
Indonesia’s Sulawesi is world-renowned for its macro diving, 
but there is one spot in particular that keeps the 

FrogFish team returning for more…
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W
e have recently returned from our sixth visit to 
the team at Thalassa Diving in Manado, Sulawesi, 
Indonesia. Their motto is ‘Where guests leave as 
friends’ and this is certainly how we feel, having 
got to know the staff over a number of years. 
There are plenty of other reasons to keep us 
coming back, but where should we start? The 

amazing diving in the area is incredibly diverse and whatever the kind 
of diving you prefer, be it a wreck, deep wall dives, muck dives, there are 
dive sites here that will be as good as anywhere. From the dive centre 
you can easily access a wealth of mainland muck dives; the amazing coral 
covered walls of Bunaken Island are legendary and only a short boat ride 
away; Bangka Island, for critter-covered seamounts, pinnacles and hot 
springs is a wonderful daytrip on the boat and the Lembeh Strait is a day 
trip that you can do as many times as you want during your visit. 

We stayed for 11 nights in the recently refurbished bungalows, and 
pre-booked 19 boat dives that would take in all these sites, to give our 
underwater photography workshop group plenty of variety for their 
images. The resort has its own dedicated camera room which is air 
conditioned and well lit. On top of this, all divers staying at Thalassa have 
unlimited access to shore dive the mangroves and house reef. The house 
reef itself is an amazing field of yellow sponges 30m from the shore, 
another area covered in coral encrusted bommies and between here and 
the shore are rocks and crevices concealing all kinds of critters. 

Why else do we keep coming back? A percentage of the profits that 
are made at Thalassa go to support the local school that offers appren-
ticeships to learn to dive, become a dive guide, or to work in the hotel 
industry. We have met many guides around the Far East who were given 
their chance for employment by going through this scheme. The school 
kids learn to swim on two mornings a week in the hotel pool, before 
the diving day. It is a wonderful and rare thing to find a dive centre so 
embedded in the local community. Thalassa also has excellent green 
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Macro life is rampant in 
Indonesia
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credentials too - plastic water bottles are banned from use, with the hotel 
and boats supplying water using large, re-usable containers. No reef fish 
is served to the guests and food is sourced and cooked in local style. 

It is a happy place, with all the staff smiling and laughing their way 
through the day. Sulawesi is actually known in Indonesia as the land of 
the smiling people. Even after a hard day, lugging tanks, setting up gear, 
guiding dives and then washing and hanging gear out to dry, the dive 
staff stay on for a ferocious game of volleyball, or entertain the guests 
singing and playing their guitars, before they head home. Thalassa is 
also near Manado - so you can get out and about and get a feel for the 
real Indonesia around you. We spent a couple of evenings exploring the 
market, riding on local transport and eating in local restaurants, which 
truly enhances the whole experience.



But you probably want to hear about the diving! Bunaken has been a 
marine park for a long time and it shows. The reefs are in pristine condi-
tion and form huge walls of colour that you can drift along in the gentle 
current. There are chances to see sharks, and turtles cruise past you every 
few minutes, but most photographers come to Sulawesi for the small 
stuff, and so our guides are using their amazing eyesight to find tiny 
critters within the corals. One of the highlights is to find Hippocampus 
Pontohi, a rare and tiny seahorse that measures no longer than 2cm and 
hides amongst strands of algae or hydroids. 

The mainland sites offer a different topography, with patches of coral 
amongst a sandy seabed, and it is here that you can find critters of all 
shapes and sizes, from tiny shrimps, to giant frogfish. On the house reef, 
we came across ribbon eels and a sea krait. Further south, we dived Poo 
Poh, and saw two dugongs alongside the boat coming up for air. The dive 
sites nearer the resort offered ghost pipefish and anemonefish.

Bangka Island requires a little longer on the boat. Lunch is packaged 
up so that you can spend the whole day making three dives and heading 
home as the sun sets. Our first dive on Sahaung saw us hiding from cur-
rent on one side of the pinnacle, but there was plenty to see! A huge free-
swimming octopus made its way past us as we hunted for nudibranchs 
that cover the amazing coral. In fact, this dive site has the best coral we 
have ever seen! So many colours and not a spare inch of rock exposed. 
We spent our surface interval bobbing in a perfect, uninhabited bay 
before jumping in once again to find several orangutan crabs and a giant 
frogfish. The final dive saw us diving Paradise Jetty, with its hot springs 
that are always a surprise with their high temperatures, just a few degrees 
short of scalding. One of the best things about a day out at Bangka is that 
you rarely see another dive boat. We had the whole place to ourselves! 

We chose to include two day trips to the Lembeh Strait over the course 
of our stay at Thalassa. The drive takes you through both the wonderful 
countryside of Sulawesi and through the bustling towns, where pedestri-
ans, mopeds and cars vie for tiny spaces and yet seem to make it all work 
without incident. Once at the port, we transferred onto a small, partially 
covered boat, the guides loaded up the equipment and we worked 
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW  
manado

HoW To gET THERE
We flew Singapore Airlines from Manchester to 
Singapore and then on to Manado. The Thalassa team 
picks you up from the airport and it is a short drive to 
the resort. 

WHEn To visiT
The driest months are usually May to September, 
however the area is good to dive all year round, with 
the wetter season increasing the chance of seeing 
pelagic species.

EnTRy REquiREmEnTs 
If you fly into Manado directly then you will need to 
buy a visa at the airport which costs USD$35 per per-
son. You should have six months left on your passport.

cuRREncy
The Indonesian Rupiah is the local currency and you 

have to be careful with all the 0s on these notes. It 
only takes £45 to be a millionaire in Indonesia! (£1 = 
22,361INR). You can easily get money out at ATMs in 
Manado, so long as you tell your bank you will be in 
Indonesia.

WHERE To EaT and mEET
For a cold beer, after a great day diving, whilst watch-
ing a glorious colourful sunset, the bar at Thalassa is 
the place to be. Our favourite restaurants in Manado 
are the Green Garden and Raja Satay, which both offer 
excellent local food at low prices. You can eat as much 
as you can, with beers included, and you will struggle 
to spend more than £5.

vERdicT
For the chance to dive a variety of dive sites, with 
macro critters high on the wish list, there is no better 
place to stay.

out the plan for the best diving day possible. What do we want to see? 
Hairy frogfish, shrimps riding nudibranchs, a coconut octopus, harlequin 
shrimps, tiny painted frogfish, pigmy seahorses, blue ringed octopus, 
Bangaii cardinalfish and mandarinfish; it is a tall order. We dive on sites 
with wonderfully evocative names such as Nudi Falls and Nudi Retreat. 
We dive under a boat called the Bianca and we dive the wonderful TK Bay 
and we get almost everything we want. Alas, the tiny blue-ring octopus 
eluded us on this trip, but it is a small price to pay. There is something 
about the black volcanic sand of Lembeh, combined with plenty of rub-
bish and nutrients being washed along this narrow strait, that has made 
the perfect conditions for these weird and wonderful critters to thrive. 

The fantastic diving at all these different locations, made possible with-
out having to move resort, makes this one of our favourite destinations. 
Another huge plus is that dive times depend on your air consumption 

and not on some imaginary timetable that must be stuck to. This meant 
that, on all but one deep wreck dive, every dive saw us underwater for 
well over an hour. We did 23 dives and spent more than 25 hours under-
water during our ten days diving! 

Our later afternoon and evenings were spent with our group, looking 
over the images from the days diving and suggesting ways to improve, or 
going through techniques and setting fresh challenges for the following 
day. We did this overlooking the sea, with a cold beer, in a fabulous loca-
tion. After spectacular sunsets, it would be time for dinner, which might 
be BBQ night with a pork or chicken Indonesian satay, or on Tuesday 
night, pizza made freshly in front of you before being placed in a wood- 
fired pizza oven. Thalassa, and Manado in general, is the type of place that 
has you planning to return well before you have finished your current 
trip. When can we go back? n
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