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– From
TernaTe

To ambon
in The
Spice iSlandS

STARE-DOWN 

Muck dives in Ambon’s famed 

harbour deliver frogfish of all 

varieties. Here, a painted frogfish 

(Antennarius pictus) camouflaged 

liked a sponge makes a predictably 

willing subject for the macro lens.
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Moluccas
The

For all of Indonesia’s clout on 

the international dive circuit 

– with spots like Komodo, 

Lembeh and Raja Ampat on 

the tip of every diver’s tongue  

– is it any surprise that this 

archipelago of over 14,000 

islands has one more far-

flung destination to make 

us dream? The Spice Islands, 

including the Northern 

Malukus and Ambon, host 

underwater action as 

intoxicating as the scent 

of the nutmeg and cloves 

growing topside.



i n d o n e s i a 

Dive the WorlD #0450 dtwmagazine.com

Something is afoot among the crew 

of the Damai Dua liveaboard. 

The dive masters, chefs, engi-

neers and captain are gathered on the port side of the phin-

isi, conspiratorial looks in their eyes. A scrawny man with a 

yellow beanie has paddled his dugout canoe over from the 

red clay banks of nearby Pau Island and he clambers aboard 

with a heavy bag of…something. I watch as chunks of green-

ish black stone spill onto the teak floorboards, drawing all 

eyes for inspection. 

We’re in the Spice Islands of Halmahera, in Indonesia’s 

North Malaku province. It’s a part of the world that’s long 

drawn outsiders for its homegrown riches – Ternate is the 

native land of cloves and other nearby islands attracted yes-

teryear’s seafaring merchants and adventurers, primarily 

the Dutch and Portuguese, for the spice trade in nutmeg 

and mace. It’s no surprise that in modern times, too, this 

remote part of the archipelago still fascinates locals and visi-

tors with what’s harvested on its shores. I watch the crew 

fawn over the beautiful pieces of bacan stone found only here 

in Halmahera and decide I’ll buy some, too, for a souvenir of 

this magical place.

For eleven days, we’ll ply the islands of the Moluccas, 

following the spice route from its former capital in Ternate 

to the famed muck diving waters of Ambon Harbour. We 

won’t see another liveaboard until we reach the southern-

most stretches in our journey. We’ll venture to islands and 

remote villages with fringing reefs where we’re told no west-

erners have ever visited. And we’ll gear up for exploratory 

dives on underwater seamounts that have likely never seen 

scuba tanks before. 

Of reef fish and nutmeg
“Here’s what I’m thinking,” our trip leader says across a map 

dotted with islands. He’s explaining the Damai Dua’s pro-

posed itinerary for the week. We’ll follow the Spice Route 

through the Northern Maluku islands and eventually make 

our way to the legendary muck diving destination of Am-

bon Harbour. He proposes a foray across the Molucca Sea 

to an area off the tip of northern Sulawesi. “We’ve never 

dived there before and I don’t know anyone that has, but I 

feel it has a lot of promise,” he says. Our group of ten div-

ers doesn’t need convincing. There are New Yorkers, Aus-

tralians and Minnesotans among us, and they’re the kind of 

people whose lifelong diving resumes read like a bucket list 

of everywhere I want to dive. Many of them have chosen this 

itinerary precisely for its exploratory appeal. 

BACKED-IN 

Walls and reefs in North Maluku 

thrive with the usual Indonesian 

reef suspects, including this false 

clown anemonefish (Amphiprion 

ocellaris) hiding in a magnificent 

anemone (Heteractis magnifica). 
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I FIN CLOSER AND BECOME 

PART OF THE BARRACUDA 

CLOUD THAT MORPHS FROM 

A TORNADO-LIKE FUNNEL 

INTO A PERFECT GLOBE, THEN 

SPLITS INTO A SHAPE THAT 

LOOKS LIKE A WIDENING 

HEART. 
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As we pull away from Ternate – its coned volcanic peak 

and that of neighbouring Tidore Island disappearing into the 

clouds – I’m overcome with a sense of adventure. This region 

was the discovery ground of the great 19th century natural-

ist and evolutionist, Alfred Wallace, who explored the Spice 

Islands and other exotic locales and reported his fascinating 

findings in the book, “The Malay Archipelago.” 

We anchor for the night near Makian Island, the south-

ernmost of the four major volcanic islands where Wallace 

spent a good chunk of his time. In the morning, a third-

world symphony of barking dogs and crowing roosters rises 

from a patchwork of ramshackle cinder block houses on the 

shore. Trees lining the black rocky beach look so velvety I 

want to reach out and touch them. We gear up and pile into 

the inflatable boats to make the short ride to Maiona Wall, a 

27-metre-deep (90-foot-deep) drop located under the shadow 

of the village’s green domed mosque. The world is equally ex-

otic below the surface as I descend past a garden of pink soft 

corals. Confetti-like clouds of pyramid butterflyfish glitter 

in the blue and square-spotted anthias aggressively defend 

their territory. I spot a dorid nudibranch (Hypselodoris bull-

ockii) so flamboyant in its design it looks like it could be the 

inspiration for a Christian Louboutin stiletto. 

Later, a muck dive in the shallows reveals a different world 

of robust ghost pipefish, banded coral shrimp and swarms of 

nervously twitching baby redtooth triggerfish that dart into 

the nearest hiding place at my approach. Their exposed elec-

tric-blue tails look like silky ribbons draped across the coral.

Back on the liveaboard, I watch children jumping into 

the water from rickety wooden boats near the shore and ask 

our trip leader if it’s possible to go for a visit on land. We 

hop into the inflatable to reach Mailoa village, where kids are 

kicking a soccer ball and taking turns shooting wads of paper 

from a handmade toy bamboo gun. A woman with a load of 

bananas on her back waves as a gaggle of laughing children 

forms behind us. The streets are lined with canvas cloths 

laden with nutmeg kernels drying in the sun, their intoxicat-

ing scent rising in the late afternoon heat. “Sampai jumpa,” 

yells a chorus of voices as we head back to the beach, see 

you later! I realise it’s the first place I’ve been in Indonesia 

where the kids aren’t yet conditioned to shout the ubiqui-

tous “Hello mister!” at every foreign face they see. 

BRILLIANT BY DESIGN 

A Hypselodoris bullock nudibranch 

is just one of the abundant and 

ridiculously colourful species living 

on the spice Island reefs. Part of 

the family of dorid nudibranchs, 

the sea slug breathes through gills 

or plumes on its posterior.
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THE DAYS PASS IN A BLUR OF 

ICONIC UNDERWATER INDONESIAN 

SIGHTS, INCLUDING SCHOOLS OF 

GLASSY SWEEPERS SO THICK YOU’D 

SWEAR THEY COULD SHATTER.
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Surprise seamount 
Days packed with four or five dives pass in a blur of iconic 

Indonesian underwater sights – schooling bumphead parrot 

fish, walls of glassy sweepers so thick you’d swear they could 

shatter and red tooth triggerfish absolutely everywhere – 

matched in beauty by the rugged landscape of the Moluccas. 

Despite our remote location, we’re hardly roughing it. The 

Damai Dua’s teak-lined cabins have ensuite bathrooms with 

rain shower heads and duvet-clad beds that remind me of a 

luxury Scandinavian hotel. I spend most of my topside time 

in a poof chair on the mid-deck watching the scenery or tak-

ing advantage of the complimentary massages. 

Just west of the island of Latalata, three pinnacles look 

like a promising site for an exploratory dive. The dive mas-

ters return from their scouting mission with bad news, how-

ever: it’s nothing but rubbly ruins. Dynamite fishing, one 

of the most careless forms of killing, remains a problem all 

over Indonesia, even in areas that are supposedly protected. 

Luckily, another opportunity for some exploratory diving 

arises. “It looks promising,” says our trip leader, referring to 

an underwater seamount spotted by the captain, “And there’s 

only one fishing boat on it.” We drop anchor and gear up as 

he jokes that there’ll be a surprise for whoever comes up 

with a fitting name for this site that, as far as he knows, has 

never been dived before. Below the surface is an aquarium-

like world packed with life. Flame dartfish twitch over hidey 

holes, surgeon fish line up at a cleaning station and ribbon 

eels and moray eels display their menacing jaws. The entire 

seamount is blooming with crinoids that sway in the cur-

rent. “It felt like rhinopias territory,” someone says as we 

surface, but we’ll have to wait a few more days for that. For 

all the seamount’s surprises, I come up with what I’m sure is 

a prize-worthy name – Peekaboo Reef. My reward? An Oreo 

cookie from the communal jar. 

HORROR 

Like something from beyond 

the grave, the bulging eyes of a 

stargazer (Uranoscopus sp.) peer 

up at onlookers from the sandy 

bottom in Ambon’s harbour. The 

fish’s exposed teeth and jaws stand 

ready for action. 
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PREDATOR 

once you’ve spotted one, 

the crocodile snake eel 

(Brachysomophis crocodilinus) 

makes a fairly easy photography 

subject. The odd-looking creature 

stays perfectly still as it waits 

in ambush for hapless fish or 

octopuses to pass by.
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Chance encounter 
The sky blushes the colour of pink champagne as the sun 

sets and we make the eight-hour crossing from Pau Island 

to Bacan Island. We’re back on the known-dive-sites grid 

and spend the whole day diving Shark Point, known for its 

resident school of barracudas. As we fin toward the point I 

hear my buddy banging his tank. An incredible sight is ma-

terialising out of the blue. It’s the largest school of chevron 

barracuda I’ve ever seen – hundreds upon hundreds of fish 

aligned like magnetic chips, perfectly ordered and spiral-

ling. I fin closer and become a part of the barracuda cloud 

that morphs from a tornado-like funnel into a perfect globe, 

then splits into a shape that looks like a widening heart. As 

soon as our computers give us the go-ahead we’re ready to 

dive the point again. We spend a good fifteen minutes scan-

ning the blue, waiting for the barracuda storm to roll in. 

But nothing. Then I hear more tank banging. My buddy is 

in hot pursuit of a large shadow overhead. It takes me a few 

seconds to realise what the enormous creature is, my heart 

racing from the thrill. It’s a whale shark – a good 15 metres 

(50 feet) away, but easily identifiable in the clear water. The 

fish turns its head, flicks its tail and disappears. 

North Sulawesi foray
Roughly mid-way through the trip, we stream across the Mo-

lucca Sea to a village off the northeast tip of Sulawesi called 

Lifumatola. As has been the ritual everywhere we’ve sailed, 

our Indonesian captain disembarks and heads to the village 

to greet the chief, explain why we’ve come and, naturally, 

pass off a little thank you gift in the form an envelope stuffed 

with cash. “The chief told me they’ve never seen a boat like 

this here,” he tells us, “They want to come on board and 

make sure we’re not stealing their fish.” A few locals board 

the Damai Dua to watch a slideshow of underwater shots on 

the trip leader’s laptop as he explains why we’re here. The 

chief directs us to a wall near the village, where we spot eagle 

rays, signal gobies and more green turtles than I’ve ever seen 
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VOLCANIC 

The topside scenery in the spice 

Islands – including the near-

perfect cones of Tidore, Maitara 

and Ternate in Halmahera 

– matches the beauty of the 

underwater world. Fringing reefs 

surround most islands and black 

sand beaches abound. 

in a single location. My dive buddy and I end the day by mak-

ing a vain – but fun – attempt to pursue a massive pod of dol-

phins frolicking in the lagoon in hopes of joining them for 

a snorkel session. Later, on a visit to the village, we’re told 

we’re the first bules (western visitors) they’ve seen. Women 

measure their heights against my own admittedly over-sized 

western proportions and I’m brought to the chief’s house 

and offered a plastic chair to sit for a spell on his front porch. 

Everywhere I look, curious faces stare shyly back. “They’re 

happy you came here,” one of our Indonesian dive masters 

translates, a message from the chief. “Menyelam bagus,” I 

say, using the few Bahasa Indonesia words I know: the diving 

is good. There are smiles all around. 
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Twilight Zone
The clear blue waters we’ve enjoyed throughout the trip feel 

like a distant memory as we enter Ambon Harbour and make 

our first dive at a site called Air Manis. The name means 

“sweet water,” but it’s anything but – thick with silt and who 

knows what else. The confluence of organic and not-so-or-

ganic material deposited by village life so close to the shore 

in the harbour is partly to thank for the abundance of bi-

zarre marine life here. Despite the funky water, it’s not long 

before I’m a muck diving convert. In the most unlikely of 

settings, a bright yellow baby boxfish the size of my thumb-

nail appears like a little ray of sunshine and a painted frog 

fish opens wide for a yawn. When the liveaboard trip ends, I 

spend three more days at the land-based Maluku Divers for 

more mucking around. Every dive in Ambon brings a range 

of emotions, from utter disgust to sheer joy. At one point at 

the site called Rhino City, plastic bags floating in the water 

column obscure my view completely, and I ask myself what 

I’m doing in water so filthy. But beauty reveals itself in the 

strangest of places. When the bags leave on the current a fas-

cinating world of ribbon eels, rhinopias and snake eels that 

look plucked straight from a cemetery scene in a horror film 

is revealed. One dive site, fittingly called the Twilight Zone, 

proves to be the weirdest yet. All around us, the thrumming 

of generators from boats moored overhead makes the water 

very nearly tingle with vibrations. The sandy seabed is lit-

tered with air filters, rubber boots, goat carcasses, discarded 

batteries – you name it. The dive guide points out a pair 

of pygmy cuttlefish and we watch as their patterns seem to 

simmer, changing textures and colours like some psyche-

delic hologram. Nearby, a blue ring octopus illuminates its 

rings with a warning pulse and a paddleflap rhinopia pads 

comically toward a coral head. I gasp through my regulator 

at the eerie sight of a stargazer peering from the sand. It 

feels like every highlight of the weird and wonderful macro 

world is coming at me at once. “The locals can’t understand 

why we get in this water, as dirty as it is,” one of the dive 

guides tells me later, “They don’t get it.” I take a good, long 

shower that night – all the while thinking how I can’t wait 

to dive back in. 

FACES AND PLACES 

outside visitors are rare on 

islands like Pua in North Ceram in 

the Moluccas, and an enthusiastic 

reception – particularly from the 

village children – is pretty much 

guaranteed.

¨
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T h e  M o l u c c a s 

DIVING A 3mm wetsuit suffices for diving in the Moluccas, 
and many divers keep warm enough in a nylon skin. Dive 
Damai has wetsuits and gear for rent on both liveaboards 
and Maluku Divers also rents all gear. Water temperatures in 
Halmahera are usually between 27 and 28 degrees Celsius 
(80 to 83 degrees Fahrenheit) and water temperatures in 
Ambon range between 26 and 29 degrees Celsius (78 to 84 
degrees Fahrenheit). 

SEASON The rainy season runs from December to April 
and the best months for diving in the area are october to 
December and March and April. You can dive year-round 
in Ambon but september to May is considered the best 
time since currents are at their mildest and more critters are 
present. 

CLIMATE The weather in this part of Indonesia is tropical 
and warm year-round. Maximum temperatures range from 
about 29 to 33 degrees Celsius (84 to 91 degrees Fahrenheit) 
and lows can drop to about 22 degrees Celsius (72 degrees 
Fahrenheit). 

LODGING Liveaboard trips in Halmahera often depart 
from Ternate, which you can reach on scheduled flights 
from Makassar (connecting in Denpasar, Jakarta and other 
southeast Asian cities). You won’t likely have to overnight in 
Ternate as liveaboards, including Dive Damai’s (www.dive-
damai.com), are scheduled to meet morning flights. Maluku 
Divers (www.divingmaluku.com) in Ambon offers pleasant 
bungalow-style accommodation and an onsite dive centre. If 
you have to overnight in Makassar, the Royal Regency Hotel, 
in the Accor chain, is an inexpensive and friendly option. 

HEALTH The nearest internationally-recognised hyperbaric 
chambers are in Manado on sulawesi and Bali, quite a 
distance away. Make sure your insurance is up to date and 
all-encompassing. 

LANGUAGE Bahasa Indonesia is the main language of 
Indonesia, although hundreds of dialects exist throughout 
the archipelago. english is spoken on liveaboards and at 
land-based resorts. 

CURRENCY 10,000 Indonesian Rupiah are equivalent to 0.83 
euros or $1.05 Us Dollars. 

ELECTRICITY 220 Volts in european standard sockets, 
european-style plugs used.

PROFILE: TERRY WARD – WORDS 
A freelance travel writer since 2000 when she quit her copywriting job in 
an advertising agency to travel the world, Terry has spent time living in 
Australia, New Zealand, Germany, France and Florida over the past decade. 
she caught the dive bug while watching a documentary about the mimic 
octopus on an Australian TV channel and proceeded to book a flight to 
Manado, sulawesi in Indonesia – only to discover on the boat to Bunaken 
Island that the critter actually lives in Lembeh strait. since then, her dive 
travels have taken her everywhere from the Red sea and the Poor Knights 
Islands of New Zealand to the marine lakes of Palau and the reefs of Papua 
New Guinea. she has yet to see a mimic octopus, but she’s hopeful this is 
the year. An assistant editor for Dive the World, Terry’s writing has appeared 
in such publications as the Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times 
as well as several other travel and dive magazines. she calls Florida home, 

when she’s home. For more information: www.terry-ward.com 

T h e  M o l u c c a s  •
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PROFILE: mIKE VEITCH – PHOTOS 
A Canadian originally from Vancouver, British Columbia, Mike Veitch 
is a professional underwater photographer and trip leader. A regular 
contributor to many magazines in North America, europe, and Asia, 
Mike’s photos have graced the covers of sport Diver UsA, IsLANDs and 
National Geographic Traveler, among others.  He has worked in Palau, 
French Polynesia, Yap, and Indonesia and will soon be opening his 
own school of underwater photography in Bali. After spending many 
years working on boats and resorts in the Indo-Pacific region, Mike 
has settled in Indonesia where he spends his time photographing the 
world’s richest marine bio-system, conducting photography workshops 
and leading trips throughout the country. 
For more information: www.mikeveitchblog.com

DWARFED BY ITS 

SURROUNDINGS, A BRIGHT 

YELLOW JUVENILE BOXFISH 

(OSTRACION CUBICUS) THE SIZE 

OF MY THUMBNAIL APPEARS 

LIKE A WELCOME RAY OF 

SUNSHINE IN EERIE AMBON 

HARBOUR. 


