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The appearance on the radar
of a new world-class area for
scuba diving is a rare and
exiremely welcome event. It is
even better news when it is a
place as steeped in history and
culture as this one.

This new dive destination is a collection
of rocks and islets in the northeastern
region of the vast Indonesian archipe-
lago, on the edge of the Pacific Ocean.
They lie southwest of Halmahera, a large,
heavily forested, sparsely populated

island, sculpted by volcanic forces into
the shape of a letter “K.” To the north of
Halmahera lie the Southern Philippines,
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Southwestern Halmahera in North Maluku province (above
and left); The Tambora liveaboard (right), an Indonesian-
built phinis—our home for ten days; Nutmeg and mace
(below); Local fisher in dug-out canoe (lower left).
PREVIOUS PAGE: Juvenile sweetlips and staghorn coral
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to the northwest lurks similarly spidery
Sulawesi, and to the southeast lie
the islands and mountains of West
Papua. These waters are at the
heart of the Coral Triangle—the
planetary epicentre of spe-
cies diversity.

How is it, you might ask,
that divers have only
started visiting these
islands comparatively
recentlye Just look
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at the map. They are situated between
Lembeh, Bunaken and Manado Bay on
one side and Dampier Straits and the
rest of Roja Ampat on the other side.
Of course, the diving is going to be
spectacular!
A combination of factors seems to
have been involved. First, the islands are
remote and there is little tourist infra-
structure, even now. (This is definitely
q NOT Bali.) -, Second, liveabo-
' ~ ards tend
Yy to focus
on the
two jewels
in Indone-
sia’s diving
crown,
Komodo and
Raja Ampat,
plus a coup-
le of destinations
in-between, which they
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visit on transition cruises. Southwestern
Halmahera requires a detour from these
routes. Third, somehow, nobody in the
diving world thought to follow up on a
2005 survey of the area carried out by
American-born Australian ichthyologist
Gerry Allen, PhD, during which he record-
ed a phenomenal 803 species of fish

in 37 hours of diving at 28 locations. (If
anyone did follow it up, they managed
to miss all the good places, or they kept
quiet about it.)

This is part of the Indonesian province
of North Maluku, which is likely to be a
new name to you. However, it has not
always had such a low international pro-
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DIVE RESORTS & LIVEABOARDS

Fort at Ternate (left); View of the skyline and har-
bour of Tenate (above); Cloves (right), mace (lower
right) and nutmeg (below) set out to dry in the sun;
View of Ternate at the foot of the volcano, Mount
Gamalama, in the background (bottom left)
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file. Hundreds of years ago, these
islands were highly sought after by scenery and superb coral
spies, explorers and entrepreneurs S _ ' reefs—in short, world-class
from Western Europe, who were = Ll . SRR diving.

desperate to find the source of y L2 ' :
cloves, nutmeg and mace.

These enormously valuable and
rare spices, sold at huge profits by
Chinese and Arab fraders, were
fabled to emanate from mysteri-
ous dofts of land on the edge of
the known world. The nations of
Western Europe expended huge
effort to find the source of the
spices, in order to cut out the tra-

The isles of cloves
Our gateway to South-
western Halmahera was
the island of Ternate,
. dominated by
i - " the flattened
quently led to his bumping into the cone of the acti-
Americas. ve Gamalama
Now, the same islands are being volcano. Ternate
sought after for very differentrea-  and its similarly
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money they made
on armies to fight
one another. Their
power and wealth,

ders and take
the profits for
themselves.
Christopher
Columbus was
one of these
explorers and it

shaped (though
more cone-like)
neighbour Tidore
were at one time
the only place in
the world where
clove trees grew.

however, did not
last long, following
the arrival of repre-
sentatives from

the major Western
European naval
powers.

SIMON PRIDMORE

Once the
Europeans discove-
red where the cloves came from,
their superior marine and weapons
technology gave them control of

The two islands
were ruled by
sultans whose clove monopoly
made them extremely rich, alt-
hough they spent most of the

was his quest to
find a western
route to the
“Spice Islands”
that subse-

¢ "":-f:r.e-s'ér'vations@étlantishotel.com
" WWW.ATLANTISHOTEL.COM
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Tidore, as seen from Ternate (above);
Taxis line up, awaiting customers, in
Tidore (right); View from Tidore moun-
tainside (far right)

the supply. The first to arrive were
the Portuguese, closely followed
by the Spanish, the Dutch and the
British. Then, they spent the next
couple of centuries fighting each
other over the precious spices, until
roots and seeds were smuggled
away to be planted on tropical
islands elsewhere and the islands
were no longer special.

This period in history is visible
today in the clove, nutmeg and

cinnamon trees that dominate
the forested lowlands of Ternate
and Tidore and in the various
ruined forts of various nationa-
lities dotted around the coast.
We spent the first two days of
our trip getting over the jetlag
and doing a little sight-seeing,
learning about the history, savo-
uring the spicy fragrance of the
forests, visiting the world’s oldest
clove tree and watching people
harvest and dry the crops in the

sun. We even stopped
and bought some
spices to take home. The cloves made
our bags smell wonderful!
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The other evolutionary

Ternate’'s second major claim to historical
fame is that it was, for a time, the home
of Alfred Russel Wallace. Wallace was
living on Ternate when, in 1858, he sent
to Charles Darwin his seminal paper on
evolution, entitled “On the Tendency of
Varieties to Depart Indefinitely From the

i
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Marketplace in Tidore
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Original Type.” This was even referred
to as the Ternate essay, and in its nine
pages, it describes the theory of evolu-
tion by natural selection.

On receiving this paper, Darwin immedi-
ately decided to publish his own work on
evolution, and arranged for the Ternate
Essay and two of his own papers to be
read to the Linnean Society of London on
1 July 1858. The world would never be the
same from that day onwards.
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We visited the house Wallace lived in
when he was in Ternate, but it is a little
underwhelming. There is nothing in the way
of a museum there, just a small bungalow
with a caretaker, indicative of the low level
of tourist infrastructure in the region.

We stayed in Ternate at Vila Marasai,
run by a gentleman named Pak Hasrun,
who used to work as a four guide. He
has established an excellent homestay
comprising 11 air-conditioned rooms with
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The Tambora liveaboard (left), which is an Indonesian-built phinisi, was our home for
the ten-day frip (left); Divers head to a dive site in a smaller motor boat (fop center);
Volcanos in silhouette against the sunset, as seen from the liveaboard boat (above);

Deck of the Tambora liveaboard (right)
SIMON PRIDMORE

ensuite bathroom (although some rooms  Ternate and Tidore fascinating, fun and explorers and spice traders, although she  the area at the
have no hot water) in a large two-storey fragrant, we had really come all this way  is much more comfortable than the ships  time of writing.
house just out of the city and above the to dive. On our fourth morning, we bid they sailed. The word “phinisi” is thought
university. Vila Marasai seemed to offera  farewell to Pak Hasrun and took a taxi to  to come from “pinnace.” The word is Soma
much more attractive option to the grey the dock in front of an enormous mosque French, and in the 17th century, pinnaces Villqge The wall to the north of the village has
concrete-block business hotels in the cen-  to join the Tambora liveaboard for a were small warships with two or three Our first dive of the trip was a muck dive-  some beautiful topography, a gorgeous
fre of fown. Pak Hasrun can serve meals ten-day cruise around the islands to the masts and a flat stern. The Tambora is cum-checkout dive at Soma Village colourful reef top, especially in the mor-
and arrange reasonably priced tours. south and west. one of the very few liveaboards that plies on the western side of Makian, ano- ning sun, plenty of fish and some won-
The Tambora is a phinisi, a wooden these seas and even she is only there for  ther volcano in the chain that stretches ders for sharp-eyed spotters to find. The
Out to sea ship built on an Indonesian beach to a a few weeks a year. There are no land- down from Ternate and Tidore along jetty in front of the village is a great spot
So, while we found the big islands of design that harks back to the days of based dive centres running dive trips to Halmahera's western coast. for night diving and makes a good day
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dive too. This is a critter dive. Start
on the sand slope below the jetty
and make your way up slowly
looking for octopus, scorpionfish,
pipefish, razorfish, flying gurnards,
cockatoo waspfish, nudibranchs,
various shrimps and crabs. Watch
out for big, black, spiny urchins
under the jetty itself and spend
some time scouring the halimeda
(green macroalgae) between the
jetty and the shore for more crit-
ters. You will only be in about 2m
of water here.

The Goraici Archipelago

We spent the next four days in
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the Goraici archipelago,
diving first off the cape of
Siko Island, then around

a very distinctive double
rock formation offshore,
where we found an espe-
cially fabulous site that
the Tambora calls Yellow
Wall. This is best dived
when the sun is high in
the sky and when there is
sufficient current running
to open up all the coral
polyps, bathing the wall
in a sea of gold, like an
underwater rapeseed
field.

We also explored a
number of seamounts
elsewhere in the Goraici
Islands. The diving was
lovely everywhere:
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Divers head to

a dive site off
Halmahera (above);
Ornate ghost
pipefish (far left);
Boxer crab (left); A
walking shark, the
Halmahera epau-
lette shark (below)
uses its pectoral fins
to "walk" on the sea
floor; Diver under
coral-encrusted
lava arch (left)

colourful soft corals
plastered every rock
larger than a peb-
ble and each dive
seemed fishier than
the previous one.
We saw multiple reef
sharks at every site

we dived, not a given these days
anywhere in the Coral Triangle.
In several places, tuna, wahoo
and schools of surgeons, snapper
and fusiliers buzzed us as we floa-
ted at the end of our reef hooks,
watching the show.

We hardly saw any evidence

of coral damage from dynamite
fishing; the two patches we did
come across were in the shal-
lows. The rest of the seascape
was unfouched and several huge
coral bommies looked extreme-
ly old. It was great to see such
healthy reefs.

ANDREY'BIZYUKIN
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Kajoa Island

Our next port of call was Kajoa Island,
where the best diving was on the northern
side. Like so many islands in northeastern
Indonesia, Kajoa is an exposed ancient
reef, uplifted by tectonic activity.

X-RAY MAG : 92 : 2019

Above water, among the twisted clefts
and ridges, the rocks show the forms
and fossils of ancient coral skeletons so
clearly that you can identify which spe-
cies they were. Below the surface, the
same corals are alive and glowing in the
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Diver with giant sea fan (left); Diver under a
lava arch (above and right), festooned with
corals and sponges

sunlight. Pink soft corals hang over small
caves, tall green tubastrea sprout from
pinnacles and outcrops, and black coral
bushes obscure small canyons in the reef.
It really is a beautiful place, a paradise for
wide-angle photographers.

The majority of the fish life can be
found around the largest of the pin-
nacles, the top of which is at about 24m.
Look here for schools of batfish, sweetlips,
surgeons and black snappers, as well as
blacktip reef sharks. In the shallows, there
are some large caves in the rocks that
snake enticingly as much as 50m into the
island before the passage becomes too
small and you have to turn around. Bring
a flashlight.

ANDREY BIZYUKIN
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Matote octopus (above); Sea whips, sponges and sea fans on reef (top left); Divers on pinnacle (top right)
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Lata Lata Island
The next day, we were floating off

Lata Lata Island, preparing to do a
couple of dives on an undersea cro-
ter. It was 20 to 25m deep, with pillars
in the centre, towering up almost to
the surface, with steep walls around

the edge. The pillars constitute a
great dive on their own, but if you
are up for a spot of hard finning,

you can combine them with various
sections of the outer wall. Follow the

direction of the current or, if there

is none running, just take your pick.
Reef sharks are abundant all over the
crater, as well as schools of fusiliers,
snapper and sweetlips. There is lofs

of tiny stuff fo be found among the
coral growth on the pillars too: cow-
ries, seahorses, pipefish and the like.

Penambuan, Bacan Island
For the first six days of our trip, the

only people we saw were occa-
sional passing fishermen in their out-
rigger canoes. We saw no divers or
tfrawlers, and all the islands we had
seen since Makian seemed com-
pletely uninhabited.

As we were far beyond the near-
est phone masts, we were also out
of reach of the world—Paradise. We
realised our isolation was at an end
when we saw phones appearing
in the hands of the boat crew and
spotted the village of Penambuan
on the horizon. We were heading
there not so much for a social
media fix as to profit from some
superb muck diving.

Penambuan is on the western
side of the large island of Bacan,
which is known for its semi-precious
stones and is especially famous
throughout Indonesia for having
been the source of a particular
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stone presented to then US
President Barack Obama, when he
visited Indonesia.

There are critters aplenty
among the sandy slopes all over
Penambuan Bay, but the best site at
the moment is the town jetfty, where
a rusted old freighter is tied up. The
ship has made its last journey and
now acts as a power station for this
part of tfown.

After a couple of dives there, we
debated whether the jetty was hol-
ding the freighter up or if the ship
was holding the jetty up. As you
cruise around the pillars of the jetty
and gaze at all the marine life that
assembles here, you see that some
of the pillars have rusted away
and now swing free in the gentle
current, suspended a metre or so
above the seabed.

On the hull of the ship, gorgeous,



Juvenile filefish hiding
in fronds of soft coral
(right); Harlequin
shrimp (below)
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lush, soft corals obscure the metal odd giant frogfish clinging to the Halmahera mainland. The action We had blacktip reef sharks
completely and droop down into sponge-encrusted pillars, there are centred around two islands, Proco accompanying us throughout most
the water like a hanging garden of  stonefish, scorpionfish and croco- and Nanas. Our first dive at Proco of the dive, the undercuts in the
red, orange, pink, yellow, white and dilefish galore, all happy to pose was relatively sheltered and very reef wall were full of lobsters and
blue. Beneath this wondrous sight decorously and motionless for pas- good for macro-photography, with  an enormous dome-shaped sand
roam caftfish, batfish and a couple sing photographers. a variety of pigmy seahorses to be  patch at around 27m was packed
of fat fish—large barracuda that found, as well as ribbon eels, jaw- full of garden eels, as far as the eye
evidently feed very well. Peeking The Batinti Straits fish, leaf scorpionfish and frogfish, could see. Farther along the wall, at
out from beneath the junk on the The final dives of this fantastic but the second dive was much a depth of around 18m, we found a
5 e seabed are an array of moray trip were in the Batinti Straits, be- more dramatic in terms of both small lava arch to swim through just
' Ml ecls of different types. Besides the tween Bacan and the southern scenery and wildlife. at the point on the reef where the
White-eyed moray eel
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schools of fusiliers and surgeons were at their
most substantial. Covered in soft corals, it
made for an unforgettable image.

Tiny Nanas is home to a small group of
fishermen who live in three sfilt houses on
the shore. The best site here begins in front
of the houses and runs west along the reef
to a sharp point. Features include a mas-
sive field of staghorn coral, big schools of
fusiliers close to the point and lots of colour-
ful soft corals.

Nanas is in the middle of the channel, so
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Tiny frogfish (left); Tiny pygmy seahorse (above);
Tiny stonefish (right); Feather stars (fop right)

you can expect passing pelagics such as
tuna and mobula rays, and we were lucky
enough to see both! Blackfip reef sharks and
great barracuda cruise the reef, and we
had a school of batfish with us for part of the
dive. On top of the reef, we found a patch
of sand between outcrops where several
jawfish had set up house and were all busy
redecorating their terraces in some kind of
jawfish *beautiful homes” competition.

Back to Spice Land

With the diving all done for this trip,

we headed back to Ternate, with the
Halmahera coastline to starboard and the
string of volcanoes lined up with almost
military precision to port. As the sun set over
these iconic peaks, we thought about all
the explorers, spice merchants, adventur-
ers, soldiers and sailors, who in centuries
past, had gazed in wonder at this very view
from the decks of ships not so dissimilar
from ours and marvelled, as we were doing
now. For us, though, it would only take 24
hours to get home. Hundreds of years ago,
it would have taken them months! m
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Simon Pridmore is the author of the inter-
national bestsellers Scuba Confidential:

An Insider’s Guide to Becoming a Better
Diver, Scuba Professional: Insights into

Sport Diver Training & Operations and
Scuba Fundamental: Start Diving the Right
Way. He is also the co-author of Diving

& Snorkeling Guide to Bali and Diving

& Snorkeling Guide to Raja Ampat &
Northeast Indonesia, and a new adventure
fravelogue called Under the Flight Path. His
recently published books include Scuba
Exceptional: Become the Best Diver You
Can Be, Scuba Physiological: Think You
Know All About Scuba Medicine? Think
Again! and Dining with Divers: Tales from
the Kitchen Table. For more information,
see his website at: SimonPridmore.com.

Trumpetfish and whip coral with crinoids
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History In the 13th century,
Muslim merchants from Persia
came to Indonesia and estab-
lished trade links to India and
Persia. With frade, they brought
Islam to the Indonesian people,
especially in Java. The Portuguese
came in 1511, seeking spices,
after conquering the Islamic
Empire of Malacca. The Spaniards
followed, spreading Christianity,
especially in the Moluccas, com-
prising Minahasa/North Sulawesi
and Maluku. In the early 17th
century, the Dutch came and
made Christianity the predomi-
nant religion of North Sulawesi.
During WWII from 1942 to 1945,
Indonesia was occupied by
Japan. Indonesia declared inde-
pendence just before Japan's
surrender. But it was not until 1949,
following four years of sporadic
negotiations, brutal confronta-
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Indonesia

fions and UN
mediation,

that the Dutch
finally agreed
to fransfer sov-
ereignty. The
ensuing unsta-
ble parliamen-
tary democracy
saw conflicts
continue until
martial law

was declared
by President
Sukarno in 1957.
A futile coup in
1965 by alleged
Communist
sympathis-

ers removed

Sukarno from power. From 1966
until 1988, Suharto was presi-
dent of Indonesia, but follow-
ing some street riots, he was

RIGHT: Location of |
Halmahera on global map |

BELOW: Location of
Halmahera on map of
Indonesia
BOTTOM LEFT: View of Hal-
mahera's mountainous and
forested landscape
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Economy Indonesia
is Southeast Asia's
largest economy. It
has experienced
b slowing growth
| since 2012, pri-
marily due to a
decrease in com-
modities exports.
Indonesia did out-
perform its neigh-
bours in the region
during the global finan-
cial crisis, posting growth
along with only two other
G20 members—China and
India. Its annual budget
deficit is capped at 3%
of GDP, and the country's
government decreased
its debt-to-GDP ratio from

US CIA WORLD FACTBOOK / PUBLIC DOMAIN &
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toppled in 1998. Free and fair
legislative elections took place
in 1999. Indonesia is the third
largest democracy in the world.
Government: Republic. Capital:
Jakarta.

Geography Located in
Southeast Asia, Indonesia is an
archipelago situated between
the Indian and Pacific Oceans.
Coastline: 54,716km. Terrain con-

with mountains on larger islands.
Natural hazards include earth-
quakes, tsunamis, volcanoes,
severe droughts, forest fires and
occasional floods.

Climate Tropical, hot and
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humid, with more moderate cli-
mate in the highlands. The water
temperature is usually 28-29°C
(84-86°F) all year round, occasion-
ally falling to 27°C (82°F) in some
spots. Wetsuits of Tmm are most
often used, but some prefer 3mm.

Environmental issues
Challenges include heavy smog
caused by wildfires associated
with large-scale deforestation,
which is often illegal; overfish-
ing and exploitation of marine
resources; and water pollution

from industrial waste and sewage.

Air pollution, traffic and manag-
ment of garbage, water and
waste water are challenges in
rapidly growing urban areas.

a high of 100% soon after
the Asian financial crisis

of 1999 to 34% currently.
Standard & Poor’s upgrad-
ed Indonesia’s sovereign
credit rating to invest-
ment grade in May 2017.
Challenges the country
continues to face include
poverty and unemploy-
ment, an infrastructure that
is inadequate, corruption,
complicated regulations and une-
qual resource distribution amongst
its regions.
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Currency Indonesian Rupiah
(IDR). Exchange rates:

1USD= 14.25IDR; 1TEUR=16.011DR;
1GBP=18.09IDR; TAUD= 9.93IDR;
1SGD= 10.43IDR

Population 242,787,403 (July
2018 est.) Ethnic groups: Javanese
40.1%, Sundanese 15.5%, Malay
3.7%, Batak 3.6%, Madurese 3%,
Betawi 2.9%, Minangkabau 2.7%,
Buginese 2.7%, Bantenese 2%,
Banjarese 1.7%, Balinese 1.7%,
Acehnese 1.4%, Dayak 1.4%,
Sasak 1.3%, Chinese 1.2% (2010
est). Religions: Muslim 87.2%,

Protestant 7%, Roman Catholic
2.9%, Hindu 1.7% (2010 est). Note:
Indonesia is the country with the
largest population of Muslims in
the world. Visitors are encouraged
to respect local traditions and
dress modestly. Internet users: 143
million or 53.7% (Dec. 2017)

Language Bahasa Indonesia is
the official language. It is a modi-
fied form of Malay. English and
Dutch are also spoken, as well as
local dialects (of which Javanese
is the most widely spoken).

Health There is a high degree of
risk for food or waterborne diseas-
es such as bacterial diarrhoeaq,
hepatitis A and E, and typhoid
fever, as well as vectorborne dis-
eases such as chikungunya, den-
gue fever and malaria. Check
with the WHO or your dive opera-
tor for prophalaxis recommen-
dations and required vaccines.
Bring insect repellents containing
DEET. International Certificate of
Vaccination required for Yellow
Fever if arriving from an infected
area within five days.

Hyperbaric chamber
Manado: Malalayang Hospital
Tel: +62 0811 430913

Makassar: Rumah Sakit Umum
Wahidin Sudirohusodo

Tel: +62 0411 (584677) or 584675

Travel/Visa/Security

Citizens of over 160 countries enter-
ing Indonesia via Jakarta, Ujung
Pandang, Manado, Bali and cer-
tain other entry ports do not need
to pay for a visa on arrival, as long
as their visit does not exceed 30
days. The list of countries includes
ASEAN nations, EU states, Australia,
the USA, Canada and Japan.

Websites
Indonesia Travel
indonesia.travel/en


https://www.indonesia.travel/gb/en/home

