From Tom Close, after Seven Seas Cruise Raja Ampat 2012 January 8-22.

Hi Jos, Ayu,

I'm forwarding to you an e-note with pictures | sent out to around 50 chums and
family about our just-completed Seven Seas Raja trip in case you'd like my
narrative and image take on our terrific trip. The Seven Seas remains a wonderful
vessel, the crew, as always, never failed to make the voyage special, the food was
terrific, and Stew was an exemplary Cruise Director, and he and Tommy and
Erwan did a splendid job of helping us find wondrous sea creatures.

Many Thanks,
Tom Close.

From London, our journey took us to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, then on to Jakarta,
Indonesia for an overnight stay in order to be there for a dawn departure to Sorong,
Indonesiad two time zones further east, located on the western tip of New Guinea. A
dozen of us made that dawn departure, and with three more already there, were met by
Stewart Esposito, our cruise director, and transported to the harbor to board small boats
to be taken to the Seven Seas mother ship that was to be our home and diving base for
the next two weeks.

The Seven Seas is a five year-young traditional Indonesian wooden sailing schooner of
just under 150 feet length, with eight private air-conditioned staterooms and a crew of
seventeen who scramble, with eye-twinkling smiles to meet your every need and
expectation before those have even formed in your mind. They quickly know you by
name, and never fail to nurture your self-image. Many of the crew, including Captain Pi,
Dive Master Tommy, and Service Director Jo-vin (pronounced Yo Feen) have been
there from the outset, including our previous trip aboard in 2007 to explore the dive sites
in and around Dragon-named Komodo Island. In 2007 Jo-Vin and Torrey got on
famously, and Jo Jo was very keen to be brought up to date on our caboose during this
voyage. Here's a vignette on Jo Jo's loving mannerd she invariably cries and hugs her
guests when they disembark. This is the real deal, and way out there in the "WOW"
realm. Next page shows the Seven Seas at sundown, with two of the three pangas
that take us to the nearby dive sites for each of our three to four dives per day.

Raja Ampat is Indonesian for "Four Kings," the name given to the region of four main
island "kings"d Misool, Batanta, Salawati and Waigeod in an archipelago of over 1500
small islands and cays that literally straddle the equator. Daytime temperature was
pretty much the same every dayd 84°F air temperature, and 84°F water temperature.
We crossed equator a couple of times in both directions during our chase of the not so
elusive optimal conditions for the tides and currents at the various dive sites.
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The end of the day pretty nearly always was some variation on this theme. We'd often
anchor after the evening dive, have dinner al fresco under the stars, and then retire to
our staterooms, while the crew cruised all night on toward the next day's dive location.
Early on we were treated to a nearly full moonrise just after sunset. And the next
morning as we were about to drop anchor, that rising moon was now setting. This is the
equator, which is to say the day and night are of equal durationd 6 AM-ish sunup, and 6
PM-ish sundown. We had our fair share of spectacular sunsets, with fore to aft indigo
strips in the pink that are shadows from some of those 1500 Raja islands.

On 10 January we sailed into a natural harbor amongst Wayag's Rock Islands, and
followed a nearly vertical tiny jungle trail to this vantage point where we caught our
breath and the spectacular view. And back down on the beach following a cool-off
swim, glancing out to the Seven Seas. Memories are made of this.

The draw of Raja Ampat for divers is the unspoiled and abundantly rich sea life. Life,
rich in all its forms. Soft corals, hard corals, fish by the thousands in this one frame.
Many's the time that we were surrounded by clouds of fish. This part of the Indian
Ocean is known as the Coral Triangle, and the varieties and colors of the coral stagger
the imagination. A prolific fish is the small anthia, here a dusting of orangish yellow fish
over this coral bump referred to by its Australian vernacular as a bommie. And there the
anthias are teal green and blue. They come in fuchsia as well. No one can be color
shy here.
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One of the things | love about diving is the flying without the airplane nature of it. On a
wall dropping vertically into the inky depths, and savoring the various gorgonians, | look
up from my photographic endeavors, and here comes friend Howard Hall with his
blunderbuss high definition "Red" movie camera in its custom Gates housing. It is big
and bulky, weighing 60 pounds on the surface, but zero with its underwater neutral
buoyancy. Do my fellow pilots amongst you also dream dreams of flying free as a bird,
unencumbered with wings and fuselage? That's what diving isd hover, slide up, slide
down, do loops and rolls, or just hang there inverted.

At another wall some different colors on those fans, Cruise Director Stew is exploring
from his direction. Stew and | are giving this fan the once over to see if we can find a
pigmy seahorse. As a group we were able to digitally capture multiple of the diminutive
(1/4 inch long) creatures, including one which | managed, but the images of which aren't
ready for prime time sharing. They are incredibly small and well camouflaged, and you
have to stay in tight macro focus in spite of the currents which the fans grow into for
nurturance.







The Coral Triangle is full of tiny creatures that live in and around fan corals. Found a
beautiful pipefish smaller than a pencil in diameter, and maybe an inch and a half long.
Then a nudibranch, about the size of your index fingernail. The "nudi" part of the name
is just what you'd think. They are effectively tropical underwater slugs, nude without the
snail shell. Their slugs are a great deal more interesting and colorful than our generic
garden variety.

Exploring along beneath an overhang of the adjoining island, we encounter many
interesting surprises like this submerged tunnel that is open at its two ends near the
pointy promontory near Wyil islet. Dive master Tommy modeling with his dive light,
hovering in perfect buoyancy control. | had swum through, then turned to take in the
luscious light streaming down into the cave entrance from the equatorial sun above.

Around caves and swim-throughs on sandy bottoms beneath coral bommies it pays to
keep an eye out for the masters of camouflage, like the wobbegong shark. The hand
signal used to alert your dive buddies in this silent underwater world, is to put your hand
up against your chin and wiggle your fingers below you like its fuzzy goatee. These
bottom sharks of about five feet in length are usually snoozing, and oblivious to the
camera strobe and the gurgling of my SCUBA respiration.







Cammo is a common decoration, as with this crocodile fish, the signal for which is two
hands, palm to palm before your chin, with the upper hand opening upward relative to
the lower, like a croc's upper jaw. This guy is about two and a half feet long. Notice
that his eyebrows are a yellow just like the coral next to which he is reposed.

Camouflage comes in all shapes and sizes. Ghost pipefish are about the size of a
Ticonderoga pencil, with colors and frills perfectly suited to the lacy sea grasses and
corals or their habitat. One pair looked like two small leaves drifting side by side in the
gentle currents at night time dusk. They would hover mere millimeters above the
bottom, and waft back and forth in the surge, exactly as would a pair of leaves fallen
from a shoreline tree. If you look carefully you can make out their eyes with miniscule
cream-colored starburst "mascara” highlights.









Then my find of the entire voyage. Night dive. The elusive Blue Ring Octopus. Cathy
reminds me that one of these was referred to in a James Bond film as the method of
death used against some deserving villain. The entire creature, including tentacles is
about half the size of an adult thumb. Not aggressive to things as large as a human, but
the toxin of its bite is said to be invariably fatal to homo sapiens. Howard said that this
is the first he has ever seen in the sea, so us finding it on a night dive off Waigeo's
Channel Island was a real coup. And | came up with three in-focus, properly exposed
images. Yahoo!

Speaking of whichd a pair of cuttlefish. Yet another variant of the bizarre. Cuttlefish
are in the same class as squid and octopus, and have eight tentacles off their snout.
Octopi "swim" on a jet of water shot out for propulsion, while cuttlefish flutter their
effervescent side fins. Like octopi, they can change their colors and mottle their skin in
a truly dazzling display of gaudy showmanship. Coloration and mottling changes in an
instant. We were treated to cuttlefish feeding behavior multiple times on this night dive.
They'd maneuver slowly and stealthily toward some unseen (to us) tiny prey, then in a
split second a long tongue would dart out like a venomous lizard and snag their meal, a
good body length plus away. Very impressive, and if you blinked, you missed it.




The two principle lens choices for underwater photography are wide angle and macro.
For wide angle, | use a 15 mm full-frame fisheye lensd the sort that gives those
improbable 180 degree warped universe images when used for terra firma imagery, but
on my digital SLR, results in just extreme wide angle field of view under water in the
domed lens port. The perspective for this is such that you can get up to, say, a foot
away from a great dane, and it looks like a chihuahua about ten yards distant.

The macro lens is the choice for tiny things. Often really tiny things. It's the sort of lens
that flower photographers use so that you can see the individual bumps of color on the
head of a stamen. It produces magnificent enlarged imagery of the miniscule. But it
has a very very very small depth of fieldd the fore and aft distance that can be in
focus...on the range of a millimeter or two. Stopping down the f-stop aperture of the
lens to its minimum helps with depth of field, but that lets in so little light that exposure
becomes problematic. Now imagine all of that sixty feet down or so, with a raging
current that is the life bringer of the nutrients supporting underwater life. Add to that
buoyancy control, where just breathing moves you a few inches up and down, to and
fro, all the while trying to keep that damnably tiny critter sharp in your viewfinder.



Then put on enough light to expose the image, including shooting in the dark, and make
sure you don't overdo it and wash it out. There were several pro underwater
photographers on this trip besides Howard and Michele Hall, and they produced
achingly beautiful images that give the plodders like me something to aim for.

Just the same, even | got lucky now and again. Transparent, indigo-specked shrimp on
coral polyps. There's another shrimp one polyp behind that's got this one's back. Look
closely, even in this modest e-mail resolution and you can see his two protruding bulgy
eyes above the white of his internal viscera. About the size of your pinky fingernail or
thereabouts. Night shot.
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| never tire of the variety of nudibranchs like this colorful variety on a bit of stag horn
coral. One of them seemed to be working with his agent for casting in the next Star
Wars movie. Over-the-top design parameters. One of three tiny creatures found on a
single dead wooden stick the diameter of a pencil protruding about eighteen inches
vertically from a mucky sandy bottom at night. Above was a tiny, three-quarter's of an
inch-long, bulgy-eyed fish with serrated dorsal fin, that if magnified for Hollywood would
terrify science fiction viewers in their seats, and thereafter in their nightmares. But this
slug? Just gorgeous. Like | say, their slugs are more exotic than our garden slugs.









And a variety of harlequin shrimp. My, what big eyes you have, grandma!

Then this wondrous cuttlefish. It was so small, that | wasn't sure what it was until |
surfaced and could study the image. | knew it moved, but what it was? Entirely unclear
to me in the dark on the bottom. Nighttime focusing is done with a secondary "modeling
light" that you train more or less forward and try to get shining on that thingy that might
or might not be something to take a picture of. None of the pros on this voyage could
be sure if this was some sort of pigmy variety of cuttlefish, or an extremely young
juvenile. Check out the texture on the skin, and those serrated eye slits. Jaw-dropping.

How small? Well to give you an idea, | got Stew to bring his camera up close for a bit of
comparison. Actually, | was trying to get artsy fartsy, and managed to convey to Stew
with hand gestures that | wanted his underwater camera to be close and angled, with
me focusing on the reflection of the creature on the glass of his lens port. | made
multiple tries but never got the angle right to be able to focus sharply on the mirror
image. This will have to do. If you've seen Howard's "Under the Sea 3D" Warner
Brother's IMAX movie, you probably recall how cuttlefish can go bonkers with color
changes like the mother ship in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. This little rascal
already had the coloration glow changes down pat.



