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OK, ENOUGH ALREADY. Yes the Raja Ampat area
of Indonesia is now recognized as one of the world’s
hottest dive destinations. And yes, there is said to be
more species of underwater life that inhabit its reefs
than anywhere else in the world. And yes, getting
there can be a big pain in the ass! After all the articles
and hype given this area I headed out to this remote
area of Indonesia, now known as Papua, with few
expectations. Being the jaded diver I’ve become over
the years, I was quite skeptical.
From my home base in Venice Beach, California,
I flew from LAX to Singapore where I could either
overnight or make a direct connection. There are
several options: fly to Bali, overnight, connect to
Makassar and then to Sorong where I would meet

as well as their overall enthusiasm that was the sweet
icing on the Archipleago diving cake.
The airport at Sorong, the “gateway” to Raja
Ampat, is a small, dimly lit single story building, covered
with a corroding iron roof, with portions of the ceiling
missing and others stained brown to announce that
they too would soon be falling to the floor. Sections of
the tile floor are missing, the pale blue painted walls are
peeling and bare. There are no enticing travel posters
here, only a small sign tucked in the corner near the
exit with the name and a listing of the amenities of
one of the area’s two hotels. If you need to go to the
bathroom, make sure to hold your nose!
I was met by Ali, his energy and smiling face
would turn out to be his everyday demeanor. We

NEWS FASH! Press release from
Conservation International July 9, 2001
Washington, DC - Marine scientists
believe they have located unparalleled
species diversity in coral, fishes and
mollusks among the extremely remote
and previously unexplored reefs of
Indonesia’s Raja Ampat Islands.
Opening spread: Though it may look like Palau, it’s actually the rock islands of Wayag.
This page: A Sargassum Frogfish floating at the surface, revealing its own reflection.
Opposite page: A school of Glassy Sweepers are just part of the area’s incredible biodiversity.

my liveaboard. Or: fly to Manado (maybe spend a
few days in Lembeh or Bunaken) and then connect to
Sorong. Regardless, it’s a long way. But my hosts, Buck
Randolph & Andy Shorten of Archipelago Expeditions
and their fantastic liveaboard, Archipelago II, made
this trip more than I ever expected.
Besides having a terrific, newly refurbished
liveaboard with incredible food, they have probably
the two best dive guides in the region. Ali and Made
learned their skills from the late Larry Smith, a modern
legend who pioneered exploration in Indonesia. They
worked as senior dive guides with him for six years
on several of the area’s best liveaboards. It was their
experience, ability to find the most unusual critters,
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loaded my three large bags, full of dive gear and
photo equipment, into a rickety old van than was
used to transport guest luggage to the harbor a few
kilometers away. We jumped in a cab that was hired
to take us to meet the skiff that would ferry us out to
the waiting liveaboard.
A LITTLE HISTORY
“Raja Ampat” literally means Four Kings in Indonesian. This group of four large islands: Waigeo, Batanta,
Salawati (Doom Is.) and Misool, is located between the
Pacific Ocean and the Ceram Sea. Hundreds of smaller
islands are scattered among these, spread over an area
of four million hectares of land and ocean.
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Renamed West Papua by presidential decree
in December 1999, it was once known as Irian Jaya,
Indonesia’s biggest province. This decision was made
with the effect to recognize the Melanesian origin
of its people: the Papuans. By far the largest territory
of the country with a land surface that encompasses
21% of Indonesia, Papua Barat has a population of
1.5 million people. That figure translates into three

richness—and at least 56 new species—just to
the east along the island of New Guinea around
Fakfak and Cenderawasih Bay. To encourage
protection of these sites as well as Raja Ampat,
CI, the Nature Conservancy, and the World Wide
Fund for Nature–Indonesia, with the backing of the
Indonesian government, created the 70,600-squaremile (183,000 square kilometers) Bird’s Head
Seascape. Most of it is not yet legally protected,
but the government has named seven new marine
protected areas covering nearly 3,500 square miles
(9,100 square kilometers) in Raja Ampat.
A long chain of limestone islands extends east
of Misool. Once a fringing coral reef, it was uplifted
by tectonic action and broken into a multitude
of islets. There collections of mushroom islands,
which surround huge lake-like protected bays.
The coastal forest is largely intact, although the
threat of illegal logging is already rampant. The
abundance of palms, orchids, marsupials and birds
is simply remarkable. Two endemic species of birds
of paradise have been found in this area.
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UNPACKING: THE UNDERWATER
PHOTOGRAPHER’S NIGHTMARE
Once onboard, I was amazed at my quarters.
Large, airy, and light, I had my own desk for my
computer work, a large queen bed, and my own
separate shower facilities. The large picture window
gave me a great view of the local islands and
generally created a great “vibe”.
The entire lower deck is dedicated to photo
equipment, both in the salon area and the outside
area where most camera gear is stowed. After
opening, closing, twisting, turning, screwing,
unscrewing, greasing, wiping, plugging, unplugging,
charging, and testing, testing, testing, I was done
and ready to have a beer up on large top deck that
serves as a dining area, meeting place, and has one of
the best views on the boat.
THE NEW AND UNUSUAL
I was aboard during the month of February when
Archipelago II departs from Sorong and visits the
northern and western parts of Raja Ampat in order
3

1) Robust Ghost Pipefish. 2) Large schools of surgeonfish, snappers, and
jacks frequent Raja Ampat’s reefs. 3) The Archipelago II, Notice the great
décor, large windows and working space.

living souls per square kilometer in a country of 190
million people. So not too many people live here. The
extreme western tip of New Guinea is referred to as the
“Bird’s Head Peninsula” with Sorong is its main town.
The Raja Ampat Islands are part of the IndoAustralian region, “the golden triangle” in terms of
biodiversity. This area is composed of Indonesia, the
Philippines and Papua New Guinea. The first marine
assessment made in April 2001 stressed that “no
other area of comparable size in the world, harbors as
many species of scleractinian corals”. Coral experts
have identified 465 species of coral, including 20
species new to science. Dr. Gerry Allen’s survey came
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to the conclusion that the Raja Ampat islands have
one of the world richest coral reef fish fauna, with at
least 970 species, ... Dr. Allen recorded an amazing
number of 283 species on a single dive!
“Habitat, habitat, habitat,” says biologist
Mark Erdmann, (senior adviser to Conservation
International’s Indonesian Marine Program) who
sites the reason for the incredible explosion of life
in this region… “Extensive fringing reefs, wavepounded drop-offs, calm deep bays funneling
upwellings of nutrients, sand flats, mangroves, sea
grass meadows—all in an area that’s isolated and
still for the most part intact.”
Mr. Erdman describes this area as, “a species
factory,” which goes back many millions of years
to when a series of ice ages lowered ocean levels,
leaving small, isolated seas in which species
could evolve and diversify. Now the region is a
crossroads for Pacific and Indian Ocean species,
whose numbers are still being counted. Surveys
in 2006 revealed marine life rivaling Raja Ampat’s
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to avoid long crossings to the southern islands. Our
itinerary included Batanta, Waigeo, Gam, Wayag,
Kawe, Selpele, Keruo, Penemu, Kerupair and Kri.
Having experienced guides on a trip like this
paid off almost immediately. While diving at Dragon’s
Lair off NE Batanta Island, Ali and Made came off the
skiffs really excited. In about three meters of water, a
2-minute skiff ride from where our boat was moored,
they had found a pair of Sargassum Frogfish, floating
in the seaweed-covered surface. This was a new one
for me, and even though I was still wet from my last
1

dive, I changed lenses and, and we dropped in on
the speciman. For the next hour or so I worked hard
getting my first and only shots of this unusual sighting.
MULTIPLE MANTA RAYS
Although I worked in Kona, Hawaii for over five
years and have done a countless number of manta
night dives, I have had very little opportunity to shoot
larger mantas during the day. This would change
when we reached South Gam Island. There you can
find two dive sites, the well known Manta Ridge, and
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another that is sort of a secret. The guides on our
boat call this area Manta Sandy. The difference is
current versus ripping current. Manta Ridge is really
a reef hook dive and is quite difficult for some divers
and the current makes it difficult to get good shots.
On the other hand, Manta Sandy has sufficient
current to attract feeding Mantas on a regular basis but
is calm enough for most divers and photographically
friendly. It is called Manta Sandy for good reason. The
bottom is basically a white sand area, less than 60 feet
deep, with generally good visibility. There are isolated
3

1) A diver hovers over one of the many pristine reefs that are common in
this area. 2) Dive guide Ali holds some floating sargassum at the surface.
You can see the little frogfish living in the seaweed. 3) A common site at
Manta Ridge: A large manta ray feeds during an early morning dive.

small coral bommies where the mantas come to get
cleaned and often swoop very close to the bottom.
The actual cleaning station area is at about 20 feet.
As a result, very close encounters are frequent and
the sand bottom provides an excellent area to hunker
down to get great shots.
The mantas swoop in low over the slope to the
attendant cleaner fish. Moon wrasse, leopard wrasse,
black eye thicklips and cleaner wrasse all get in on
the action, nibbling and chewing away parasitic
growth and life from the mantas’ mouths, bodies and
gill cavities. The mantas can be up to 13 feet wide,
from wing tip to wing tip, and many arrive with their
long-term allies - golden trevallies and remoras with the larger mantas sometimes having attendant
cobias. Most mantas worldwide have dark upper sides
and white lower sides. But some of the Raja Ampat
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This page: A stream of light in the shallows illuminate
a purple tipped anemone and its residents.
Opposite page: Raja Ampat on Archipelago

mantas are completely black. They are relatively
unperturbed by divers watching in close attendance,
and will often perform barrel rolls for patient viewers.
Almost ignored by most visitors to this reef is the
school of 30 or so bumphead parrotfish that graze on
the reef slopes.
Of all the sites we did during the trip, my
favorite was Cape Kri. From my research and from
the reaction of others on the boat, I know I am not
alone in this assessment.
We hit the site just right. The current was
running, the sun was out, the water was clear and
the schools of fish were everywhere. It had been a
long time since I had seen a school of jacks as large
as I saw during that dive. If you crave for the sense of
being surrounded by fish, you will love this dive site.
Almost as soon as I descended a tremendous
variety of fish came into view, dominated, by
dogtooth tuna, giant trevallies and chevron
barracuda. Napoleon wrasse, whitetip reef sharks and
giant groupers, as well as innumerable fusiliers and
snappers all inhabit this area.
FRENCH IMPRESSIONISM MEETS THE
UNDERWATER TROLL
Contrary to my skeptical nature I found the
diving in Raja Ampat quite unique. At Kabui Passage,
between Waigeo and Gam Islands, a narrow passage,
separates the two islands. There is often a swift flow of
water in the channel and the key to the dive is staying
close to the edge of the channel, where there are
many large rocks and small bays in which shelter from
the current can be found.
Cruising up the passage in our skiff, I sensed
that the passage was really like a tropical river,
with beautiful and lush jungle foliage hanging over
the edges of the water. But underwater it became
immediately clear that I was in the ocean: soft corals,
sea fans and sponges growing from the sides and
floor of the channel, and even from trees that had
fallen into the passage. What caught my attention was
the realization that this was a place where the ocean
meets the tropical forest and the experience of diving
with the jungle above my head was certainly unique.
It was here that I made several of my most
memorable images. The area near the shore is a
true tropical mangrove, home to numerous juvenile
species. Mangrove areas are irreplaceable habitats
that allow many ocean species to mature and
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populate the deeper waters. I found this area to be
visually magical. The shafts of light that broke through
the rock wall above created a striking contrast to the
sea life below and the mangrove area itself was like
a mysterious French Impressionist painting. I could
imagine weird underwater trolls and other imaginary
creatures lurking behind every coral mound. I spent

nearly an entire dive poking around this area in no
more than six feet of water.
As David Doubilet noted in a recent article:
“…these are not all vacation-poster reefs bathed
in bright, gentle waters. This is an unruly frontier.
Fortified with plankton, key to the reefs’ fecundity,
the waters are often murky and veiled, churned by
currents so powerful you feel as if you’re diving in a
washing machine and so dizzying with life that the
scene could have been painted by Jackson Pollock.
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Isolation, low human population, and a system
of reef ownership with local management have kept
the reefs around Raja Ampat in excellent condition.
Huge corals demonstrate that Raja Ampat also has
resilient reefs that are resistant to threats like diseases
and bleaching. Powerful ocean currents carry larvae
from the huge diversity of marine life in Raja Ampat to
reefs in other parts of Indonesia and across to reefs in
other counties. It is the heart of the “supply chain” of

You can join a Diving Adventure
sponsored trip to Raja Ampat in 2010.
Check out full details in the Travel Pages.

species. This helps to replenish reefs that have been
damaged by disease, bleaching, over fishing and
other detrimental.
Coming to Raja Ampat, I was skeptical of the
hype that this was the “new hot place”. But after a
great experience on the Archipelago II and superb
diving in a totally unique and, as yet unspoiled
environment, I’m convinced that such praise may well
be understated. I’m definitely coming back! n
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