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Wall St fears ever rising oil price

e Few signs of speedy resolution to war
e Supply crunch sends crude past $100
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China’s BYD races to catch BMW and
Porsche with 5-minute ‘flash charging’
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China’s BYD is kaunnching a laxury elec
tric car i Europe next month that will
charge in fust five mimates with a range
of 500km, challenging Porsche and
BMW in their hoene market.
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Dubai’s distress Financial centre hit in drone attack
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Smoke billows from a buildiag in central Dubai, where the city's financial distric
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he superyacht market is

rich with convoluted own-

ership histories. Fortunes

rise and fall and, for the

still buoyant, there is

always the lure of something bigger.
Take former Google chief executive Eric
Schmidt. Until recently he owned
Legend, a77-metreice-breaking expedi-
tion yacht with an unlikely heritage

(we'll come to that). Early last year

he sold it for $40mn, which is how I
find myself on a billionaire’s boat in the
notably ice-free Seychelles.

1 find Schmxdts lund -me- down (he

menl) anchored off Mahé. It's lhe big-
gest of the Seychelles’ 115 coral-fringed
islands that are scattered in the Indian
Ocean, 1,000 miles east of Kenya. The
yacht’s sleck grey hull shimmers in the
equatorial sun as her crew lines up on
theaftswim deck

toreceive guests.

Legend is now called Aqua Lares, the
largest yacht in a fleet grown over the
past 19 years by Francesco Galli Zugaro,
the Italian-American founder of Aqua
Expeditions. The “boutique cruising”
outfit has three river boats on the
Mekong and Peruvian Amazon, and two
superyachts in the Galdpagos and East
Indonesia. I'm on the new yacht’s inau-
gural voyage, a five-night cruise of the
Seychelles’ inner islands.

Hanging out on a superyacht
traditionally requires buying or hiring
one or knowing an owner. But Aqua
Lares’s 15 guest cabins (served by more
than 30 crew) can be booked individu-
ally, meaning prices start at about

a mﬂlion

A glimpse of

life with the

superyacht set

couples and solo travellers mostly scat-
tered around retirement age.

Days are busy, taking on a comforting
pattern in what Aqua bills as a floating
safari. Early breakfasts come before
guided scuba or snorkel sessions either
side of lunch. Land excursions include
walks among the ancient palm forests of
Praslin island, or the giant tortoises of
Cousin island, where I watch a white
tern feed a baby sardine to her chick, its
nest balanced in a Casuarinatree. Later,
it's up to the aft helicopter deck for sun-
downers before dinner.

After my lunch with Galli Zugam we
jump into Zodiac rigid i 2!

toget

time of wider growth in the country’s
luxury tourism market. New resons
include an outpost for LVMH:
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later renovation revealed more radio
equipment than would be strictly neces-
sary for catching sturgeon.

Surplus to Soviet requirements after
the collapse of the union, the rusting
ship caught the attention of René
Herzog, a wealthy Swiss former racing
driver and mariner. He commissioned
the first major refit in the 1990s,
creating a pioneer in the now thriving
class of luxury explorers. After further
chznges of ownership and updales,

S Tt
rate the swimming pool and helipad as
well as a below-deck spa, the ship
became Legend.

1f Brezhnev’s ghost haunts a yacht
that now sails in such elite waters, where
caviar occasionally appears at the
breakfast buffet, he might appreciate
the dusting off of Soviet architectural
drawings of the original vessel that the
crew unearthed near the engine room.
Several now hang in frames, sharing
wood-panelled wall space with antique
prints of marine scenes from Manhat-
tan's Argosy Book Store. “We want our

ships to feel like they have a history,”
Birgittellsme.
Galliz isi d to know what

Cheval Blanc, which opened on Mahé in
late 2024. More controversially, a Qatari
investment company has begun build-
ing a resort on Assumption Island, the
gateway to the Aldabra atoll, testing the
limits of the government’s more sustain-
ablelow-vol high d strategy.

Schmidt will make of his old boat; the
billionaire has booked out Aqua Lares
himself (she can also be chartered for
just over $424,000 for the five-day trip,
up to almost $1.2mn for a 14-day itiner-
ary). “I'd like to think he’s going to

“We depend on tourism for job oppor-
tunities, but there are pros and cons to
these developments,” says Alphonse,
who has previously worked on a super-
yacht owned by a Middle Eastern royal

closer to Ave Maria, a craggy gramle
islet topped with palms that is known

Wwyerpumﬁoraﬁwnishtlﬂnu

e
d to snorkel among hawksbill tur-

tles. “But will people spend $20,000 for
a cabin on a private yacht like this?
That's pretty unique.”

Whichever way you slice it, it'’s a
chunk of money, but Aqua has tapped a
buoyant market of what it calls “affluent
explorers” —more than 40,000 of them

sofar— wboseekadvmmrewhﬂellving

(slightly) more accessible. By Simon Usborne

Clockwise from
main: kayaking
to the beach of
Anse Source
d’ArgentonLa
Digue Island;
reef sharks
among the
coral; the
77-metre yacht
Aqua Lares

for Ilose track
of time as I nway in the gentle swell,
‘watching turtles soar among the reefs
like Qhellnc - blimps. There go some
, their white dorsal
extending into filaments that quiver
behind them like gymnasts’ ribbons. I
swim among silvery-blue trevallies,
whose resting grumpy faces I find
strangely relatable as they eye up our
party of hapless landlubbers. As a reef
shark stalks the deep, I marvel at the
corals that variously resemble satellite
dishesand giant brains.

Damien Alphonse is one of three local
marine guides among the ship’s crew.
He's ashark specialist and works in con-
servation when he isn't swimming with
tourists, “It’s the little things that really

family (“ds ding” is all he will say of
the experience).

As shipyards race to fulfil
orders for billionaires,
Aqua’s offer of a pay-by-
the-cabin slice of that
lifestyle has turned heads

Across the world's oceans, appetite is
rising for waterborne luxury. As ship-
yards race to fulfil orders for billionaires
inaboom kick-started by Covid, Aqua’s
offer of a pay-by-the-cabin slice of that
lifestyle has turned heads. Last year,
Ponant Explorations Group, which is
part of the French Pinault family’s
Artémis empire (Gucci, Balenciaga et
al), bought a majority stake in the com-

what we've done,” he says.
“Trise with the sun every morning for
long swims in the glassy Indian Ocean.
One day 1 find Galli Zugaro already
front-crawling towards Grande Soeur, a
small island that is our next snorkelling
destination. After swimming more than
half a mile, he chats with the island’s
guardian at his small house, set among
lawns maintained by giant tortoises.
Galli Zugaro wanted to find out when
tourist boats typically arrive, so that we
could be in and out before them, “alsq
wanted torecce asurprise,” he says.
After breakfast, we take the Zodiacs
to Grande Soeur. Before we start snor-
kelling, Galli Zugaro leads us across the
lawns to an opening in some palm trees.
1step through to discover a small beach
of such tropical perfection — coral
sands, granite cliffs, swaying palms —
that 1 let out an involuntary chuckle.
With childish haste, I hang my T-shirt
and hat from one of the red parasols that
an advance party from Aqua Lares has
planted in the sand, run down to the surf
anddivein.
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