

new ship

New ship for 
Seabourn

Seabourn has 
announced that 
it will build a new 

luxury ship, the fourth in its 
fleet alongside the Seabourn 
Odyssey, Sojourn and Quest. 
Seabourn recently sold 
half  of  its fleet to Windstar 
Cruises and the new ship will 
replace the capacity leaving 
the brand. The new ship is 
expected to come into service 
in the second half  of  2016. 
seabourn.com

NeWS
ShippiNg

control the spread of water lettuce and 
floating weeds. But it’s the feared and leg-
endary piranha that I’m after; 28 types of 
the sharp-toothed fish live in this reserve, 
three of which were discovered in the past 
decade alone.

“Only five of the species are carni-
vores,” says Daniel as he tethers the skiff 
to a cecropia tree. “Omivore piranhas 
have teeth that can crack seeds and eat 
meat. And a school of carnivores can eat 
a water buffalo in 60 seconds.” 

Daniel twists a chunk of fetid meat 
onto my rusty fish hook. I cast off, and in-
stantly feel a tug on my line. Just like that, 
I’ve caught a red-bellied piranha, the most 
ferocious fish in the whole of the Amazon. 
My catch is small, but feisty; there is a 
brief struggle, but I prevail, wrenching the 
piranha into the boat and drawing in my 
toes as it thrashes about centimetres from 
my feet, belly glistening red, teeth bared 
in all their razor-sharp, terrifying glory. 
The piranha is not as delicious as the cat-
fish, Daniel says, but we will take it back 
to the Aqua and ask chef Cisco Iberico to 
cook it. We will pair it with other foods in-
spired by the jungle – heart of palm souf-
flé, yucca empanadas, hen juanes (Amazo-
nian tamales), river snails, cebiche – and 
will wash it down with pisco sours and 
camu camu juice. But for now we must 
shield ourselves against a downpour that 
has erupted so suddenly and unexpect-
edly that not even the best shaman would 
have predicted it. 

These shorelines are redrawn during the rainy season: up to 30 metres of riverbank  
is lost each year, and water penetrates the jungle’s every cranny. 

birds oF a Feather 
Main image: Flocks of waterbirds take 
flight. inset from left: the indoor lounge 
onboard aqua amazon; one of the 
aqua's 12 suites.  


