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FEATURE Top CharTer DesTinaTions

Paul Johnson, owner/operator of the popular 30-metre charter 
yacht Asia, lists his favourite charter spots among Southeast 
Asia’s vast stretch of islands, coast and sea

SoutheaSt aSia’S 
BeSt Charter 
DeStinationS

 So you have decided to SplaSh out and go on a fabulouS 
yacht charter for a Special occaSion. You have looked at the 
options and you are thinking about a charter somewhere in Southeast 
Asia as this seems particularly exotic, untouched and a region of intense 
international interest as a developing yacht charter destination.

You are then confronted with a problem: with over 30,000 islands, 
12 countries and tens of thousands of kilometers of coastline, where 
exactly should you go? Most travel brochures and advertising are not 
much help, with pages of tired cliches describing areas full of high-
rise condominium developments as “paradise”. How do you really go 
about finding your own perfect deserted tropical island, without having 
to share it with hundreds of other tourists?

The following is a compilation of my top ten favourite charter 
destinations in Southeast Asia, based on 13 years of operating luxury 
charters in the area. These choices are based partly on my own 
preferences and partly on an amalgamation of the comments and 
reactions of our charter guests. All of the following charter destinations 
invariably draw a reaction of “Wow, this is somewhere really special” or 
“this is the most stunning place I have ever seen” from our very well-
travelled guests.

If money is of no object, these are the top ten Wow factor charter 
locations in Southeast Asia. 
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Turtle spotting 
Cinque Islands, Andaman Islands, India 
11°16N 92°42E

Lying just to the south of the main Andaman Islands, the now 
uninhabited Cinque Islands are exceptionally beautiful. 

North Cinque has a remarkable Y shape, with three back-to-
back bays with powder white sand beaches and azure water 
fringed by healthy coral reefs teeming with fish. North Cinque is 
superb for snorkelling with dolphins, turtles, rays, reef fish and 
large shoals of the enormous humphead parrotfish.

South Cinque, the larger of the two islands, has long white 
sand beaches backed by palm trees. These beaches are a 
favourite nesting site for turtles in March and April each year. 
A lagoon full of wading birds, several pairs of fishing eagles, 
macaque monkeys, spotted deer and some wild pigs complete 
the picture of the perfect castaway island.

You can usually expect to have both of these islands to 
yourself. Within several hours of arriving at Cinque, most people 
are enthusiastically talking about quitting their job, selling their 
house and rushing out to buy a yacht.

Volcanic wonder
Barren Island, Andaman Islands, India
12°16N 93°51E

With no white sand beaches, difficult deep water anchorages, a live volcano and open ocean 
weather conditions to contend with, Barren Island is perhaps a strange choice to appear near 
the top of a list of the best charter destinations in Southeast Asia. However, Barren Island is 
in a class all of its own.

A live volcano, Barren has erupted almost continuously since 2004. Earlier this year, 
in February 2011, we took a group of our charter guests on a nighttime dingy trip to 
view the  volcano. On a clear, star-filled night, the first thing you notice on leaving the 
yacht is just how much natural light there is in the water. The waters around Barren are 
particularly rich in photoluminescent plankton! Everything that moves underwater – fish, 
a passing dolphin, your hand, even the dingy – leave a brightly glowing trail of thousands 
of tiny pinpricks of light. Every ten minutes or so, the volcano roars to life, and belches 
out cinders, sparks, then red hot lumps of magma, followed by a large cloud of ash. 
Within the ash is a series of circular lightning strikes followed by accompanying claps of 

thunder – a truly magical, awe inspiring 
and unforgettable experience.

By day, Barren has exceptional diving, 
snorkelling, fishing or just sitting on the yacht 
and enjoying primeval nature. Underwater, 
the sides of the volcano fall away steeply 
to depths of over 2000 metres – you are 
essentially on a large rocky pinnacle in mid-
ocean, so just about anything could swim 
past. Humpback, sperm and pilot whales 
are regular visitors to Barren in March 
and April each year and are quite relaxed 
towards snorkellers or kayaks.
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Dragon time
Nusa Kode, Komodo National Park, Indonesia
08°48S 119°39E

Nusa Kode lies to the south of Rinca Island in the Komodo National Park, Indonesia. The 
anchorage at Nusa Kode is in the flooded crater of an ancient volcano. All around the bay, 
protective cliffs soar to the clouds above like the walls of a gargantuan castle. At the foot of cliffs 
nestle strips of white sand beach backed by stands of mature forest. The coastline is fringed 
by spectacular coral reef that drops off steeply into clear water with ferocious currents and 
whirlpools. This area looks more like a Jurassic Park film set than reality.

Nusa Kode is home to an impressive array of wildlife, including the iconic Komodo Dragon – in 
fact you stand a much better chance of seeing a huge Komodo Dragon walking along the beach 
at Nusa Kode than you do of seeing any Komodo Dragons on a guided walk at the Komodo 
National Park Headquarters.

Underwater, Nusa Kode is a bizarre mix of temperatures, as warm currents running south from 
the Pacific Ocean meets icy cold water running north from the Antarctic. The resulting mix is 
exceptionally high in plankton, which means a lot of fish, rays, turtles and plenty of interesting 
little critters such as nudibranchs. In a single dive here, we have seen over 200 rays – mainly 
blue spotted rays but also eagle rays, mobula rays, pelagic stingrays, torpedo rays and mantas.

Catholic catharsis
Pulau Siau, Sangihe-Talaud Archipelago, Indonesia
02°39N 125°28E

To the north of Sulawesi (Indonesia), there is a chain of islands called the Sangihe-Talaud 
Archipelago, which stretches north towards the Philippines. In the middle of this chain is the 
island group of Siau. The skyline of Siau is dominated by the 2000-metre Api Siau – one of 
Indonesia’s most active volcanoes, which last erupted on 21 March 2011. 

The islands of Siau group are outcrops of black volcanic rock covered with verdant jungle 
and palm trees fringed by gleaming beaches of white coral sand. 

There are several small fishing villages clinging to the foot of the volcano on the main island 
of Siau. The houses in these villages are tiny, primitive constructions made out of thatched 
pandanus palm. In remarkable contrast, each village tries to outdo their neighbours with the 
size and splendor of their gleaming white, brick-built Catholic Church.

The diving in this area is simply spectacular with underwater visibility frequently exceeding 
50 metres. 
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Dolphin 
playground
South Brother, Andaman Islands, India
10°56N 92°37E

South Brother is a palm and causurina-fringed speck 
of white sand lying to the south of the Andaman Islands. 

South Brother appears on marine charts in the middle 
of a vast expanse of uncharted shallow coral reefs. 
Perhaps this is why I have never seen another person, 
yacht or fishing boat there. 

Despite appearances, navigation into South Brother 
is reasonably straightforward. The miles of surrounding 
shallow reef offers the most idyllic snorkelling imaginable 
and is a breeding ground for many fish species. It is 
also a hunting ground for bottle-nosed dolphin, which 
you will find here in incredible numbers – it is quite 
common for a dingy trip to be escorted to the beach by 
20 or so playful dolphins.

Deserted white 
sands
Pulau Padar, Komodo National Park, Indonesia
08°40S 119°34E

Lying in the ferocious currents that run between Komodo and Rinca, 
Pulau Padar looks like an island that is trying to motor upstream.

The dramatic craggy outline of Padar rapidly gives way to sweeping 
slopes of dry yellow-brown mountain grass, which covers most of the 
island. The extensive grassland is dotted with the occasional Lontar 
Palm rattling in the wind. With nearly 20 kilometres of deserted white 
beaches, Padar is nearly encircled by white sand.

For some reason, Padar seems to be entirely bypassed except for 
the occasional dive boat stopping for a few hours at the Pillarsteen dive 
site on the east coast. Most of the time, you will have this spectacular 
wilderness to yourself.

Padar is a spectacular area for walking, with magnificent views 
across the deep blue ocean to Komodo and Rinca.
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Jungle exploration
Kyunn Mee Gyi (Clara Island), Mergui Archipelago, Myanmar
10°52N 97°53E

With over 850 islands in the Mergui Archipelago off the west coast of Myanmar (Burma), it is 
difficult to pick a favourite. However, Kyunn Mee Gyi (Clara Island) is extra special.

This enormous island (45 square kilometres) is a ridge of high mountains covered in mature 
tropical jungle, bisected by a series of steep-sided valleys. Each of these valleys has been 
carved by a crystal clear, ice-cold mountain stream that tumbles over a succession of waterfalls 
before reaching the sea at a sweeping crescent of sand between the high cliffs.

These river valleys abound with wildlife and birds. Most beaches are backed by trees that 
tower to over 150-feet tall, while overhead there is the constant cacophony of birds and small 
animals feeding in the forest canopy. The beaches are covered in animal tracks – the only 
human footprints in sight are the ones behind you.

Kayaking haven
Inglis Island, Andaman Islands, India
12°08N 93°07E 

Inglis Island floats on a cerulean sea to the northeastern  side 
of Ritchie’s Archipelago in the Andaman Islands. The island is 
surrounded by a shelf of shallow coral and white sand, which gives 
way to the deep blue ocean at a dramatic change in depth offshore.

Ashore, the island is covered by magnificent stands of tropical 
hardwood fringed by a white sand beach that encircles the island. 

This is a great area for kayaking with miles of shallow coral that is 
more easily viewed from a kayak than by snorkelling. This area and 
the deep water Charka Juru channel behind Inglis is home to the last 
few remaining dugongs in the Andaman Islands.

The bird life here is exceptional with White Bellied Sea Eagles, 
Brahminy Kites, Kingfishers, Hornbills, Owls and huge flocks of 
noisy parakeets.
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Shark watching
Sebolo Besar Island, near Flores, Indonesia
08°24S 119°48E

This tiny island with a single hill and a sandy point is just north 
of the port of Labuan Bajo on Flores Island.

The island is surrounded by a shallow fringing coral reef that 
falls off vertically to a sand bottom at more than 30 metres depth. 
The reef and the drop off provide fabulous snorkelling with large 
numbers of juvenile blacktip and whitetip reef sharks, octopus, 
cuttlefish, turtles and huge clouds of reef fish.

Surfing 
phenomenal
Ekas, Lombok, Indonesia
08°54S 116°26E

With enormous swell marching in between towering 
headlands, Ekas on Lombok seems like an unlikely choice 
for an idyllic charter destination. Sure, it is spectacular, 
but where would you sensibly and comfortably anchor 
a yacht? This was certainly what was going through my 
mind the first time I tentatively edged in here…

However, by some quirk of nature, the shape of the 
headlands and the reef have conspired to create a 
spectacular anchorage on white sand with enormous 
wave breaks on both sides and not a ripple in the middle.

This is a place where you can just sit on deck and 
drink in the surroundings.

Ashore, a series of white sand beaches are backed 
by sandstone cliffs with a variety of interesting fossils. 
Above the cliffs, miles of rolling grassland stretches to 
yet more beaches on the open ocean shore. There is 
fabulous surfing, great snorkelling, good diving and 
several interesting Indonesian fishing villages further 
into the bay.

The opening of the new Lombok International Airport 
(which may happen in 2011) will inevitably result in the 
development of Ekas. Even with some development this 
will still be a spectacular bay. 

About the Author
paul JohnSon has been running high end luxury charters in Southeast 

Asia for the last 13 years. He is one of the authors of the Southeast Asia Pilot. 
Paul is the owner and captain of the 100-foot sailing yacht Asia, which offers 
five-star adventure sailing, diving, surfing and kayaking holidays in the Mergui 
Archipelago (Myanmar), the Andaman Islands (India), Indonesia,  Malaysia 
and Thailand. Asia is a  custom-built performance sailing yacht with luxury 
accommodation for up to ten guests.
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