
Ketch us if you can

Fresh lease on life: Coongoola, built on the Brisbane River and based in Havannah Harbour, Vanuatu Beside the seaside: Vanuatu’s tranquil waters are best explored by boat

Pauline
Webber
enjoys a sail
and snorkel in
Vanuatu with
a bonus whale
encounter

I
T is early morning as we bump and
grind our way towards Havannah
Harbour, an hour’s journey from
Port Vila, capital of Vanuatu. The
bus heaves as our Ni-Vanuatu

driver grapples with the steep and rocky
road that will take us to our rendezvous
with the skipper and crew of the
100-year-old wooden ketch Coongoola.

The national highway is an adventure
in itself and we are pleased when the bus
crests a particularly steep incline to
reveal the sheltered harbour and our
boat waiting below.

We are welcomed aboard by a quietly
spoken young woman, our hostess and
guide for the day, who smiles serenely at
our children, then efficiently stows us all
away amidships to watch while the day’s

supplies are loaded. There are about 15
passengers taking the cruise. Strangers to
each other, we sit quietly in our own
groups at first, nodding and smiling shyly
until skipper Owen Drew swings down
to introduce the crew and have a chat
about the day’s schedule; then we
are under way.

Coongoola was built at a shipyard on
the Brisbane River. It was mother ship to
the Sydney to Hobart yacht race in the
late 1960s and later carried colonial
district officers, doctors and police
around Solomon Islands. Drew bought
the boat, gave it a refit and sailed it to
Vanuatu, where he set up his charter
business. He tells me Coongoola has
recently undergone another refit with a
new aft coach-roof as well as many other

changes. But, he insists, all the restora-
tion has been done in keeping with the
boat’s original design.

Our first stop is the turtle rookery at
Tranquillity Island eco-tourism resort.
Here, baby hawksbill turtles are nurtured
in vats that look like huge spa baths. As
the turtles grow, they progress from vat
to vat during the course of a year,
through turtle primary school until they
graduate into the wide ocean. This
sanctuary and others like it in Vanuatu
have dramatically increased the survival
rate of these beautiful, ancient creatures.

Our sons, their hands having been
checked for cleanliness, are allowed to
touch the babies.

In less than half an hour we are under
way again. Morning tea is served in the
cabin and everyone shuffles forward for
tea, coffee and biscuits. A splendid swath
of pale canvas swishing above, an
impossibly blue ocean dotted with frothy
white caps: Coongoola is under sail and
we are flying. I am leaning over the side,
watching the boat slice through the
water, when suddenly I find myself eye
to eye with Moby-Dick.

The whale is well below the surface
but immediately alongside the boat. In a
moment it is gone but in my mind I can
see its immense head and that fiercely
alive eye. I shout out. As quickly as he
can, Drew brings the boat around and we
tack back and forth for a while, playing
a kind of tag with the enormous creature,
which keeps its distance but does
occasionally grace us with a breach.

Eventually we accept there will be no
more close encounters and Drew turns
the boat again and heads for our next
port of call, Moso Island. We cast anchor
off a pristine beach throbbing with life.
Sea creatures, including crabs of all
kinds, are busy at work and their
ceaseless activity makes the sand thrum

and heave. Our boys set to for a bout of
crab-racing, their newest obsession. We
are offered a choice of exploring a nearby
cave or heading to the distant reef for a
spot of snorkelling. Our calm hostess
dons swimsuit and leads her small flotilla
of snorkellers to deep water. It is a bit
choppy out there and I quickly lose track
of my youngest son. Nervously I scan the
water, but then see our guide has
gathered him close to her and is keeping
a watchful eye.

Snorkelling equipment is included as
part of the cruise, but I recommend you
take your own as our masks have been a
little over-sterilised, leaving an unpleas-
ant smell and taste in our noses and
mouths. The water gets choppier and
dark clouds gather above, so we all head
back to the safety of the beach where a
barbecue is under way.

Excellent local beef steaks, mixed
salads, bread and fruit are soon con-
sumed; cold drinks are available and
some alcohol can be purchased. We have
time after lunch to explore the island or
just relax, but the weather is against us
and soon rain is falling. We pack up and
head back towards Havannah Harbour.
Moby-Dick doesn’t reappear but a
school of dolphins follows in our wake as
we enjoy an afternoon cuppa, mesmer-
ised by the beauty of rain and mist on the
water. Then it’s back on the bus to our
hotel, a welcome shower and a new
round of crab-racing.

Checklist
Coongoola Day Cruise is 8900 vatu
($110) inclusive, except drinks from
the bar. Children under 12 half-price;
under five free. The cruise leaves
Havannah Harbour at 8.30am and gets
back to town at about 5.30pm. More:
www.southpacdivecruise.com.vu;
www.tranquillitydive.com.

GREAT CRUISING ESCAPES

No worries: SeaDream I on the Med

I T seems no request is beyond the
crew of the two luxury SeaDream
yachts that ply the Mediterranean

and Caribbean. During a recent visit to
Sydney, company president Bob
Lepisto said: ‘‘Our goal is to make
guests feel they are on their own
private yacht.’’ Want to sleep on deck?
A bed will be made up for you. Want
dinner on deck at a private table for a
special occasion? No problem.
Naturally, everything’s included in the
fare, and 56 couples are looked after by
a crew of 95.

Australians account for 10 per cent
of SeaDream’s market and Lepisto
reported strong demand for back-to-
back cruises from this market. Which is
why the SeaDream Yacht Club is
offering two weeks on SeaDream I
(Mediterranean) or SeaDream II
(Caribbean) rather than the usual one
week. As an inducement, there’s an
exclusive-to-Australia 15 per cent
discount for the first week and 30 per
cent off the second week.

Five nights from St Philipsburg on St
Maarten in the Caribbean to San Juan
in Puerto Rico in late November could
be followed by nine nights from San
Juan to Charlotte Amalie on St Thomas:
14 nights from $US4582 ($6000) a
person (original price: $US12,800);
flights extra. Bookings must be made
by May 31. This October, 15 nights on
SeaDream I from Alexandria to Piraeus,
then on to Barcelona is from $US8478
(original price: $US16,800).
More: www.seadream.com.

Tall story: The owner of Star
Clippers, yachtsman Mikael Krafft,
describes as truly spectacular the 40
new ports of call being visited by his
company’s three tall sailing ships in
2010. The stops include Bonaire,
Palomar and Blanquilla in Venezuela,
Sanary-sur-Mer in France, Lerici in Italy,
Olympus in Turkey and Tinos in Greece.
Bookings are open for a 34-night, one-
off Star Flyer voyage in February-March
2010 from Papeete in Tahiti to Balboa
in Panama, the first leg of a
repositioning voyage from the
Caribbean across the Atlantic. The
three tall ships will be in the
Mediterranean in 2010, with itineraries
from seven to 14 nights. More: 1300
362 599; www.starclippers.com.

Be early: Savings of up to $1458 a
person are offered by Holland America

Line for Volendam’s 2010 Australian
Circumnavigation cruise, but bookings
must be made by the end of the month.
The 1432-passenger Volendam will
visit 18 ports in 34 nights, including
two days on the Great Barrier Reef on a
round trip from Sydney, departing
March 14. There’s an early-bird special
from $5998 a person ($7448 for an
ocean-view stateroom), cruise only.
More: 1300 766 566;
www.traveltheworld.com.au.

Russian around: The grandeur and
history of Russia is the focus of
Uniworld’s Imperial Russia cruise along
the Volga from St Petersburg
to Moscow. The 15-day trip, from
$3925 a person, cruise only, is
available to September 4.
More: www.uniworldcruises.com.au.

Silver linings: Silversea Cruises is
offering $US1000 a suite ($US500 a
person) onboard spending credit on 70
sailings in Alaska, northern Europe, the
Mediterranean, the Caribbean, South
America, Africa, Seychelles, Asia and
the South Pacific. The booking
deadline is the end of July and the
credit can be used for shore excursions
or on-board services. A selection of
Silversea cruises also have 50 per cent
off brochure prices. More: 1300 306
872; www.silversea.com.

Asia focus: See Asia by sea is the
offer with Pacific Sun’s 16-night round
trip from Fremantle calling at Christmas
Island, ports in Indonesia, and Broome,
Steep Point and Geraldton in Western
Australia. Departures in January and
February; from $2299 a person, cruise
only. More: 132 469;
www.pocruises.com.au.

Barry Oliver
More Great Cruising Escapes:
www.theaustralian.com.au/dd.
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Rust, lust and the
romance of the sea

TOURIST
THE INCIDENTAL

Daphne Titus-Rees

Almost the first
thing officers
learned was
the hula for
Tropical Nights

‘B RING your photos,’’ the
commodore emails. We are
about to join P & O’s Arcadia

for the Bangkok-to-Sydney leg of its
maiden world cruise earlier this year.
Arcadia’s captain Steve Burgoine, who
is also commodore of P & O’s British-
based fleet, was fourth officer on
Orcades in 1969 when I was aboard as
a WAP. A woman assistant purser, that
is, and how politically incorrect that
sounds today.

This is to be our first meeting in 40
years. So I embark on a trip down
memory lane to one particular 1969
voyage on Orcades on which I met
Peter (now my husband of 36 years) at
the captain’s cocktail party. It was a
shipboard romance with a gender
twist: I was the officer and he was
the passenger.

Dear old Orcades was one of the first
passenger ships built after World
War II and by the late 1960s it was

approaching the end of its run. We
fondly referred to Orcades as ‘‘28,000
tonnes of rust, dust and lust’’. It was
more or less held together with the first
two, and there never appeared to be a
shortage of the third.

So out come all my old photos and
suddenly I am transported to a
different era of sea travel, a time when
the world was still innocent and the
last broadcast before leaving port was
simply, ‘‘All visitors ashore.’’ Security
screening was unheard of and family
and friends were welcome on board to
bid passengers farewell.

That era before computers and
photocopiers saw us working with
manual typewriters and the infernal
Gestetner stencil duplicator (younger
readers, please do a Google search). It

was a time before glitzy Broadway
shows in cruise ships’ purpose-built
theatres. We, the officers, provided the
only entertainment. Almost the first
thing we learned was the hula for
Tropical Nights and the charleston for
Roaring ’20s Nights. I am very tall and
my act in the Old Tyme Musical meant
being teamed up with the shortest
engineer on board and warbling, ‘‘Ma,
he’s making eyes at me . . .’’

But how the passengers seemed to
enjoy our amateur performances and
we all had the most fun. On New
Year’s Eve one voyage we gave a
Scottish dancing display wearing our
tropical white uniforms. But we needed
tartan sashes, and where do you find
tartan on the Indian Ocean, four days
out from Perth? Why, the chief
officer’s curtains, of course. Ivor
Bayliss, a Scotsman, spent the rest of
the voyage with bare portholes in his
cabin (and I still have my tartan sash).

There was no repatriation of officers
and crew during voyages, which could
be anything up to five months long, but
this created a feeling of community
among the ship’s company. Everyone
was on for the whole voyage and
lifelong friendships were made.

Even the average passenger was
different then, particularly on the
outward voyage from Britain to
Australia, when we had many
European migrant families on board.
Those were the days before affordable
airfares so a long sea voyage was the
only option for most travellers.

The gleaming glass-and-marble style
of today’s superliners, with their
spacious balcony staterooms, gourmet
restaurants and Hollywood-style
entertainment, is all quite wonderful, of
course, but I can’t help feeling
nostalgic for bunks and portholes and
ships that looked like ships.

For a limited time companions 
sail free on Hurtigruten’s Norwegian 
Coastal Voyage – known as the world’s 
most beautiful voyage.

Valid on selected voyages departing either 
Bergen or Kirkenes July to September 2009*

● 12 Day voyage – Bergen via Kirkenes to Bergen
● 7 Day voyage – Bergen to Kirkenes
● 6 Day voyage – Kirkenes to Bergen

NORWEGIAN COASTAL VOYAGE 
Two Sail for the Price of One! 

Call 1800 221 712
for more information and 
bookings visit
www.myplanetaustralia.com.au 
or contact your local 
travel agent.

* Terms and conditions apply, 
valid for new bookings made 
from 16 May to 30 June 2009.

SAVE UP TO $6,690
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