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A Cruise Aboard the Pelagian 
Reveals the Full Range of Indonesia’s 

Underwater Riches

By Walt Stearns



n addition to its land-based operation, 
Wakatobi Dive Resort manages the 
Pelagian, a 115-foot/35m dive yacht that 
cruises the Wakatobi islands and the 

southern portion of Buton Island. These waters 
lie within the Coral Triangle, a region known to 
contain the highest coral reef bio-diversity in 
the world. Seven-day itineraries take in a diverse 
range of underwater environments. The areas 
from Wangi Wangi to the vast Kaledupa shoals 
offer everything from shallow reefs to offshore 
pinnacles and dramatic vertical drop-offs, while 
Buton’s Pasar Wajo Bay provides exceptional 
muck diving opportunities. 
 The Pelagian is not a typical live-aboard 
vessel, as it is configured to hold a maximum 
of just ten divers in five spacious cabins. Divers 
will find comfortable yacht-like accommodations 
more akin to a hotel room with evn suite 
bathrooms and showers. A crew of twelve 
includes an executive chef and stewards, adding 
fine dining and five-star service to the itinerary. 
Diving activities are conducted from a pair of 
custom-fabricated dive tenders, with the crew 
handling all gear management. Dives are led by 
one of Wakatobi’s guides, who provide in water 

support when requested or needed, and are experts 
at locating rare marine subjects. Because dives are 
conducted either in shallow-water muck sites or on 
structures with significant vertical reliefs that are 
ideal for multi-level profiles, bottoms times routinely 
exceed 70 minutes, and the schedule allows for up to 
four dives a day including night dives.

Muck Diving
A signature element to Pelagian’s itinerary is the muck 
diving opportunities that are not found when diving 
at the resort. Pasar Wajo Bay on the southeastern 
side of Buton Island has a broad selection of sites, 
from grey and brown silt and rubble habitats to 
white sand bays with small coral gardens. Locations 
that epitomize the muck diving experience include 
Cheeky Beach, Banana Beach and In Between.

I



These sites feature gradual slopes from the 
shoreline down to 100 feet, with a desert-like 
bottom comprised mostly of sand and gravel, 
covered with a bit of light sediment that can be 
easily stirred up by a misplaced fin. 
 To a neophyte muck diver the question 
might be “Why am I here?” – until you start to 
see what’s there! The first might be the mottled 
red face of a reptilian snake eel protruding from 
the sand. Or, perhaps a wonderpus octopus, 
recognized by its reddish brown body with well-
defined white bands, out for a stroll. Closer looks 
will reveal Coleman shrimp, fire urchins and 
alien-like peacock mantis shrimp, along with 
shrimp gobies keeping house with their alpheid 
shrimp roommates that seem to do all the work.
 Pelagian also visits three piers in Pasar 
Wajo Bay, each providing its own character 
and attractions. Despite a look of seeming 
abandonment, Asphalt Pier serves as the 
island’s primary terminal for loading Bituman 
(a natural form of asphalt) quarried on the 
island onto waiting cargo vessels. Divers can 
safely hunt around the front of the pier and the 
clusters of pilings. At depths from 15 to 45 feet,
 divers will find shrimp gobies, frogfish, leaf

scorpionfish and robust ghost and banded 
pipefish. The list can go on and on. 
 As the name suggests, New Pier is the 
most recently constructed landing dock in Pasar 
Wajo Bay. And like Asphalt Pier, depth profiles 
run 15 to 35 feet around the base of the pilings 
down to 45 feet out front in the sand. While 
the pilings are a great spot for finding blue 
ribbon eels, ringed pipefish and spiny devil 
scorpionfish, the adjacent debris field is a good 
place to hunt for octopus and gobies, which 
take refuge in shells, cans and bottles.
 Magic Pier is Pelagian’s most talked 
about dive site. Besides being home to a 
menagerie of cephalopods that includes 
cuttlefish and blue-ringed octopus, frogfish and 
various nudibranchs, this site is loaded with 
mating mandarinfish. Each evening just before 
sunset, coral formations and rock piles around 
the base of the pier come alive as scores of 
mandarinfish emerge from their hiding places 
for their nightly ritual. Males gather to stage 
elaborate mating displays, and when they 
attract the attention of a willing female, the pair 
begins a spiraling dance that culminates in the 
release of eggs and sperm. 



A large part of the Pelagian’s itinerary targets 
the coral-rich shallows, slopes and steep drop 
offs of the Karang Kaledupa Reef System that 
lies between Wakatobi Dive Resort and Buton 
Island. With profiles that rise to within a meter 
or two of the surface, divers can engage in 
extended multilevel dives that take in a broad 
cross section of each site.

A prime example is the site known as Escape, 
which is located on the southeastern tip of 
Buton Island. Here, the steep wall is cut by a 
continuous overhang at a depth of 15 to 20m; 
the overhang forms a cavern-like structure 4m 
high from bottom to ceiling where black corals 
and whip corals hide nudibranchs, jawfish, 
mantis shrimp and other critters.

Reefs, Walls and Pinnacles



The face of the wall swarms with thousands 
of juvenile redtooth triggerfish and orange 
anthias, creating marvelous color patterns. A 
glimpse into open water will yield sightings of 
eagle rays, tunas, big groupers, barracudas, 
jacks and white-tip sharks.
 At the site known as Vatican, the 
bottom follows a short, sloping profile from 
15 feet down to a depth of 55 feet. Across 
its soft sand bottom, large stands of finger 
and staghorn coral provide refuge to a variety 
of cardinalfish (hence the name Vatican), 
including one of the Indo-Pacific’s rare species, 
the pajama cardinalfish.
 One of the highlights of the trip was 
dropping in on an elongated sea mound on 
Komang Reef, where currents nurture vibrant 
growths of soft corals and sponges. Fishmarket

is aptly named for its high presence of schooling 
fish including a rather huge school of blackfin 
barracuda. Fishmarket features a combination of 
a steep wall with two deep ravines and a detached 
pinnacle that rises to within 10 meters of the 
surface, great for capturing wide-angle photos.

The Karang Kaledupa area of Wangi Wangi also 
includes a number of pinnacles. Wanji Seamount rises 
from deep water to a summit 4 m from the surface, 
then continues along a ridge at 18 m to meet a second 
mount with a top at a depth of 10 m. The structure 
is riddled with crevices, and is rich in growths of fan 
corals, soft corals, lush bushes of halimeda algae. In 
the open water surrounding the structure, divers may 
encounter schooling fish such as big eye jacks, black and 
red snappers, tunas and turtles. On the reef itself there 
are chances to find pygmy seahorses, mantis shrimps, 
orangutan crab, nudibranchs, and other critters. The 
dive begins on the deeper of the two tops and ends 
on the shallower, where precious juvenile wrasses, leaf 
scorpion fish and false stonefish can be found.
 On the way to and from its home base at 
Wakatobi Resort, Pelagian may stop at sites on the outer 
edge of day-boat range such as the seamounts of Blade. 
This unusual structure consists of a series of knife-edged 
pinnacles running in parallel, and connected by a lower 
ridge that gives the entire structure the appearance 
of a serrated blade knife set on edge. It is just one of 
the many memorable sites that divers will experience 
aboard Pelagian. And by combining a cruise with a stay 
at Wakatobi Dive Resort, guests can experience the 
best that Indonesia has to offer.

Learn more at www.wakatobi.com 
or email: office@wakatobi.com




