
DEEP BLUE 
SLEEP

Yellowtail fusiliers at 
Hardy Reef.
Photo by Jules Ingall.
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In Australia’s first underwater accommodation, it’s hard to sleep.
Drift off, or watch the constant, jaw-dropping show?

STORY PAULA HEELAN
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With shafts of morning sunlight illuminating the stage, an 
abundance of fish of all sizes swim by. Some are schooling, 
drifting along slowly, others darting about furiously. A 
300kg groper, known to the pontoon crew as George, 
skulks up to the window for a gawk at the new humans. 

After a three-hour trip from Airlie Beach via 
Hamilton Island, the wave-piercer Seaflight arrives at the 
remote Reefworld pontoon at Hardy Reef, which sits on 
the outer Great Barrier Reef. It’s 11am and there’s no 
time to lose. With more than 100 passengers on board, 
people excitedly pull on wetsuits and, with the help of 
crew, are fitted with snorkelling or scuba gear. Qualified 
divers and experienced snorkellers plunge overboard 
to explore new underwater territory, while the less 
experienced ease in with the help of a guide. 

With more than an hour amid teeming aquatic life, 
the wonder of this experience begins to hit. Gliding 
through the water with guide Sarah Elies, snorkellers 

frequently bob up to the surface for an explanation of 
what they are seeing. Here, far from shore, there is a 
stunning array of multicoloured hard and soft corals 
and hundreds of fish species, including unicorn fish, 
surgeonfish, angelfish, trevally, groper, massive clams, 
starfish and clownfish. One of Sarah’s favourites is the 
personable Maori wrasse. “They are known to have just 
one partner and protect the environment by eating the 
crown-of-thorns starfish – a coral predator,” she says.

Following a hearty lunch, what to do next is difficult 
to decide: more snorkelling, diving, lying on a beanbag 
with a book in the sun or tour along the reef edge in the 
semi-submersible? With the sighting of a green turtle, 
the latter turns out to be a good choice.  

At 3pm daytrippers pull away from the pontoon on 
Seaflight and, with just 24 overnight guests and a few 
crew members remaining on the pontoon, the immediate 
sense of splendid isolation and a unique shared experience 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: The Reefworld pontoon sits alongside Hardy Reef; a Maori wrasse drifts past the pontoon; twelve pods are available  
on the pontoon’s top deck for overnight stays; Charlie Barker and Ashleigh Kearney enjoy plenty of snorkelling during their overnight stay.

T R A V E L

Four metres below the ocean’s surface, it 
takes a while to adjust to the shock of the 
new. In a suite 3m wide and 3.5m long with 
floor-to-ceiling glass, there’s a lot to take in. 

There’s a supremely comfortable king-sized bed and 
modern en suite, but not a television, wardrobe, wi-fi 
connection, phone or mini-bar in sight. 

Guests enjoy a private, aquatic panorama in the underwater Reefsuite.
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is palpable. On the upper deck, 12 custom-made, queen-
sized pods with reading lights, power points and retractable 
netting are part of Cruise Whitsunday’s Reefsleep where, 
tonight, 20 guests will sleep under the stars. The remaining 
overnighters are taken to the lower level and through a 
white door, where they are met with a steep staircase down 
to Reefworld’s centrepiece, the underwater suites.  

Tempting as it is to stay in the suite for the constant 
aquatic show, it’s 5.30pm and time to gather on the top 
deck for sunset canapes. While soaking in the golden sky 
and turquoise sea, guests get to know one another. Friends 
Ashleigh Kearney and Charlie Barker are on a Queensland 
road trip and agree they’re sharing a once-in-a-lifetime 
experience. “We didn’t realise how amazing this would 
be,” Charlie says. “We knew the reef experience would be 
wonderful, but sleeping out here under the stars and the 
superb food, which we weren’t expecting, is whole new level.”

Onboard French chef and qualified diver Sebastien 
Benoist loves his job. “I enjoy a challenge and this 

allows me to create the best in dining,” he says. “The galley 
is well equipped and we source the best of ingredients 
from our local region, including fruit and vegetables from 
Bowen, beef from the Burdekin and locally caught fish and 
prawns.”  Tonight, Sebastien has prepared Whitsunday wild 
barramundi with vanilla cauliflower puree, leek, hazelnut, 
green peas, little neck clams and baby potatoes; and there is 
rump cap with Whitsunday coffee, smoked pumpkin puree, 
asparagus, wild mushrooms, baby carrots and grape jus. 

Back to the reefsuite and it’s time to sleep. Or try to. 
With the water outside softly lit with a blue ultraviolet 
light, the thrill of watching the marine life doesn’t wane 
(the light can be turned off or a blind can be pulled down 
to shut out the view). By morning, the aquatic show has 
changed. There’s a new fish parade, including schools 
of bright silver baitfish. After breakfast, and before the 
Seaflight returns with new daytrippers, it’s time for more 
snorkelling and diving. Everyone is keen to get back into 
the water. Some stay near the pontoon, while others venture 
further – all under the careful watch of lifeguards.  

On the semi-submersible, marine biologist Jemma 
Simpson points out all there is to know about underwater 
life at Hardy Reef. And as far as reef health goes, the news 
is good. “After Cyclone Debbie in 2017, we were worried 
the damage would be severe,” Jemma says. “But with the 
instant water cooling, reef health has actually improved.”  
Reefworld’s mooring system is embedded to ensure zero 
impact to the reef wall or coral. 

Before boarding Seaflight for the return trip, there’s still 
time for more underwater observing, more good coffee and 
even more food. This sea journey is further enhanced by the 
crew. A happy lot of skilled seafarers, who clearly love their 
jobs, their friendliness, attentiveness and care for guests 
means every minute here is one to be remembered. 

T R A V E L CLOCKWISE: A snorkeller f ins past a suite; 
f ine dining with local ingredients; French chef 

Sebastien Benoist.
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Dive team crew member Josh Batham swims past coral and yellowtail fusilier.


