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F A R ,
F A R ,

BY KLARA GLOWCZEWSKA 

ILLUSTRATION BY KONSTANTIN KAKANIAS

WHAT TAKES 38 HOURS, 3 FLIGHTS, AND 2 LAYOVERS TO GET TO AND 
IS GUARANTEED TO SOOTHE YOUR SOUL? A MAGICAL ARCHIPELAGO 

IN INDONESIA CALLED RAJA AMPAT. COME, SHARE THE FANTASY.
F A R  A W A Y 

It’s delicious to lose 
your bearings in 
Raja Ampat’s watery 
world of thousands 
of islands and 
marine species.
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 “A
rrival is never easy,” said Serge Aliba, the Aqua Blu’s 
 Lebanese-born acting cruise director soon after we 
boarded the ship in Sorong. To get to this ramshackle 
tropical port city, at the tip of the Bird’s Head Peninsula 
in the eastern Indonesian province of West Papua, I had 
to endure (in pre-pandemic January 2020) a 16-and-a-
half-hour flight from New York to Hong Kong; a five-
hour airport layover; a four-and-a-half-hour flight to 

Jakarta; an eight-hour layover; and a four-hour flight to Sorong. (“So 
wrong,” a British friend who had traveled here earlier had quipped.) 

But distance, for me, is part of travel’s allure. A trip may have some 
quick charm, but a voyage—arrival difficulties are implied—conjures 
discovery, the shedding of routines, the feeling of being unbound. If 
you’ve done a lot of traveling, that craving for the faraway, and the 
existentially remote, gets harder to satisfy. So when, 10 years ago, I 
started hearing about an Indonesian archipelago with a fetching 
name, Raja Ampat, I took note. A few travel pioneers had chartered 
private boats to explore it, and Sorong was the gateway. 

How remote is Raja Ampat? Let’s put it this way: Not far from 
these islands, in the interior of Papua (the huge island that used to 
be called New Guinea) there are tribes that to date have had no con-
tact with the outside world, and villages, uncontacted and contacted, 
where cannibalism is still practiced (not for food, but ritualistically, 
in times of war). “There are travelers who want time with the tribes,” 
Aliba told me. “It’s a spiritual thing.” 

That, for me, might be a step too far. But everything else about 
Raja Ampat sounded fantastical, in the best possible way. It is 17,000 
square miles of crystalline water straddling the equator at the inter-
section of the Pacific and Indian oceans that is dotted with more 
than 1,500 steep, jungle- covered limestone 
islands, many uninhabited, some with sliv-
ers of white sand beach. And beneath the 
surface of the water lies the richest reef 
environment on earth. Raja Ampat, which 
means “four kings” in Bahasa Indonesia, 
the country’s common language (the name 
is a reference to the four largest islands), 
is the crown jewel of a 2.3 million–square 
mile marine region called the Coral Tri-
angle. (In addition to Indonesia, the tri-
angle encompasses parts of Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Papua New Guinea, Timor-
Leste, and the Solomon Islands. It is so 
called due to its staggering number of 
reef-building corals—nearly 600 species—
which nurture a similarly staggering num-
ber of reef fish —more than 2,000 species.) 

The unique natural abundance of this 
island-strewn expanse between Australia 
and Asia has a geologic provenance: We 
are in the heart of the Pacific Ring of Fire, 
the horseshoe-shape belt along which lie 
most of the earth’s active volcanoes. They 
account for 90 percent of the planet’s earth-
quakes and eruptions—super- fertilizer 
events, the nutrients from which flow into 
the warm seas. Indonesia has 76 active vol-
canoes, the most of any country.

“Fifteen years ago no one really came 

here,” says Aliba (which is astonishing, considering Indonesia’s pop-
ulation is 273 million). “Ten years ago there were several boats.” I’m 
finally here (what’s a 38-hour plane-and-airport marathon when I’ve 
been waiting a decade?) because I found just the right vessel on which 
to explore. I love wildness, but I also love creature comforts, and the 
Aqua Blu, the newest boat operating in Raja Ampat, fit the bill. It’s 
small (just 15 suites), with large sunbeds on deck, a hot tub and spa 
treatment room, superb food (something for which its sister ships, 
navigating the Amazon and the Mekong, are also known), and a crew 
of 27, including guides who are all dive masters. 

The ship is steel-hulled, not a phinisi, one of the graceful, wooden, 
multimast boats that traditionally ply Indonesian waters. But it has a 
top-notch expedition pedigree. The ship was built in 1967 as a Brit-
ish Navy explorer called the HMS Beagle, in honor of the vessel that 
carried Charles Darwin around the world in the 1830s. Converted in 
2006 into a private yacht for a Milanese family, it sailed the Mediter-
ranean before being transformed (and rechristened) in late 2019 by 
Aqua Expeditions into its current commercial incarnation, designed 
for trips of various lengths around Indonesia. Our band of 14 travel-
ers—arrived here from the United States, England, and Australia—is 
on one of its first seven-day sailings in Raja Ampat. 

“T ake it slow. The slower you swim, the more you will see,” says 
Kaz Kazzuaeni, our head guide, who hails from Lombok, 
near Bali. We’ve assembled on the main deck for our first 
morning’s briefing. Two tenders are bobbing in the water, 

at the ready. We’re sporting rash guards and wet suits, masks, fins, and 
tanks for those who are diving (not me). The whiteboard says “Mioskan,” 
the island we approached during the night, and there is also a chart 

of the day’s tides and a detailed drawing 
of Mioskan’s underwater landscape with 
its depths: two meters at the point of dis-
embarkation, then five, then dropping to 
10, 15, and 22-plus. This will not be like 
snorkeling off a Caribbean beach.

“We will enter water too deep to stand 
in,” Kaz says, in case any of us missed that 
point, and goes on with the rest of the 
drill. “Guides will check the current and 
decide if it’s okay to drift. They will carry a 
safety buoy to mark their location and the 
position of the boats—you should always 
be able to see them. If you cramp up, pull 
off fin and massage. Wiggling your hand 
like this [he demonstrates] means there’s a 
problem. Don’t touch anything: We have 
bacteria on our hands. Unless you see a 
piece of white coral—white means it’s 
dead.” (I won’t see any of that. Raja Ampat, 
at least for now, appears impervious to the 
destruction of marine habitats caused by 
global warming, perhaps because of its nat-
urally warm waters and strong currents.)

Yet I wonder: Are we going to see any-
thing at all? It’s drizzling, the sky is gray, 
the water is dark. “You will see more,” Kaz 
says. “The bad weather stirs up the nutri-
ents in the sea, so fish will be more active.”

“Oh my god!” exclaims Nancy G., a 

seasoned snorkeler and diver 
from Los Angeles who is 
the first to slip into the 
water. “There are fish in 
here!” I put my head in, 
and it’s as if I’ve fallen 
into another dimension, a 
silent kaleidoscopic world of 
entirely unexpected textures, 
colors, light, and movement. Color-
ful fish— solitary, in small groups, in large 
schools—swim in mysterious patterns, eva-
nescent works of art. In 2001 Gerald R. 
Allen, an American-born Australian ich-
thyologist, noted 283 species on a single 
one-hour dive off Cape Kri (we’ll be going 
there), setting a world record—which he 
broke in 2012 when he recorded 374 spe-
cies during another dive. The count for all 
of Raja Ampat is some 1,400. (Allen’s dis-
covery launched the scientific study of the 
archipelago, as well as tourism. “He’s the 
reason,” Aliba says, “that we’re all here.”)

I don’t mind that we’re far from shore 
and far, too, from the mothership, which, 
last time I checked, was a dark shape near 
the horizon. The water is warm, and my 
breathing slows, as does my sense of time. 
At some point Kaz appears at my side and gestures toward a sea 
anemone, the predatory under water animal that resembles a flow-
ering plant. A tiny orange, black, and white–striped fish is hovering 
symbiotically among the anemone’s venom-emitting green tentacles. 
Even I know this little unit: It’s an anemonefish, or clown fish—aka 
Nemo. I look closer: He’s swishing about, resting momentarily, swish-
ing again. But staying always in the same spot, as if rooted. We surface 
so Kaz can explain. “It’s a male, and he is oxygenating the eggs. It’s 
the male’s job. He’ll be doing this for six to 10 days, until the eggs 
hatch. The more he fans and the better he fans, the more will hatch.” 

I float above him for a long time, reluctant to leave this solitary 
little champ, who is oblivious to my existence and so tirelessly, hero-
ically performing his duty in his parallel universe. 

We go out twice daily, after breakfast and an hour after lunch, three 
or four hours at a time. There are about 200 dive sites all over Raja 
Ampat. I start out trying, as I would in my normal, reasonably orga-
nized life, to keep track of them and studiously note their character-
istics: Mioskan, Cape Kri, Freewind Bunda, Mayhem, Andiamo, the 
Candy Store, Neptune’s Kaftan. Same for the islands we are approach-
ing: Gam, Bulbulol, Sagof, Daram, Batanta, Misool, Wail Batan, Waigeo. 
Soon, though, I give in to the fluidity of this linguistically and geo-
graphically ungraspable place. Even the guides aren’t helpful when I 
try to fact-check with them: “Too many places have names!” 

But I’m loving this liberating bath in strangeness. We drift daily 
above submarine gardens and next to sheer cliffs covered in coral: 
soft, and bristly, and hard, in all shapes, textures, and colors. The coral 
is round, fanlike, covered in protuberances, or resembling waving fin-
gers. It is pale pink, lavender, magenta, yellow, beige, green. Some of 
it sways and shimmies with the currents. I notice coral that looks as 
if it’s flowering with zucchini blossoms—which suddenly take flight. 
“Feather stars,” a guide tells me. I hover around a pink and white 

muricella coral that resembles delicate 
flowering tree branches—and conceals, 
as Kaz shows me, a pygmy seahorse that 
has managed to assume the exact same 
appearance. “Isn’t the world beautiful!” 
someone exclaims. 

We are mostly alone amid the 
 beauty—“we” being the Aqua Blu peo-
ple, who after a few days feel like fam-
ily. Now and then a phinisi appears in 
the distance, masts picturesquely silhou-
etted against a pink cloud. Once, I glimpse 
 divers floating far below me in “the blue” 
(as the depths are poetically and accu-
rately called). During a communal dinner, 
Grey H., a friend from New York who is 
traveling with me, exclaims, “I ran into 
two people I didn’t know in the water 
today, which is just rude,” and we all nod 
in appalled agreement, avid proponents 
of social distancing before it comes (little 
do we know) to rule our lives. Our occa-
sional beach afternoons are Crusoe-esque 
(except for the provisions ferried over to 
us by the staff). We wake one morning to 
see a dramatic line of dark, sharp-peaked 
islands, like shark teeth on the horizon—
some new part of the archipelago. Dol-

phins dance around the ship, and I feel just as gloriously buoyant 
and untethered. (This was a kind of psychic inoculation, I now some-
times think, against the constraints of the Covid lockdown to come.)

“S tay on the same path in the water that the guides are fol-
lowing. The current is very strong, and there might be 
sharks and barracudas,” we are told prior to the Cape Kri 
swim/dive. “It’s four meters at first, but then a very sharp 

drop, right down to 27 and 32 meters, which is where everything 
happens.” I bail quickly, I confess. It’s wild in that water, and anyway 
it will soon be time for sundowners in the ship’s Sky Lounge bar. 
Adrian Broadhead, the Aqua Blu’s Australian executive chef, admits 
that figuring out the right amount of liquor for Raja Ampat sail-
ings is still a challenge: “People drink more because the sunsets are 
so beautiful.” Indeed.

“Enter the water quietly and calmly,” we’re told ahead of an excur-
sion to a place called Dayang, where reef manta rays congregate. 
They are drawn to this spot because of its so-called cleaning sta-
tions, where fish called bluestreak cleaner wrasse attend to parasites 
and other impurities on the mantas’ skins. The instructions for the 
swim are emphatic, which is no wonder, as this is the second-largest 
species of manta in the world. “Do not splash—keep fins below the 
surface when you swim. Approach the mantas no closer than three 
meters. Better yet, let the manta approach you. Approach from the 
side, so they can see you. As with all fish, if you can see their eyes, it 
means they can see you. And never enter a cleaning station.” Roger 
that. Who would want to disturb the vital personal hygiene ritual 
of a creature with a wingspan of nine to 16 feet? (Reef fish, we learn, 
cannot survive without the ministrations of the cleaners.)

One island is home to thousands of bats. Native to a handful of 
others are several species of the extraordinarily 

WE CLIMB IN DARKNESS ALONG 
A JUNGLE PATH, REACHING  

THE TOP AT FIRST LIGHT.  
TINY GAM IS ONE OF THE ONLY 
PLACES ON EARTH WHERE THE 

RED BIRD OF PARADISE CAN 
BE FOUND. SO WE WAIT.

You can book the Aqua Blu by the cabin 
or as a takeover. More details:

At press time, U.S. citizens are allowed to enter 
Indonesia with a special e-visa, which Aqua  
Expeditions facilitates, and a negative PCR 
test. The ship is operating in the country 
without restrictions. In addition to the 7-night 
Raja Ampat sailing, itineraries include: 

 Bali and Komodo National Park, 7 nights

 Ambon and the Spice Islands, 7 nights

 Limited multidestination repositioning 
cruises: Raja Ampat, Komodo National Park, 
Moyo, Flores, the Forgotten Islands, Ambon and 
the Spice Islands, 12 nights

 Go to: AQUAEXPEDITIONS.COM

L E T T I N G  G O

[ C O N T I N U E D  O N  PA G E  1 0 7 ]
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FAR, FAR, FAR AWAY

[ C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  PA G E  1 0 1 ] plumed bird of para-
dise, whose mating displays Sir David Atten-
borough described in 1996 as “one of the most 
thrilling sights in nature.”

There are no directives about the bat island. 
We set off in two tenders just before dusk. 
“They migrate every evening to the neighbor-
ing island,” Gustian Kaonseng, another guide, 
explains. How many? “2,361,” he deadpans. The 
closer we draw, the more distinctly we can 
hear an unfamiliar cacophony of clicks, pings, 
chirps. And then we see them—first one, then 
five, then dozens and more, high above us, 
shooting up one after another from the dense 
vegetation and heading in the same direction, 
their black wings silhouetted against the dark-
ening sky precisely like so many Batman logos. 
Venus, as if on cue, comes out from behind 
a cloud. Grey sums it up: “It’s like a magical 
other world where bats fly every night from 
one island to another for dinner.”

And where male birds of paradise dance 
every morning in the treetops at dawn. We 
set out one day at 4:45 a.m. from the ship 
for the island of Gam, climb for a half hour 
in darkness along a steep, rock-strewn path 
through the jungle, aided by ropes and a guide 
from the local village, and reach the top of an 
escarpment at first light. Tiny Gam is one of 
the only places on earth where the red bird 
of paradise (Paradisaea rubra), one of 14 sub-
species, can be found. The Victorian naturalist 
Alfred Russel Wallace, Darwin’s co-theorist 
of evolution who spent eight years in these 
parts from 1854 to 1862, lived for seven weeks 
on Gam and considered the red bird of para-
dise probably the most “magnificent” of the 
“feathered tribes,” as he noted in The Malay 
Archipelago. And so, in silence and hope, we 
wait for one to grace us with an appearance.

Then, on a high, leafless branch of a tall 
tree, wings raised, neck arched and out-
stretched, his exquisitely shaped and colored 
plumage elevated and continually vibrating 
(rich red, deep yellow, metallic green), a male 
bird of paradise performs for his prospective 
mates. And, because we happen to be in this 
speck of a place on a sea we’ve never heard 
of, for us. 

THE LONG GAME

[ C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  PA G E  7 0 ] transition time when 
you’re not the ingenue and you’re not really 
old enough to be the grandmother—you’re 
not old enough to play Frances. I’m at an age 
when the parts are getting more interesting 
again for me. I guess the timing of it really 
worked out, because I don’t feel I missed out 
on much.”

That could be because Pfeiffer has found 
other ways to express her creativity. In 2019 
she launched Henry Rose, a line of non-
toxic fragrances and beauty products she 
spent nearly a decade developing. And even 
though she tells me, “I’ve never had any desire 
to share my private world with the public,” 
she has become an unintentional Instagram 
star, earning nearly 2 million followers with 
selfies, throwbacks, and the occasional twist—
like a recent post asking the actress Kate Beck-
insale for advice on a finicky feline. (Beckin-
sale offered her two cents, suggesting a larger 
water bowl, and then added, “I can’t believe 
I just gave Catwoman cat advice.”)

Pfeiffer also picked up where she left off 
onscreen. Since 2007 she has appeared in such 
movies as Hairspray, Mother!, and Murder on 
the Orient Express, as well as Marvel franchises. 

“Michelle is the epitome of effortless 
cool,” says Elle Fanning, who starred oppo-
site Pfeiffer in Maleficent: Mistress of Evil. “Here 
we were on a huge set as part of this massive 
machine, and Michelle came in and made it 
fun for everyone. It’s inspiring to see some-
one who has done everything she has still 
willing to make believe.”

She’s not planning to stop soon. Once 
production can begin again in Hollywood, 
Pfeiffer is set to star in an Ant-Man sequel 
and opposite Annette Bening in the thriller 
Turn of Mind. Beyond that? “I want to do more 
theater,” she says. “I’ve got too much on my 
plate at the moment, but that’s the thing I 
wish that I had been able to do more of.”

Of course, if anyone can wriggle out of 
having too many obligations, it’s Pfeiffer. “It’s 
easier to have a French exit these days than it 
was many years ago,” she says, grinning. “Now 
you can just text people and say, ‘I had to run, 
didn’t want to be rude.’ ” 

THE PALM BEACH RUSH

will be “younger” than 
at the nearby Club Colette, a “dining club” 
that has been around for nearly 40 seasons. 
“Palm Beach,” McCarty says, “is becoming 
casual.”

And, McMakin says, the area’s private clubs 
have found that “evenings when one can be 
informal are the most frequented. They’re say-
ing, ‘Wait a minute! Who wants to wear a tie?’ ” 

Recently, new hotels like the Ben and the 
White Elephant have cropped up to attract a 
younger clientele. And Café l’Europe, a stal-
wart on South County Road, may still be 
home to a $62 dover sole meunière, but now, 
after a redo with a 24-seat bar (the largest in 
town), the buzzword there is “welcoming.” “I 
just got a call asking us, ‘What’s your dress 
code?’ ” says Jennifer Marcello, who owns Café 
l’Europe with her family. “It’s come as you are. 
We want people to feel comfortable.”

Of course, keeping up in Palm Beach 
comes with a price tag. “These days you 
see more Maseratis than Rolls-Royces,” says 
Marco Coelho, who recently opened the new 
hot spot LoLa 41. “Even if you see a Bentley, 
it’s a convertible with a 35-year-old billionaire 
driving instead of a 70-year-old one.” 

Yaz Hernández, a trustee of FIT, was in 
Palm Beach when the March 2020 lockdown 
began. Her husband Valentin quickly joined 
her. They spent a month at the Brazilian Court 
Hotel before buying an apartment around the 
corner. In December the Hernándezes sent an 
email with their new address, telling friends 
to “stop by when you’re in the neighborhood.”

“I thought it was just going to be a lot of 
people wearing green pants,” Valentin says. 
“But everyone has been really nice.”

Of course, the big question is how many 
people will stay, post-pandemic. You’ll be sur-
prised, says Kristen Vila, a creative director 
who moved to Palm Beach with her husband 
Chris six years ago to raise their family. Since 
then Chris has opened a food hall in West 
Palm and is developing real estate projects. 

“One group of friends had a bet on how 
long we’d last here. They thought it would be 
two years,” Kristen says. “Let’s just say some-
one owes someone some money.” 

[ C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  PA G E  4 5 ]


