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Of the 4,000 winding miles

A Golden
Opportunity
We began following Golden Compass as she cruised the balmy
waters of Cuba, now we catch up with our adventure-bound
photojournalist, Jim Raycroft, as he travels aboard this luxurious
151-footer deep into the heart of the Amazon.
Story and Photography by

Jim Raycroft
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of the Amazon River, about 2,200—
the distance from the mouth to Iquitos, Peru—are navigable for a 151ft globe-trotting luxury
yacht such as Golden Compass. In terms of sheer volume, the Amazon is the largest river in the
PERU
Lima For the owners of Golden Compass, who have planned a two-year,
world with no close second.
around-the-world adventure seemingly plotted by following the road less traveled, visiting the
largest of rivers was high on their list. The fact that few megayachts travel deep into the heart
of the Amazon? All the better. Golden Compass will make her requisite visits at the posh ports
La Paz
of call as she treks across the globe, but much of the
voyage will find her at off-the-beaten-path
destinations favored by her intrepid owners, their friends,BOLIVIA
and a few lucky charter guests.
The owners’ plans called for Golden Compass to arrive in Belem, Brazil, in mid-March 2010 to
begin a 700-mile journey to Parintins, Brazil. Situated 100 miles upriver from the Atlantic Ocean,
the city of Belem (Portuguese for Bethlehem) is the gateway to the Amazon. With a population of
nearly 1.5 million, this capital of the Brazilian State of Para is the largest city on the river and also
the oldest. Dating back to 1616, Belem was the first European colony on the river and is rich in
history and culture with well-preserved colonial architecture, lively markets, and a working fishing
fleet. This is where Golden Compass’ AmazonianCHILE
adventure would begin, PARAGUAY
last-minute
provisions
Asuncion
obtained—including dozens of five-gallon freshwater jugs—and final negotiationsAsuncion
for river pilots
and private security secured. There are no marinas in Belem, and the main city dock designed for
oceangoing cargo ships is a formidable, rust-streaked structure built of concrete and steel, with giant
truck tires living out their second life as docking fenders. Couple this with a tide of 20-plus-feet not
only makes docking a challenge, but requires a diligent watch for the duration of time in port.
ARGENTINA
I was scheduled to meet the yacht up river at the port
city of Santarem, poetically known as “The
Pearl of Tapajos.” Santarem sits at the junction where the brown Amazon meets the blue Tapajors
River—known locally as “the meeting of the waters,” the two rivers flow side-by-side
for miles
URUGUAY
without mixing. Everything travels by boat here, yet there is precious little infrastructure needed to
Buenos Aires
accommodate the bustle of comings and goings. Built
of wood harvested from the rain
forest, riverSantiago
Buenos AiresMontevideo
Santiago
boats of all sizes simply nose up to the sandy bank, drop a boarding plank to the beach, and hang a
Montevideo
sign displaying destination and departure time. These boats are the workhorses of the Amazon;
their
unique design has evolved through necessity to accommodate the needs of travel on the river. Some
of the larger vessels carry livestock on the lowest level, freight and baggage on the next, and passengers on the upper deck. Passing a fleet of beached riverboats, passengers could be seen resting in their
hammocks in the shade of the upper deck, which is open on the side for ventilation but covered for
protection from the equatorial sun and frequent rain. My accommodations in the VIP cabin aboard
Golden Compass would be at the opposite end of the comfort spectrum. I couldn’t help but wonder
what it would be like to travel for days with a backpack and a hammock on one of these colorful
vessels that tie together the communities of the Amazon.

Brasilia

The November to June rainy
season causes 20-foot-plus
flooding, turning otherwise
dry land into floodplains and
lakes.
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The Santarem market is a maze of color, sound, and aroma
drenched in the smell of cooking fish and diesel exhaust. Geared
to the local economy with few tourist items, the most sought-after
provisions seemed to be shoes, hammocks, and machetes—I found
the hardware shops to be most interesting.
By evening, Golden Compass arrived and dropped anchor off the
center of town. We enjoyed a fabulous dinner prepared by Chef Rinos
consisting of stone crabs and steamed vegetables, introduced by a
salad of marinated local prawns in ginger syrup served with avocado,
julienne of carrots, and celery—all found locally in the Amazon.
Early the next morning, we met renowned guide and naturalist
Gil Serique in our 19ft Nautica tender and headed into Maica Lake,
a body of water created by the floodwaters of the November to June
rainy season—the water we were running over would be dry land
in a month or two. Gil informed us that stingrays are actually a
bigger threat in the river than the 10 species of piranha, and that
water buffalo being transported from India to Peru some 200 years

ITINERARY
2010-2012

Charter: International Yacht Collection
(888) 213-7577, www.iyc.com;
www.goldencompass.biz
Cruising Area: Amazon River system;
Brazilian State of Para
Language: Portuguese
Currency: Brazilian Real
Safety: Security is not required, but
is highly recommended.
River Pilots: River pilots are required
to navigate the river’s ever-changing
conditions.
Port Agents: Required in ports like
Belem, Santarem, and Manaus to
coordinate Customs and Immigration, moorage, fuel, and water.
To coordinate river pilots, port
agents, and security:
amazonriveryachting@gmail.com
Visas: Those with U.S. and some
other non-European passports must
obtain visas before entering Brazil.
Vaccinations: The Yellow Fever vaccination is recommended. Malaria
is usually low and not required, but
check the U.S. Center for Disease
Control for up-to-date information.
www.cdc.gov

Golden Compass’ Amazon trip:
Total distance traveled on the
Amazon: 1,390 miles
Average speed heading up river:
8.5 knots
Average speed heading down river:
14 knots
Each mile reveals another scene of life on the river; colorfully painted homes along
the lush shore, myriad riverboats, local markets, and the playful Amazonian children.

2012:

2011:

2010:

GOLDEN COMPASS

FACT FILE

ago and shipwrecked along the river are now a major threat to the
environment, their hoofs compacting the soil while they devour
everything green in sight, including the incredible giant water lilies
that can grow to 40 inches in diameter and support as much as
70 pounds. Gil had arranged for a fisherman friend, Sabastiao, to
meet us in his handmade canoe to paddled us into the flooded
jungle. Silently gliding between the massive trees, Gil pointed out
an array of parrots, birds, snakes, and a few three-toed sloths.
Heading back, we stopped to talk with a piranha fisherman and
observe his catch of a type of piranha that has virtually no teeth
and crushes seeds with its powerful jaw. By noon, Golden Compass
was underway to the small village of Alter do Chao. Considered to
have one of the most beautiful beaches in the entire north region of
Brazil, Alter do Chao is located on the blue water of Tapajos River,
its sandy spit dotted with beach bars reminiscent of a Caribbean
hideaway. Kicking back at Bardo Gabi, one of the tiny beach
establishments, we ordered a round of bolinho de piracui (fried fish
balls) and caipirinhas (rum, lime juice, and sugar over ice).
Anchored off Alter do Chao in the glassy water of the Tapajos
River, looking to the distant horizon I could barely make out
the line where water met sky. But for the lack of salt air, the scale
of the place could almost trick you into thinking it’s an ocean,
not a freshwater river. Due to its great expanse that’s dotted with
islands—some the size of Switzerland—the Amazon has earned
the namesake “The River of the Sea.” To put it into perspective,
the mouth of the Amazon is wider than the full length of the River
Thames in England, and it is estimated that 20 percent of the
entire world’s river water is in the Amazon.
After nightfall, Golden Compass navigated into the Trombetas
River bound for Oriximina. The all-night run up the Trombetas
required a sharp lookout to avoid the debris drifting downstream.
With two searchlights scanning the water ahead and the watchful
eyes of our crew and river pilots providing lookout, we zigzagged
through the darkness, dodging massive branches and entire trees
capable of doing crippling damage to the yacht.
Dawn broke with a sky of a thousand colors and brought greetings from Boto Cor de Rosa, a rare and endangered species of
Amazonian pink river dolphin, diving and gliding along with us.
Oriximina, established in 1877, is the westernmost city in the
Brazilian state of Para and also sits directly on the equator.
“Crossing-the-line” (the equator) we would soon find out that it
brought with it a rite of passage deeply rooted in maritime tradition. Nautical legend holds that, “the sun shall not set on those of
us who have this day sailed across the equator for the first time
before they have been delivered to King Neptune and begged for
permission to enter his realm.” And so, the owners, two crew,
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The Amazon is home to
more species of animals
and plants than any other
ecosystem on the planet.

and I were bound, blindfolded, and led to “King Neptune’s
Court” on the sun deck. This once-in-a-lifetime experience
must be personally sampled, so I leave the details to your
imagination until you can experience it firsthand.
As the heat of the day was easing, we arrived at the village
of Boca de Valeria and dropped anchor at the mouth of the
Valeria, a narrow river winding into the marsh between
green hills, home to the primitive villages of Santa Rita de
Cassia and Betseme. Visiting yachts are a rare sight here, and
by the time the anchor was set the villagers had surrounded
us in their canoes—old and young, some laughing and
pointing, some quiet and unsure of our presence, but all of
them curious.
Our guide to explore the area, Mr. Anilson, arrived
shortly after sunrise the next morning on his handmade
boat, and we followed him with both tenders to a muddy
beach where we climbed the hill to Santa Rita de Cassia—
home to 62 families—accompanied by dozens of children
from the village. The villagers subsist off fishing, hunting
armadillo, making handcrafts, and government subsidies.
Typical homes are unpainted, wooden shacks, and there are
no roads or vehicles, but there was a modern school building
complete with computers. And while there was no refrigeration, most everyone had satellite TV.
The final stop on our journey was Parintins, where we
dropped anchor and headed to town beneath a threatening,
steel-grey sky. The occasional horse-drawn cart remains, but
the streets are now full of bicycles, motorcycles, and scooters.
Parintins isn’t a tourist destination until June when the town
hosts the weeklong, carnival-like Boi Bumba Festival, luring
tens of thousands of visitors. This being our most distant
port of call on the Amazon, it was time to pick up a gift for
my son. Back to the market—after all, what 15-year-old boy
wouldn’t want his own authentic Brazilian machete?

We cruised non-stop back to Belem over the next three
days. As the river twisted and turned, massive oceangoing
freighters and tug boats pushing heavy barges loaded low
in the water pulled into view, and children came out in
their canoes paddling madly to join us. The crew was
ready with dozens of goodie bags of candy and toys. Mileafter-mile, this scene was repeated as dozens of canoes
came out to meet us.
Of course, not all is straightforward on the river. One
morning, I had been alone on the aft deck as a man paddled
close and made a dash for the swim platform. A hook and
line ready, he snagged a stanchion on the platform, and with
his canoe secured was set to climb aboard when he noticed
me watching him, indicating with universal hand gestures
that boarding this vessel would not be in his best interest.
Perhaps he was on a friendly mission, but we had heard over
the radio earlier that a boat had been boarded and robbed in
the area. Andre, one of our security guards, was quickly on
the scene—dressed in full combat gear, including armored
vest, boots, and sporting a 12-gauge pump shotgun and
9mm pistol, he was all business. It took only the presence of
armed security to have our visitor change his mind. With a
smile and a “thumbs-up” he detached his canoe and slipped
away in our wake.
Back in the hub-bub of Belem, the quiet Amazon we had
seen seemed worlds away. The contrast of being carried
hundreds of miles into one of the more remote parts of the
world in total luxury was amazing and startling in itself.
The owners have planned their around-the-world journey
on just such a concept. Indeed, Golden Compass is the
perfect vessel for adventure travel. A five-star charter experience aboard Golden Compass is available across the globe
and back on the Amazon in 2012, transporting guests to
another world.

Planning a trip on the Amazon
Planning a yachting trip on the
Amazon is a daunting undertaking
requiring a significant amount of
interaction with a variety of local
contacts and government agencies.
A minimum three-month lead time is
suggested. The journey must comply
with all relevant federal and state
maritime requirements for
navigating on the Amazon. The
process will include hiring
appropriately licensed river pilots
and local agents for the duration of
the intended journey. Although
security is not required, it is strongly
recommended.
Attention to detail during the
planning stage will go a long way to
ensuring a pleasant journey once on
the river.

• Due to the ever-changing navigational conditions of the Amazon, up-todate charts are not available. There
were places where our plotted position appeared to be over land, making the local knowledge of the river
pilots invaluable.
• Local agents are required in all major
ports to coordinate with Customs and
Immigration officials.
• An excellent insider source for preplanning can be found at amazonriveryachting@gmail.com. They were
instrumental in making the journey a
reality.
• Visa and immunization requirements
for all crew and passengers must be
completed prior to entering Brazil.

Check with the CDC for current vaccination advisories.
• The owners chose to make the trip at
the tail-end of the rainy season. Experiencing the river in a 20-foot-plus
flood stage was well worth the occasional tropical rain.
• River aids to navigation can be grossly unreliable or missing entirely and
should not be trusted.
• Give all river traffic a wide berth.
Local riverboats made of wood, often
carrying more than 100 passengers,
provide poor radar targets and frequently travel unlit at night. Likewise,
large, oceangoing ships move fast
and can pop up around a river bend,
as can huge, loaded barges pushed

by tugs barely up to the task of controlling them. Never count on the
alertness of their watch. Collision
could spell disaster and create enormous liability for the yacht.
• Beware of the “ratos d’ agua” (water
rats)—individuals operating fast
boats who are sometimes armed and
can sneak aboard the unsuspecting
boat with intent to rob. The most dangerous areas are the Breyes Straight
near Belem and the area of Macapa/
Santana. Golden Compass chose to
employ two armed personnel for
24/7 security.
• Health violations are a serious
offense. Having expired food aboard
can generate expensive fines.

