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By visiting 
www.dtmag.com 
(click on Dive Travel) 
you can link to a collection 
of dive destination, dive site 
location and travel education 
resources, written and designed 
with the diver in mind.

Whether you’re a new  
dive traveler or a veteran  
globe-trotter, you’ll find 
this information helpful.
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beyond the shore  
and invites us into 
a new and exciting 
aquatic world. 
It gives us a reason to 
seek out exotic places 
we’d probably never 
heard of before we 
took our first breaths 
underwater.

A live-aboard dive boat at 
sunset off Rinca Island.
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Dive Geo
Story & photos by 
Scott Johnson

T he phrase “here be dragons” has long been associated 
with unexplored, mysterious or dangerous territories. 
The Lenox Globe (circa 1503), a fascinating map that 

can still be viewed in the New York Public Library, has the 
Latin equivalent of this term printed along the east coast of 
Asia. Perhaps the globe’s creators used the moniker because 
they imagined the area to be the domain of sea serpents. Or, 
perhaps they had heard rumors of Asiatic islands still inhab-
ited by prehistoric dinosaurs. Sometimes rumors are actu-
ally the offspring of facts. I know because I have walked on 
these otherworldly islands and stared into the eyes of living, 
breathing dragons. And, these reptilian kings are only part 
of what makes the Komodo National Park so captivating.
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The Edge of the Earth 
The Republic of Indonesia, the 

fourth-largest country in the world, is 
an extended archipelago of more than 
17,500 islands in Southeast Asia. East 
Nusa Tenggara (also known as Nusa 
Tenggara Timor) is a triangle-shaped 
Indonesian province in the Lesser 
Sunda Islands that contains three ma-
jor islands (Flores, Sumba and Timor) 
and hundreds of other much smaller 
islands and islets. It is here, at the 
western boundary of the province and 
seemingly, the edge of the Earth, where 
you will the find the dragons’ lairs and 
the Komodo National Park (KNP).

KNP is a remote and rugged collec-
tion of islands wedged between Flores 
to the east and West Nusa Tenggara’s 
Sumbawa to the west. The park actual-
ly includes a coastal section of Flores, 
but the primary focus is on the largest 
islands of Komodo, Rinca and Padar, 
and the marine territory and smaller 
islands that surround them. The 233 
square miles (606 sq km) of land and 

465 square miles (1,209 sq km) of wa-
ter may seem miniscule, but the park 
encompasses almost all of the known 
habit of the treasured Komodo dragon 
and represents a biosphere found no-
where else on the planet. 

The Lesser Sunda Islands rest pre-
cariously atop the active subduction 
zone created by the colliding Indo-
Australian and Sunda tectonic plates. 
Friction between these massive mov-
ing plates ignited explosive volcanic 
eruptions, pushed coral reefs skyward 
and gradually formed the archipel-
ago. Though no smoking volcanoes 
are found in KNP, occasional tremors 
remind the inhabitants and visitors 
of the volatile geological forces still 
churning just below the surface.

The entire East Nusa Tenggara 
province lies in a biogeographical 
transition zone known as Wallacea. 
Deep-water passages on either end of 
this evolutionary melting pot served 
as the faunal barriers between the 
Asian mainland and Australasia when 

land bridges were exposed by plum-
meting sea levels during the Ice Age 
(Pleistocene Epoch) some 1.6 million 
years ago. The Wallace Line, which 
runs between Bali and Lombok to 
the west, and the Weber Line, which 
falls between Timor and Papua New 
Guinea to the east, are the imaginary 
boundary lines named after two sci-
entists who noted the striking delin-
eation between the flora and fauna 
of the Indomalayan and Australasia 
ecozones. Though Asiatic species are 
dominant to the left of the Wallace 
Line and Australasia species rule to 
the right of the Weber Line, there is a 
tantalizing mix of both in Wallacea.

In 1930 there were only a few hun-
dred people living in what is now 
known as KNP. Today, 4,500 people 
live in the part and another 17,000 
live just outside its boundaries. 

King Kong Was a Lizard
The Dutch deserve credit for in-

troducing the scientific community 

A Komodo dragon on the Horse 
Shoe Bay beach, Rinca Island.
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to the Komodo “dinosaurs” and be-
ing the first country to try to protect 
their domain. In 1910, rumors of land 
crocodiles motivated Dutch Lieuten-
ant Steyn van Hensbroek to lead a 
hunting party from his Flores outpost 
to Komodo Island. Hensbroek sent 
a photograph and skin samples of a 
strange 6-foot-long (2.1 m) creature 
he killed to Peter Ouwens, the direc-
tor of the Zoological Museum and 
Botanical Gardens in Bogar, Java. 
Ouwens ordered more specimens to 
be collected, studied them, published 
the first paper on the large reptiles 
in 1912 and in doing so named them 
Varanus komodoensis. 

The Dutch East Indies government 
and the Raja of Bima in Sumbawa 
joined forces in 1915 to outlaw the 
hunting of Komodo dragons and limit 
their collection for research purpos-
es. The Dutch then conferred 
nature reserve status to 
the islands of Pa-
dar and Rinca 

Dragons Remain Mysterious
Scientists have studied the Komodo dragons for more than 100 

years and yet there are still many mysteries regarding the animal’s 
evolutionary history, biological makeup and behavior. For exam-
ple, Komodos are primarily scavengers, but they are also patient 
ambush predators. It was long thought their prey either died as 
result of the powerful and vicious attacks or after succumbing to 
infections from the multiple strains of deadly bacteria in a drag-
on’s maw. Researchers at the University of Melbourne published 
proof that the Komodos, which can grow up to 10 feet (3.3 m) 
long and weigh more than 200 pounds (90 kg), are venomous  
and chew a paralyzing protein 
concoction into their victims.
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in 1938. Strangely, Komodo Island 
was not granted the distinction un-
til 1965. The islands were named a 
United Nations Education, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNES-
CO) Man and Biosphere Reserve in 
1977 and then became one of Indo-
nesia’s five national parks in 1980. 
The KNP boundaries were expanded 
in 1984. The crowning designation 
of KNP’s importance to the world 
came in 1991 when it was named a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Komodo Island and its namesake 
rulers also birthed another iconic crea-
ture of sorts. W. Douglas Burden led 
an American expedition to Komodo in 
1926. He returned to New York City 
with 12 dead (three are still on display 
in the American Museum of Natu-
ral History) and two live specimens 

aboard a Dutch steamship, the S.S. 
Dog. His 1927 book, “The Dragon 
Lizards of Komodo” is credited with 
coining the now familiar Komodo 
dragon name and inspiring the 1933 
movie classic, King Kong. 

The Indonesian Throughflow
The Sape Straight (Selat Sape) 

is an inconspicuous body of wa-
ter that connects the Flores Sea 
(north) to the Sumba Strait (south), 
and separates the islands of Flores 
and Sumbawa. This narrow water-
way (11 miles [18 km] wide) is also 
what makes KNP unlike any other 
dive destination. The strait channels 
enormous amounts of water from the 
warmer, fresher (less saline) waters 
of the Pacific Ocean to the Indian 
Ocean. This circulation, called the 

Indonesian Throughflow, replenish-
es and heats the southern seas and 
strongly influences the weather pat-
terns throughout the country. 

The Indonesian Throughflow gives 
KNP tropical and temperate marine 
habitats along a north-south axis. 
The islands and dive sites closest to 
the equator are nestled in the balmy 
waters of the Flores Sea. Those to the 
south are affected by cold upwell-
ings that originate in Antarctica and 
then pass through the Indian Ocean. 
KNP is simultaneously bathed with 
larvae and vital nutrients from both 
directions. This continuous infusion 
of species and food has created one 
of the most diverse and dynamic 
marine habitats in the world. More 
than 1,000 species of fish, 260 spe-
cies of coral, seven species of sharks 
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These ladybug amphipods found 
in Horse Shoe Bay, Rinca Island, 
are aptly named.
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This thorny seahorse was found in 
Bima Bay, Sumbawa Island.
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FACTS AND FIGURES
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Location: 200 nautical miles (368 
km) east of Bali and sandwiched 
between the islands of Flores and 
Sumbawa in the Lesser Sunda Is-
lands, Indonesia.

Size: 233 square miles (606 sq km) 
of land and 465 square miles (1,209 
sq km) of water. 

Population: 4,000.

Capital: Labuan Bajo, Flores.

Getting There: The international 
airport in Denpasar to the domestic 
airport in Labuan Bajo is the pre-
ferred gateway route to Bali. Con-
nections are commonly made via 
Korean Air and Seoul, Singapore 
Airlines and Singapore, Qantas from 
Brisbane, Japan Airlines and Tokyo, 
Cathay Pacific and Hong Kong, Chi-
na Airlines and Taipei, Thai Airways 
and Bangkok, and Garuda Indone-
sia and Jakarta. 

Departure Tax/Visa: Visas are usu-
ally valid for only 30 days from date 
of issue and cost $25 U.S. per person. 

The departure tax is Rupiah 150,000 
(about $15 U.S.) per person. 

Currency: Rupiah. (At press time, 
100 Rupiah was equivalent to 1 
cent U.S.) Credit cards are accepted 
in the larger cities and resorts. 

Electricity: 220 volts, 50 cycles, 
with outlets that use Australian-
style plugs. 

Language: Bahasa Indonesia is the 
official language. 

Time: Greenwich Mean Time plus 
eight hours.

Hyperbaric Chamber: Sanglah 
General Hospital in Denpasar. 

Climate: The climate is equato-
rial, which means hot and humid 
in the low-lying areas. The mon-
soon season is from December 
to March. The dry season is from 
April to November. The average 
temperature is 82 degrees Fahren-
heit (28 degrees Celsius), with av-
erage humidity about 80 percent. 

Indonesia

Komodo 
National Park

Labuan Bajo, 
Flores

A school of bluestreak fusiliers at 
Castle Rock, Gili Lawa Laut.



and 16 species of mammals, includ-
ing whales, dolphin and dugongs, are 
found here.

The dive sites range from mild 
to very advanced and include sea-
mounts, warp-speed drifts through 
channels, and critter hunts in shal-
low bays. Currents, visibility, tem-
peratures, terrain and species can 
change dramatically from dive to 
dive. Dive schedules vary with the 
fluctuating conditions. Be sure 
to listen carefully during the dive 
briefings and ask questions if you 
feel unsure or uncomfortable about 
the upcoming dive. A surface 
marker buoy and audible signaling 
device are necessities. 

The fashion motto for KNP is “you 
gotta layer if you want to be a player.” 
You can be toasty warm in a 3-mm wet 
suit on one dive and then shivering in 
a 5-mm wet suit on the next. A site’s 
north-south position and thermoclines 
can significantly affect your comfort 
level. I used a full 5-mm throughout 
the charter and felt fine. Lauren, my 
wife, alternated between 5-mm and 
7-mm suits. We both used layers and 
hoods, as needed. 

Live-aboard dive boats are the 
only way to properly explore the 
archipelago.

Beauty Runs North and South
Hot Rocks at Sangeang Island and 

Castle Rock at Gili Lawa Laut are 
two of the most famous dives in the 
north. Hot Rocks is actually located 
outside the park, but is very popular. 
Air from subterranean steam vents is 
released in a steady stream of bub-
bles from the seafloor to the surface. 
When divers get tired of diving in 
the equivalent of champagne, they 
can watch Clark’s anemonefish (am-
phiprion clarkii) weave in and out 
of florescent anemones and hunt for 
tiny pygmy seahorses (hippocampus 
bargibanti). 

Castle Rock is an underwater sea-
mount that rises to the surface just 
north of Komodo Island. Schools of 
fusiliers, snappers and jacks are often 
so dense that they make you think you 
are swimming in a sea of fish rather 
than water. The synchronized dances 
of the colorful schools are absolutely 
mesmerizing and somewhat disorient-
ing. Look (and listen) for bottlenose 
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A Napoleon snake eel emerges from the 
sand at a site called Gili Banta’s Circus.
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dolphins (tursiops truncatus) that sometimes appear out 
of nowhere, and camouflaged crocodile flatheads (cymba-
cephalus beauforti) lying on the rocky shelves. 

The ambiance of Langkoi Island’s Manta Alley and 
Nusa Kode’s Cannibal Rock, like most of the rest of the 

southern sites, is clearly different from that of their north-
ern counterparts. The water is certainly colder and the vis-
ibility typically more murky due to the “plankton soup” 
effect. You get the sense you have traveled much, much 
farther than 30 miles (48 km) or so from Castle Rock. 

Scenic view of Gili Lawa Darat’s bay.



Manta Alley is aptly named. Resident Reef manta rays 
(manta alfredi) are present in large numbers. The trick is not 
getting blown to Antarctica by an overwhelming current. On 
one dive I counted more than 25 mantas struggling to make 
progress into a current that was so strong it depressed my 
regulator’s purge button when I faced it. The current even 
uprooted my trusty reef hook a few times. I was so awed by 
the graceful rays and intent on not being blown off the rocks 
that I did not notice the water temperature had plummeted to 
60 degrees Fahrenheit (15.5 degrees Celsius).

Despite all the beauty to be found in KNP, the park is 
facing some very big problems. The American nongov-
ernmental organization The Nature Conservancy suc-
cessfully partnered with the Indonesian government for 
almost 20 years to establish protocols to protect KNP 
and manage ongoing monitoring efforts. Unfortunately, 
the relationship ended in 2010 and the ramifications 
have been disastrous. The park and its unique inhabit-
ants face various threats, including poaching the Timor 
deer (cervus timorensis), blast fishing using homemade 
bombs, live fish collecting with cyanide and hookah rigs, 
and a host of other deplorable fishing methods, such as 
fish traps, gillnets and longlines. To learn more and to 
encourage Indonesian authorities to enact stricter protec-
tion measures, visit www.komodonationalpark.org.

Scaredy-Dragons
Cannibal Rock is located between the southern end of 

Rinca Island and Nusa Kode in Horseshoe Bay. If any 
lone site embodies the essence of KNP, this is it. Giant 
frogfish (antennarius Commersonii), zebra crabs (zeb-
rida adamsii) riding fire urchins (asthenosoma varium) 
and feeding sea apples (pseudocolochirus sp) are among 
the treats awaiting below the surface and around this 
submerged rock near a sandy beach. My dives there were 
impressive, but my afternoon skiff rides along the beach 
were stunning. 

Dragons lumbered along the water’s edge and gathered 
in front of our tiny boat (obviously, some operators have 
been throwing the locals scraps), while white-bellied sea 
eagles (haliaeetus leucogaster) soared overhead. I did 
not think the scene could get any better until a young 
wild boar came prancing down the beach, causing the 
Komodo dragons to scatter. I was shocked as I assumed 
it would be the other way around. Even though boar is on 
the dragon’s menu, on this day they were clearly fright-
ened by the playful pumbaa.

Is it bad for a diver to admit his or her favorite part of 
a trip was not a dive? Regardless, in Indonesia’s Komodo 
National Park, here be dragons, dancing boars, amazing 
diving and big adventure.  
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