but for two sailors, romancing the high seas calls
for nothing less than a wooden sailing vessel
anchored in lore and tradition
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wo ships — one a newly-built Indonesian phinisi
that has been outfitted as a luxury yacht, the
other an ancient Norwegian vessel reborn as
a courier of goodwill — are keeping the romance of old-
fashioned sailing alive.
El Aleph
One Man’s Passion
Buying a boat is easy, but try building one from scratch.

Somewhere in between vacationing on his friends’
yachts and trading bonds in Moscow, French financier
Eric Kraus got a bee in his bonnet about doing just that
— to build a boat to call his own.

He had been spending a lot of downtime in
Indonesia and fell in love with the local phinisis that
sailed majestically across the ocean. These schooners
— boats with at least two masts with a shorter forward
mast — are indigenous to the Bugis people and were
originally made for cargo.

When Kraus, who is in his 50s, decided he
absolutely had to build one for himself, he set about

El Aleph is equipped
with a top-of-the-line
GPS, while satellite
Internet access keeps
its crew and passengers
connected 24/7 to the
world, even when they
are out in the middle of
nowhere.

engaging the original tribe of Bugis boat-builders to
construct the luxury cruiser of his dreams.

The boat, which he has named El Aleph, is a
40m-long superyacht that, with sails at full mast, looks like
an ancient vessel that sailed straight out of a Technicolor
movie, complete with epic film score of soaring violins and
a gamelan orchestra for that Asian touch.

Inside the ship, however, Kraus would not
compromise on his taste for five-star comforts and modern
technology. The interiors are fully air-conditioned and the
sizable 50 sq m master cabin with dressing room and 10
sq m private terrace are designed for privacy.

Conventional modern boats, however luxurious
they may be, do not excite Kraus, who had sailed El
Aleph into Singapore as part of the recent inaugural
Singapore Yacht Show. As he looks out on the fleet
of white fiberglass yachts moored nearby at ONE°15
Marina, he proclaims: “They are boring Tupperware. |
don't want to be inside a plastic tub.”

Kraus admits to being an “incurable romantic”. He
enjoys books on history (a dog-eared copy of The Fall
Of The Roman Empire lies on his bedside) and magical
realism. His boat is named after Jorge Luis Borges’
story, The Aleph, which describes a point in space of all-
encompassing infinity — anyone who gazes into it can
see everything in the universe from every angle.

His love for history was transposed into the
development of his own historic schooner. What started
out innocently enough as sketches on an envelope
spiralled into a two-year caper of bringing together old
ways and new ideas; local and international craftsmen
and technical experts; and fantasy and reality.

Phinisis are traditionally built on the beach. The
Konjo boat builders of Tana Beru village south of
Sulawesi, Indonesia, were engaged to build EI Aleph'’s
structure, which was later shipped to Bali for the local
carpenters there to craft the elegant interiors.

The technical requirements proved too intricate
for the electricians there, so he had to seek external
expertise, before painfully discovering that few foreign
engineers had worked on a traditional boat such as his
before. Meanwhile, he had to surmount hitch after hitch
in dealing with indigenous craftsmen and bureaucrats
“who have a different sense of time and organisation”,
he recounts. “| did sometimes feel like | was lost in a
jungle. | am a bond trader. What am | doing here?”

As for the cost of the boat, he says, throwing up
his hands: “I budgeted US$800,000 (S$990,000)
to build the boat; | stopped counting beyond
US$2.5 million.”

El Aleph was completed in 2009 and, in hindsight,
Kraus is glad he stuck it out. “It is five times the weight
of a modern boat, is extremely seaworthy, can hold 100
tons of cargo and is more reinforced than any of these
modern boats around.” To think that he had rolled up
his sleeves and sanded parts of the boat himself, Kraus
should be proud of what he had built.

The superyacht is available for charter at
US$60,000 a week, which covers all expenses, meals,
crew time and facilities such as watersports and diving
equipment. With six cabins, it can take up to 12 guests
at a time for extended cruises and up to 100 guests for
day cruises. It accepts only eight charters each year —
the rest of the time is reserved for the owner's use.

El Aleph has been cruising the seas around
Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Myanmar and the
Andaman Islands. Kraus is keen to share his latest find —
the reefs off Raja Ampat. The avid diver enthuses: “From
November to February, Raja Ampat offers the most
beautiful and unspoilt cruising and diving I've ever seen.”
It is accessible only via private boats, which delightfully
for Kraus, is his very own EI Aleph.

El Aleph may be contacted at www.elalephcruising.com

A modern Renaissance man, Eric Kraus is trading bonds
for building luxury Phinisi boat. (Photo: & i)
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The Vega

Heritage Alive

In her heyday some 120 years ago, she was one tough
Viking cookie, a blend of warship and workhorse. Today,
the Vega sails the Southeast Asian seas with a softer
image, serving rural communities as a supplies ship.

The 60-foot sail-powered beauty from Norway has
great bones — it has an all-oak keel and frame — and is
exceedingly rugged. Built by Norwegian ship builder Ola
H. Nerhus to be a deep-sea carrier for the North Sea and
certified for Arctic trade, Vega was celebrated for her
strength and ability to carry massive loads that other boats
her size could not.

Designated a “Historic Vessel”, the golden girl is
still seaworthy and definitely not ready to retire to some
maritime museum. But in the 1990s, that looked to be
its fate when the financial downturn hit — until one Shane
Granger came along and took it off the hands of its
beleaguered owner.

The 62-year-old Ireland-born former advertising
photographer, who has extensive experience in skippering
and restoring old ships, saw Vega's potential and has
been overseeing the ongoing restoration of the ketch (a
ship with two masts, the forward mast being taller) since
2008. Captain Granger and his wife Meggi Macoun
have been using Vega for their charity drives, making trips
between Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand to collect
medical supplies, educational tools and farming supplies
from donors for distribution to the poor living in isolated
islands around East Timor and parts of Indonesia.

In fact, Vega had carried 25 tons of food and medical
supplies to disaster zones after the 2004 tsunami. “We
did get knocked around quite a bit,” says Granger, recalling
the aftermath of the tsunami, “but she can easily navigate
through rough seas that had already severely damaged
the rudders of newer, much larger boats.”

The old-world charms of this grand dame endears
herself to the people she helps. “She does not intimidate the
island communities like some modem floating palace. Being
a traditional ship helps people to relate to her,” says Granger.

68 ZbBz+ISSUE 22

=

The response from Singapore has been heartening,
he notes. On its recent trip, a clinic donated vaccines
and autoclaves used for sterilising, the French School
of Singapore gave 14 boxes of school supplies and an
agricultural company donated two tons of vegetables.

They believe in charity through action, says Granger,
who calls his cause a “mom-and-pop” outfit: The crew
consists of just him, Meggi and whoever volunteers to join
them on some legs of the journey, such as Singaporean
designer Joanne Har.

While out at sea, Meggi, 45, who is a Prague-born
graphic designer, takes on design and advertising projects
to raise funds, 97 per cent of which is pumped back into
the ship’s maintenance, fuel and their meals.

Meanwhile, Vega is not showing signs of slowing
down. Granger says: “Our real challenge is to help ensure
that 100 years from now, Vega is still alive and sailing,
perhaps even under the Norwegian flag again. She is
going to be doing good for many generations to come."&

Vega may be contacted at www.sailvega.com
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