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high life
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a little
luxury

afloat
Bigger is better, right? Not 

necessarily so. As major 
players in the cruise industry 

continue to build mega-
vessels, some customers are 

driven to seek alternative, 
more intimate cruise 

experiences. The result is a 
growing market for luxury 

boutique adventure cruises. 
By Roderick eime. 

As one stands watching the thousands of passengers disembark 
from Cunard’s enormous QE2 and disperse into the shopping 
and dining districts of Sydney’s The Rocks, the scene is 
reminiscent of troops disembarking and returning from a long 
tour of duty. The vessel’s much larger sibling, the QM2, is too 
big for the berth in Circular Quay. Instead she’s docked in the 
naval base normally reserved for visiting aircraft carriers and 
her passengers are transported by what appears to be every 
available bus in Sydney. Despite their sheer mass and scale, 
big cruises are still popular and people adore these enormous 
Queens of the sea.
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The UlTimaTe experience
The vessels vary in range and size. Some are actually basic and 
utilitarian in nature, particularly the converted Russian spy fleet 
of ice class vessels that transport wayfarers into the frozen realms 
of the Arctic and Antarctic. Ice class refers to various types of “ice 
rating” for ships. Basically it measures a ship’s ability to work in ice 
conditions. At the high end you have “full on” icebreakers able to 
break ice and push through solid sea ice, down to smaller vessels 
only able to creep through thin broken ice. But there are also vessels 
built expressly for clients who wish to explore in style.

The ships are typically between 50 and 110 metres in length 
catering for as few as 30 and, at the most, around 150 clients. In 
terms of appointments, think luxury beach house or intimate resort 
with attentive and personal service. Often you are free to sit with the 
captain in the wheelhouse as the vessel negotiates some spectacular 
fjord or turquoise lagoon.

Imagine a few dozen enraptured guests visiting a remote 
Melanesian community and sharing, for a couple of hours, their 
traditional lifestyle and culture. Then, back on the ship, enjoying 
five star dining and fine wines. Costs vary. A three-night cruise on 
MV Fantasea Ammari starts at US$1,236 per person triple share. An 
11-night Kimberely cruise on Orion costs US$5,829 while a cruise to 
Antarctica goes for about US$13,000.

And who are these people willing to pay for such unique 
experiences? Retired executives and academics, younger baby 
boomers and Generation Xers whose lives and motives are more 
marked by intangible enrichment than material acquisition. What’s 
more, many of these cruises come with expert lecturers and guides 
to help you appreciate the wonders you’ll encounter.

If you eschew predictability and conformity, then such boutique 
luxury adventure cruises may just be the travel experience to open 
a whole new world on your horizon.

But even as the average fan of mass holiday cruises continues 
to flock to the new breed of floating city blocks, there is an equally 
spirited growth of adventurers who prefer the more intimate 
alternative offered by much smaller, more versatile vessels often 
catering to just 100 or so discerning customers.

Travel marketers and analysts have developed the dual terms, 
“experiential” and “transformational” to describe the motivation 
behind this emerging group of travellers who seek, not mass 
market tourism or trademark locations, but exclusive and privileged 
transport aboard well appointed vessels whose itineraries might 
include the remote islands of Papua New Guinea or the rugged, 
uninhabited coastline of Australia’s Kimberely.

They seek, no demand, to be enriched and uplifted by their 
travel experiences. The last thing they expect is to be herded and 
corralled into tourist traps and shopping malls.
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goodnessWholesome
It wasn’t too long ago that organic food was 
an abstract concept that remained on the 
periphery of people’s food choices. Times, 
and tastes, have changed since then, as 
more people are welcoming the organic 
food revolution. 

This was evident when BioFach, the World 
Organic Trade Fair, rolled into the German 
city of Nürnberg. More than 45,000 visitors 
from 116 countries travelled to the city to 

experience and savour the fresh and tasty 
selection of organic food on display during 
the three-day event, with 2,565 exhibitors 
proudly showing off their organic produce. 
So whether you’re enjoying silky smooth 
olive oil from Italy, a cup of coffee made 
from aromatic coffee beans from Costa 
Rica, or savoury Hungarian salami, chances 
are these were produced organically, 
without any chemicals or additives. 

As people grow more aware of the food 
industry’s produce issues and concerns, 
and are more health-conscious, the 
advantages and benefits of organic food 
can no longer be ignored. So on your next 
trip to the supermarket, jump onboard 
the organic food bandwagon; it will be a 
decision you will not regret.

SeT Sail!
They may range in itinerary and appointments, but these select boutique cruises  deliver an adventure 
of a lifetime. 

SeaDream I and II  
“iT’S YachTing 
noT crUiSing”
Awarded “World’s Best Small 
Passenger Shipping Line” for 2006 
by Condé Nast Traveler, SeaDream 
Yacht Club is predominantly 
Caribbean and Mediterranean based 
and definitely one of the glamour 
operators in this genre. Taking up 
to 110 passengers each, their two 
vessels are immaculately presented, 
impressively indulgent, and pay a 

great deal of attention to service 
and fine dining in a casual 
atmosphere. You won’t need a 
tuxedo here. Both vessels are 
regularly featured in the world’s 
top travel magazines and boast 
a long list of celebrities and 
famous personalities on their 
passenger roll. Their pricing 
includes, well, everything. Food, 
drinks, activities, the lot.  
Website: www.seadream.com
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mV OrIOn “iT’S in oUr naTUre To 
explore”
Australia’s own small luxury vessel, Orion was built in Germany and launched 
in 2003. Flagged in the Bahamas, she is leased by a local company and operates 
global itineraries covering Papua New Guinea, the Kimberely to Antarctica. A 
crew of 80 takes care of around 106 passengers. Despite her class-leading luxury 
appointments, Orion is dedicated to expedition cruising and is the undisputed 
queen of her class in the region.  
Website: www.orioncruises.com.au

OceanIc DIScOverer  
“dream, explore, diScoVer”
Based in tropical Cairns, this dedicated and purpose-built expedition  
yacht (with a crew of 20 serving 72 passengers) is rarely at home. Built 
just three years ago, she can, instead, be found cruising the South Pacific, 
Melanesia, the Kimberely and New Zealand. Perhaps the best true 
adventure ship in the region, she is superbly equipped for shore excursions 
and exploring, yet still retains a comfort level that allows her to compete 
in this lofty arena. Smaller than the queens and without the gold and brass 
doorknobs, this precocious princess nevertheless delivers the goods.  
Website: www.coralprincesscruises.com
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True nOrTh II “go wild in STYle”
The baby of the luxury adventure fleet, True North II was introduced in 2005 
to replace the smaller True North I, and is the acknowledged expert in the 
Kimberely region. Its trophy cabinet overflows with awards, the most recent 
being the prestigious Australian Best Adventure Tourism award. Based in 
Broome, this sparkling sprite carries an intimate group of 36, travels as far as 
Papua New Guinea and has the added bonus of a full-time helicopter on deck.  
Website: www.northstarcruises.com.au
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mV ammarI  
“Free YoUr SpiriT,  
Fill YoUr SenSeS”

Brand new on the Australian scene, MV Ammari is the  
latest celebrity vessel to ply Australian waters. Unusual in that she  

is a catamaran, she was built in 2000 by Austal, the same builders as True 
North and a world acknowledged expert in small ships and ferries. Bought 

back by Queensland maritime magnate, Hume Campbell, from a French 
operator to augment his fleet of Fantasea fast ferries and day cruisers in the 

Whitsundays, MV Ammari will be his own flagship. Without a track record 
in this region, she is committed to 12 months of cruising in the Whitsundays 

and out to the adjacent Great Barrier Reef. Expect a softer, more casual 
experience with an emphasis on “play” rather than “explore”. 

Website: www.fantaseaammari.com

Tu mOana &  
TIa mOana “eScape  

in STYle For a world 
oF SenSUaliTY”

These two superb 70 metre Austal-built 
luxury cruise yachts operate in Tahiti and 
carry just 70 passengers each. Introduced 

in 2003, the twins are the epitome of 
exclusivity and indulgence in an idyllic 

tropical setting. Decorated with Polynesian 
art and artifacts, these ships create the total 

away-from-it-all experience.  
Website: www.boraboracruises.com
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mV reef enDeavOur
Ideally suited to its home ground on the Great 
Barrier Reef, the MV Reef Endeavour brings a 
taste of small vessel cruising to those who may 
not be on the A-list. More reasonably priced, 
family-friendly and accessible than some of 
the others, it still delivers that essential escape. 
Website: www.captaincook.com.au  
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