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BEHIND THE SCENES

ALL ABOARD

We spent four intense hours with Aqua Expeditions’
Francesco and Birgit Galli Zugare on their newest
cruise vessel to capture this month's cover teature

For this month’s cover shoot, the Singapore Tarfer crew made our way 1o
Bali, Indonesia to meet with Francesco and Birgit Galli Zugaro, the couple
behind boutique luxury cruise company Aqua Expeditions. The air was
balmy as we made our way through a local port. where we boarded a tender
that took us to Agua By, the companys newest vesscl.

On board, we showed the couple all the outfits we had prepared for
them. Francesco was open to the idea of moving away from the somewhat
cliched linen look for a simple but sharp burgundy turtleneck sweater
paired with board shorts. And because style is always an amalgamation of
different ideas, he decided to pick his own accessories,

We Afe !_'uuh-\.h'l;-_" |:|‘ur||.'|.:\|.'|:-'\ <|-;;|i;_:|'|| u'iIFl his new ook -;;l'l-;_'-:luru;_'-::d H-il'!;ﬂ
1o step out of her own comfort zong, During the shoot, she rook directions
like a pro. and even kicked off her pumps for a pair of flar sandals
incidentally, one of the chicest trends of the season.

In facr, after spending the morning shooting, Birgit thanked the styling
tcam for helping her to see herself in a whole new light, adding: “I'd never
have picked any of those outfits on my own, but now, you've made me want
to run to Loro Piana to buy that mustard outfic!” G

Aqua Expaditions’ katast ship, Aqua 8iu (left],
sails through East Indonesio ho dessinations such
az the Komodo Maotional Park and Rojo Ampat;
armed with suilcases full of spring/summer
2020 thisads |belaw|, the Singapare Taller
taam boarded a small vessel of a kecal per
bafors transfarmng to Agua By

OM THE COVER

Fhotography by Eric Seow, asisted by
Alfred Mg Seyling by Desmiond Lim,
assisted by Joey Tan. Hair, make-up
and greoming by Zhou Aiyi/Makeup
Enrourage, using Bevion Professional

and Cle de Peau Beaute, Swearer by Tosds,

Accessories by Hermis, Prada and Eres
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Birgit waars Straford coshmers swaater and

:ﬁ.irl. bath I:r;l Lowa *iunn; sung|r.|wn h}r Pmdn_;
peor drap earrings by Pendulum Cficial; Mosaic
Mupie swede-trimmed silk-bwill sandals by Eres.
Francesco wears Skye cashmans-blend burtlensd
swaater and Cpean Walk suede thoss, both by
Loro Piano; sunglosses by Prada
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Birgit wears Stroffand
cm.hrlwm s Ohar and
skirt, bath by Lore Fiana;
sunghosses by Frodo; pearl
drop sarings by Pendulum
Offict: Mesale Mupha
suada-trimmeag 3ilk-twill
;#nls by Eres. Froncesco
‘wears Skye coshmere-
blend turleneck sweabsr
and Cipen Walk sieds |
shaes, beth by Lora Frana,
aungl-msas by Prada

= ik
—

L7\ ]




5
\/o%rg;ers

Francesco and Birgit Galli Zugaro
soak up the beauty of East Indonesia,
the latest destination explored by
||"|':,"ir |,,}(U":," I.'_'i-l:_'.l',_,rll:_':',_,l:_: Cryise Company
Aqua Expeditions

BY HONG XINYI

PHOTOGRAPHY ERIC SEQW
SSHICM DIRECTICN DESMOND LIM



ouples get to know cach other on a whole
new level when they travel together, and ufts
triggered by life on the road and constant
togetherness are not unheard of. When
Franceseo and Birgit Galli Zugaro vook their
first major trip rogether, however, perfect
harmony prevailed. Considering they were backpacking
around the world for a year, spanning 1996 to 1997, that
harmony was a very impressive achicvement indeed.

“He was a great companion. We never got tired of cach
other,” says Birgit. They met as students at Boston Collese
in the US in the 19905 and by the time they embarked on
this epic adventure, they had already been in a relationship
for six vears, They had gome on weekend vacations, visited
each oher’s families (hers in Ecuador, his in Iraly), and
were living together when Francesco suggested travelling
around the world,

“We were around 23, 24 years old and 1 thoughr it
was a good time to drop all our responsibilities.” he says.
Birgit was up for it and they set off after saving enough
money. Starting off in the Americas, they moved on to the
South Pacitic, Australia, Asia, and then ended the journey
i Europe. Along the way, they relied on Lonely Planet
guidebooks and stuck to a shoestring budget, The only
place they splurged on a nicer horel was in Bali, Indenesia,
and it was by Francesco’s design—thar was where he
proposed 1o Birgit,

“Looking back, it’s the best money we've ever spent.”
he declares of the whaole trip. And while their travel
budgers are considerably more generous these days,

“that sense of adventure lives in us now more than

ever”. Indeed, Francesco has always had a serious case

of wanderlust. Born in Switzerland, the ltalian-American
lived in 14 countries growing up due to his stepfather's job
as bureau chief for an international magazine, Laver, he
worked in New York and London before spending a decade
in Ecuador, where he was vice president of marketing and
sales for a cruise operator,

In 2007, eager for a new challenge, he launched
Agua Expeditions with financial backing from Birgits father,
and decided to base this boutique cruise line in Peru to
capitalise on an untapped market for luxury Amazon river
expeditions. “1 was on board from the get-go. I knew it was
his passion,” says Birgit, a director of Aqua Expeditions.
“Chur three children were young then, and it was guite easy
o pick up and go, | thoughe if he was ever going to start his
own business, that was the time 1o doic”

They spent five years in Peru, before relocating o
Simgapore in 2012, Agua Expeditions wanved to launch
new cruises along the Mekong river, and Francesco
picked Singapore over Hong Kong as the company's
new global headguarcers after being courted by the
Economic Development Board. “Singapore s the perfiect

“SINGAPORE

IS THE PERFECT

HUB IN TERMS OF
SAFETY, EFFICIENCY,
EDUCATION FOR
OUR CHILDREN,
AND ITS TRANSPORT
LINKS TO THE REST
OF THE WORLD”

— Francesco Galli Zugaro

hub in terms of satety, efhcency, education for our
children, and its transport links to the rest of the
world,” he says.

Adjusting to lite here turmed out 1o be even easier than
their move from Ecuador to Peru, where the family lived
in the capital Lima, *We expecred those two places to have
more similarities, since they both have Latin American
cultures. But the society in Lima was more closed,” savs
Birgir, who is Peruvian-British, but had never lived in
Peru prior to that stint. “Everyone in Singapore, locals and
cxpatriates, has been very welcoming.” Francesco agrees,
“It's been a very soft landing.”

CRUISING FOR ADVENTURERS

In 1996, around the same time the couple were
traipsing around the world, American author
David Foster Wallace published an essay rtitled
A Suppasedfy Fun Thing I'il Never Do Agatn, about his
experience of a seven-night Caribbean mega cruise on
board a ship named Zerith. In the essay, which is fairly
well-known, he renamed the vessel Nadir, “There is
something about a mass-market Luxury Crunse that’s
unbearaldy sad.” he wrote, “Like most unbearably sad
things, it seems incredibly elusive and complex in its
causes and simple in its effect: on board the Madir
especially at night, when all the ships structured fun
and reassurances and gaiety-noise ceased—I1 felt despair.
The word’s overused and banalified now, despair, but its
a serious word, and I'm using it seriously.”

The piece made such an impression on me when | read
It years ago that 've never felt any inclination to go ona
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cruise, | confess to the couple. Being very nice people., they
say they complerely understand but are quick to point out
thiat the travel experience Aqua Expeditions offers is very
different from that of a mega cruise, In fact, Francesco says
most of their guests are firse-time cruisers precisely becanse
they are not drawn 1o typical cruises.

“The size of the ship dictates the rype of guest,” he
explains, “In a 500- to 2,000-passenger ship, the vessel
becomes the principal attraction, and guests could care less
if they are going to the Bahamas or Bermuda. Our guests
are looking for authentic adventures, So in our case, its the
destination that is the attraction.”

That said, Aqua Expeditions’
ships are no afterthoughts,

There are three in its current
fleet, and one more will be
ready by the end of this year,
Each has a maximum capacity of
40 guests. The larest to launch
is Agua Bfu (where the couple
is photographed for this story).
which bezan plving the warers
of East Indonesia in 2014,

with itineraries that feature
the Komodo Mational Park,
Spice Islands and Raja Ampat,
Like its sister vessels, Aqgua Bl
is designed o convey both
contempaorary elegance and a
specitic sense of place.

“This ship was a former naval
vessel, and the main thing we
confronted was what to keep
and whiat to change,” says Birgat.
The former bag designer has
been very involved in the interior
design and retail selection of
Agqua Expeditions’ ships since
the companys inception. *We
decided to retain its beautitul Iralian parquet floors,
because they don't make them like this anymore. I also
tfound some beauriful antique betel nut-crackers for the
ship. Its history and the destination really inspircd me. It
became about striking a balance between keeping the ship's
soul and bringing it more up to date.” Francesco adds,
“Ewery ship we design has a personal feel—everything from
the decor to the plates is carefully curated and customised;
nothing is cookie curter,”

Besides being well-appointed, these smaller vessels also
have the advantage of being able 1o ply inland waterwavs.
“No big ship can go where we go,” Francesco points out.
*The higgest challenge in mainstream cruising roday is
they are running out of pores, everybody is doing the
same itineraries. By choosing coastal and river routes
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“AQUA BLL"S
HISTORY AND
THE DESTINATION
REALLY INSPIRED
ME. IT BECAME
ABOUT STRIKING
A BALANCE
BETWEEN KEEPING
THE SHIP’S SOUL
AND BRINGING I'T
MORE UP TO DATE”

—Bir'gi‘f Galli Iugum

and visiting smaller pores of call, we can access more
authentic places and experiences, which attracts a younger
and more active audience.”

CEO Francesco dubs lnmself the company’s chief
exploration officer, since he is often the one discovering
these adventures first through personal research. Cnee he
deems these experiences special enough for guests (for
example, swimming in a lake with pink dolphins)., local
guides will lead guests on these adventures. This relares
to another aspect of their business model that the couple
is very prowd of.

“We hire locally, purchase products and services locally,
and all our ships are locally
flagged, which means we pay
local raxes,” Francesco explains
of Agua Expeditions” operations
in Peru, YVietnam, Cambodia,
Indonresia and Singapore.

“Its very important for us
o be seen as a local operator,
and to build long-term
relationships with local
communities and give back”

The company is also
conscientious about adopting
eco-friendly practices, which
range from eliminating single-use
plastic ivems 1o responsible
WaASTE MANAZEMENT MEISUTES,
Sustainability is a personal passion
of Francesco’s. He spent several
years managing a business in
the Galipagos Islands, which is
well-known for its environmental
conservation. Increasingly,
the well-travelled guests of
Agua Expeditions also expect
rigorous sustainability standards.,
“We want 10 help protect
these destinations and being a smaller company can be
helpiul,” he says. “Any decision that gets made today can
be implemented in a matter of weeks. We are very good
listeners. If guests tell us we should be doing something, we
can respond quickly. Innovation fuels our growih."

CULTURAL ANCHOR

What does growth look like for this boutique company?
Already, the age range of its guests egins in the late 405,
which is a fair bit younger than the rypical cruise clientele,
“tnd it gerting vounger by the day.” says Birgit. That
said, the other end of that range has guests in their 705
“Wi carer to people from multiple generations who

are affluent explorers,” says Francesco, While its main
markets are the US, Canada, UK, Australia, Mexico,
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“BY CHOOSING
COASTAL AND
RIVER ROUTES AND
VISITING SMALLER
PORTS OF CALL,
WE CAN ACCESS
MORE AUTHENTIC
PLACES AND
EXPERIENCES”

— Francesco Galli Zugara

Brazil and Japan, Aqua Expeditions is using its Singapore
base to develop its Asian markets, and demand from
Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong is growing. In June,
the company will anmounce a new destination. But the
focus on affluent explorers and a meticulously curated
approach will remain. “We are not a bz volume business,”
says Francesco.

As for their personal rravels, believe it or not, there are
still plenty of places in the world Francesco and Birgit have
not yet visived, or ar least not visited together, Nepal and
Mongolia are on their wish list, and “Namibia is one place
I've been to that Id like 1o take her,” says Francesco.

With two of their children now in university in Europe,
family vacations can be a bit more logistically challenging
than before, When the kids were younger, however,
somez of the first places they visited as a family were
Francescos and Birgits hometowns in Italy's Rome and
Ecuador’s Quire, respectively. “We want them to connect
with these places, so that our favourite restaurants when
we were growing up become their faivourite restaurants,”
says Francesco. "Language is also a priorivy for us,” adds
Birgit. *We have always made sure to speak 1o them in
Spanish and Italian ar home” So even for these pracriced
nomads who have learned 1o make home wherever
they are, there are stll ports of call where they find a

unique resonance, 4
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