
S O U T H  S E A  B U B B L E
The superyacht, Silentworld, is now available for private 

charter to take you anywhere you desire in Polynesia
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FISH-EYE LENS

Above: Will Robson 
dives with shoals of 
white snapper. Opposite: 
Silentworld powers  
past one of Polynesia’s 
many islands

Words and photographs by Will ROBSON



‘That’s my uncle’s boat!’ We’re half a mile off the 
green-canopied Huahine island in French Polynesia, and 
the helmsman of our outrigger launch is worried. ‘It’s 
adrift, but he’ll be spearfishing on the reef; mind if we 
look for him?’ With dusk falling, we tie the boat alongside 
and motor gently upwind through a light swell, scanning 
the blue-green waters inside the reef at the edge of the 
dark blue South Pacific. Five minutes later, a bald head 
with a Dr No-vintage mask and snorkel hails us as he 
clings to a fish-trap stake. He’s not happy about losing his 
anchor and slings a frying pan-sized orange fish onto his 
boat, muttering thanks to his nephew.

London; Barcelona; San Francisco; Tahiti; a 75-mile 
island-hop flight and now, finally, impromptu rescue 
mission over, the days of travelling from the other side 
of the world end here. In the near darkness of Bourayne 
Bay, we motor gently up to the stern of a large, shadowy 
white yacht at anchor, its lights twinkling and peals of 
laughter drifting across the water.

My ‘ahoy there!’ is greeted with ‘ia orana’ (pro-
nounced ‘yo-rah-nah’, ‘hello’ in Polynesian) by an 
immaculately dressed crew member, smiling broadly 
in crisp white and khaki deck shorts and polo shirt.

But not until I’ve had a dip. For once, my Polynesian-
patterned board shorts feel at home. I dive off the stern 
and strike out for…? Er, I’ve no idea where I am; but I’m 
confident it’s thousands of square miles of Pacific Ocean 
away from any substantial landmass. And at this time 
of day, sharks are busy. The water beneath me may be 
ridiculously warm but it’s dark, foreboding and it’s time 
to get out.

Steadily dripping onto the immaculate teak deck-
ing, and now clutching a colourful cocktail, I look up at 
my new home. Silentworld is a long-range ocean-going 
superyacht. She’s 130ft long, 26ft wide, cruises at 10 
knots and sleeps 12 guests; whose lives and happiness 
are entrusted to eight crew.

The captain is a former Australian naval officer and 
‘master diver’. His word, as you’d expect, goes; but in 
the world of luxury yacht charters, the skipper’s is a 
nuanced role.

Charter yacht brokers are the key to matching the 
right client with the right boat, in the right place at the 
right time and price; but once aboard, it’s the captain 
who’s solely responsible for every aspect of what is for 
most people, a holiday where expectations run high.

TROPICAL PARASIDE

Clockwise from top: 
preparing to set off from 
Bora Bora in a traditional 
Tahitian Va’a outrigger 
canoe; Silentworld’s 
Captain, Michael 
Gooding; one of the 
superyacht’s six cabins
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It’s 5.30am, and from my luxurious bed in the 
mahogany-lined VIP suite, I feel a thrum of barely per-
ceptible vibration. We’re underway, slipping steadily 
through a smooth sea towards the island of Raiatea, 20 
miles from last night’s anchorage.

The early start means guests don’t waste part of the 
day steaming to a new location. Distance is a key con-
sideration in these waters. The region consists of five 
archipelagos across an area the size of Europe. The aver-
age charter is for 10 days and while Captain Michael wel-
comes his guests with, ‘It’s your boat, what would you 
like to do?’, if someone suggests a cruise from Tahiti to 
dive Mangareva in the Gambier Islands; that’s four days 
to sail 1,000 miles, before anyone goes diving. It’s why 
most are happy to cruise between the Society Islands and 
the Tuamotu archipelago, with Tahiti as the central hub 
for island-hopping flights to meet up with Silentworld.

We’ve slipped through the pass, into Raiatea’s 
lagoon, a pale emerald ring of shallow water  
surrounding a palm-covered caldera of a col-
lapsed volcano. The ‘pass’ is the atoll’s ancient river  
channel that cuts through the ‘motu’, the ring of  P
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‘I see a sizeable blacktip reef shark gliding overhead before it flicks its tail and disappears’

ESSENTIALS 

Yacht charter
Silentworld costs £99,000 for a week, £115,000 during 
Christmas and New Year’s Eve. Add to that five per cent tax 
and 30 per cent mandatory contingency fee for fuel, activities 
etc, calculated on the charter fee. oceanalliance.com

To fly privately
Private Aviation Advisers IW Aviation will fly you on a return 
flight London-Tahiti, on an ultra-long-range ‘Falcon 7X’ for 
12 passengers, with a 22-hour flight time (plus a 45-minute 
refuel in Denver) for £180,000, depending on how long 
your crew of three is staying in Tahiti during your cruise. 
iwaviation.com

Scheduled flights
Air France flies to Tahiti via Paris and Vancouver for around 
£4,500 business class return. The journey time can be 46 
hours one way, or 26 hours, depending on the timing of 
connecting flights. airfrance.com

SHIP AHOY

Above: one of the local 
fishing boats. Below:  
a locally made bracelet  
of cowrie shells
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crushed coral and sand that all but encloses the lagoon.
Some islands have no reef or lagoon. They’re the 

young ones, such as the five million-year-old Marque-
sas 650 miles north, whose volcanoes have yet to col-
lapse fully in to the sea (at a rate of four inches a cen-
tury). Older islands, such as Rangiroa, consist only of 
a 125 mile-round, 1,000 ft-wide motu, encompassing a 
560 square-mile lagoon, the volcano having long since 
sunk without trace.

As the tide turns, the pass, often as little as a 300ft 
across, acts like a plug hole, the lagoon emptying or fill-
ing at a speed faster than motor yachts can cope with. 
Timing is everything, even for dolphins who play and 
jump in the pass, using it as nature’s own water park.

But riding at anchor in the tranquil lagoon, we’re 
beyond the reach of trade winds and racing tides. The 
crew breaks out the watersports equipment. British 
guests tend to come as families, so all manner of fun 
gear is aboard – from inflatable crocodiles to jet skis.  
Sometimes Silentworld hosts a group of dedicated scuba 
divers – this is one of the world’s best places to dive, 
after all – but most parties are a mix of divers, snorkel-
lers, sunbathers and those prepared to make a fool of 
themselves with equipment they’ve never tried before.

In my case, it’s a Seabob: a powerful one-man, under-
water jet sled. As I point the nose to the bottom of the 
lagoon and hang on to the ‘go’ trigger, I’m frustrated by 
a two metre depth-limiter, of which I’m unaware, but 
discover later is a safety device activated by the crew, 
for people like me, bent on bursting their eardrums.

Back onboard, diver and French navy veteran 
Anthony is briefing the certified divers heading for 
deeper waters, while those of us with more ‘introduc-
tory dive certificates’ than we care to mention are once 
again left wondering why we never quite bothered to do 
the five-day course, just in case we ever ended up in a 
diver’s paradise on the other side of the world.

The main reason certified divers can go deep is that if 
something goes wrong, they’ve been drilled not to rocket 
to the surface in a panic, and give themselves the bends, 
that potentially lethal pressure-induced expansion of 
nitrogen bubbles in the bloodstream. Only a hyperbaric 
chamber will save a severe case and there is only one, 

in Tahiti. Once again, those in charge must factor in the 
limitations of time and distance, just in case.

With my hand pressing my mask in place, I roll back-
wards off the dive boat into a world of bubbles, before 
spinning round to get my bearings, then kicking my fins 
to join my dive buddies, giving the ‘OK’ hand signal as 
we descend.

Adjusting my BCD (Buoyancy Control Device), I take 
in the glorious coral reef around me, at the perfectly 
acceptable depth of seven metres. I’m enjoying this 
underwater world, as sea cucumbers sway on the bot-
tom and orange, white and black butterfly fish close in 
before flicking away amidst the fire coral.

Our guide is prodding a rock crevice and beckon-
ing us over. The muddy-brown, bullet-shaped head of 
a giant moray eel slides out towards us, needle-sharp 
teeth bared in annoyance.

Minutes later, my dive buddy taps me on the shoul-
der. I look left to see a sizeable blacktip reef shark glid-
ing overhead before it flicks its tail and disappears into 
deeper water at lightning speed, reminding us that this 
is its domain.

Silentworld is hosting a dinner on the aft deck. The 
table is strewn with tropical flowers, sea shells and 
woven crowns of palm leaves, made by a crew mem-
ber’s mum. Course after course of delicious Asian-
fusion cuisine, mainly seafood, with wine to match, 
keeps coming, as the early evening sun casts us all in 
a golden glow. As a novice diver, I listen to the tales of 
those who drifted through the pass, 30 metres down, 
on the fast-flowing tide, as a squadron of 40 giant manta 
rays flapped slowly by.

It’s a magical evening, continued by some in the top 
deck hot tub, under a canopy of stars, and culminating 
in a slightly terrifying Tahitian haka war-dance lesson 
from our host, Manoa.

It’s time for a run ashore, if only to cement a grow-
ing feeling that I was born to live aboard a superyacht, 
rather than languish in a luxury villa on stilts over a 
lagoon in Bora Bora with the rest of the hoi polloi. The 
St Regis is a textbook honeymoon hotel. Its setting 
induces an easy languor, as couples doze in hammocks 
above the electric-blue water. There’s no need to go 
anywhere or do anything; just raise a glass to the views 
of white sand, blue water and the 2,000ft peaks of Bora 
Bora’s collapsed volcanoes above.

Nothing so tranquil for us: we’ve spent the last hour 
learning to paddle the traditional Tahitian Va’a outrig-
ger canoe, lest we fall into a Bora Bora torpor.

A mile across the lagoon, with the promise of ever 
more voyages of adventure, Silentworld lies at anchor, 
a white dot against a green wall of trees reaching up to 
the summit of Mount Pahia.

It’s time for others to enjoy life at sea, as we gather 
for a last cocktail back onboard the yacht, before mak-
ing the long haul home. Michael and his crew gather at 
the stern to wave us off.

Most guests will be thoroughly at home in luxury 
hotels, and Silentworld’s excellent crew more than 
match expectations. But the real thrill in chartering a 
superyacht lies in setting your own course to explore 
exotic waters on your terms. And in these uncertain 
times, it may also be reassuring to control your own 
holiday environment, creating a ‘South Sea bubble’ no 
luxury hotel could match.


