ter 2023

DEPARTURES

n

Departures Beyond | W

BEYOND







LESSER SUNDA ISLANDS,

INDONESIA

IN GOOD
TIME

A handcrafted ship bring Indonesia’s panoramas
and the present moment into sharp focus.

WOERDS & FPHOTOGRAFHY BY SINWNA NASSERIL

here's a certain feeling you only get at sea.
our senses are whetted. Your equilibrium
sways. The surrounding water constantly
changes, its color and shape engaging in an
otherworldly dance. Pay close attention; you

can see time shift in a way that escapes us on land.

That's the state I found myself in one June day
after three flights transported me nearly 9,000 miles
from Los Angeles to Indonesia. Specifically, it was on
Hores Island (a short hop from Bali), where I boarded
the 148-foot Celestia, an Indonesian phinisi, becoming
one of the first passengers to set sail on the bespoke,
handcrafted ship. Over five days and four nights, the
vessel transported us around Komodo National Park,
a remote area of outsized beauty among the country’s
more than 17,000 islands.

On several mornings, we awoke in peaceful
seclusion — enveloped only by the ocean’s solitude — a
feeling seemingly from a different era. This blending of
past and present directly reflects the vision of siblings
Jasmine Chong and Jason Tabalujan, the boat’s owners,
who commissioned Bugis shipbuilders to craft the vessel
from ironwood and honey-tinged teak using UNESCO-
recognized techniques unique to South Sulawesi.
“Indonesia is so stunning, we wanted Celestia to com-
plement it, not compete with it,” Chong explained.

This philosophy was on display in the main state-
room, where 1 stayed and where panoramic sea-view
windows resided alongside an evocative mix of local-
ly sourced, highly curated materials that celebrate the

Celestia sails to Raja Ampat, Komodo National Park, the Spice Ilands, and elsewhere in
Indonesia’s Coral Triangle and can be booked for groups of up to 14. guests.

region’s rich heritage, including hand-glazed Balinese
blue tiles, and modemn amenities, such as rain showers.
The boat’s interior, with elegant wooden desks, cabinets
adorned with chicken-eye rattan, and curved, chunky
armchairs, were custom-built by Balinese artisans or
sourced from young Indonesian designers.

Chong and Tabalujan's commitment to honoring
their country was also underscored by the trip’s expert
crew of 18, all from Indonesia. They included cruise direc-
tor Jennifer Tan, who shared her great knowledge of the
island nation’s culture and environment, and chef Wayan
Kresna Yasa, who trained at New York's Blue Hill at
Stone Barns and who prepared regional meals simply,
but with sneaky nuance and lingering, cerebral flavors.

On the island of Rinca, 1 communed with several
of the world's largest lizards, the endangered creatures
from which Komodo National Park, which lies between
the Indian and Pacific Oceans, takes its name. [ also
snorkeled mere feet above large swaths of porous coral
in intensely clear water. Neon reef fish jutted about, and
I joined a school for a few unforgettable seconds. When
the ship’s diving guide spotted a giant sea turtle grace-
fully swimming toward the ocean floor, 1 followed, my
mind wholly freed from reality above water.

One evening, the scene that played around us
was similarly eternal: Tens of thousands of flying foxes
— large fruit bats — poured from Kalong Island’s man-
grove forest and, illuminated by the ivory moon, filled
the peach sky. For a moment, time was suspended;
everything just felt like now.
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