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in French l’olyncsia. L spent much of iy time thinlﬁng abour
heaury. And not just because I would need a way tw cxplain,
when I returned home, why T had abrained a rartoo, an adorn-
ment f:in case you hadn’t known ll\is_‘; that was once required of
Palynesian chiefs, and without which other men were consid-
ered to be less than physically desirable.

I have spent much of my life traveling among islands, includ
ing my firse visit ro French Polynesia in 1983, when 1 journeyed
from Panama to Tahiti aboard a sailing yache, During my ceav-
els, T have heard two islands, more than any others, called the
most heauriful in the world. Borh lie across trom Tahia.

One is Bora Bora, which from the air makes ir appear as if

heaven and earth have been reversed. The other, my favorite, is
Maorea, ahour which writer James A, Michener once said,
“Mothing on Tahiti is so majestic as whar faces it across the bay.”

What I remember most vividly about my sailing voyage in
19873 is that when you approach Moorea from the sea, Couok’s
Bay, with its backdrop uftowering sercated peaks, appears wirh
such unexpected grandeur that you almest [vel as il you've acci
dentally walked inta a room where somebody is counting piles
of coins stacked high on a table
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Yet what is most beautiful about Moorea is that it lasts be
yond a first impression. It is big enough and green enough that
you are able to hike far back into the secrer center of things,
where waterfalls flow and strange fruit grows, And where, fora
while ar least, you can e rotally alone, and maybe a lictle lost.

There are the more expected pleasures, roo. The soft white
sand beach in front of the bunga]uw-_,, or uwrves, at the Sofirel
Paddling your own outrigger canoe chrough the azure lagoon
from the Beachcomber Parkroval, Making sure you arrive ar the
Club Bali Hai, on Cook’s Bay, ecarly enough on Fr iday night ra
get asear ar the ourdoor bar for Happy Hour.

And because Moorea is generally a quiet, serene island, you

o getachance o talk at leisure
with people who live there, as 1
did on this teip

“Oh no,” I commiserated with
the manager of a tloating restau-
rant called Le Bareau, after he
told me the story of how the
restaurant had sunk one day
right after they'd had same
plumbing work done

“Whar did vou do?”

“First,” he said, in his heavy

French accent, "We get a new
plumber.”

Yet despite my affection for
Moovrea, it is Bora Bora that is

currently gencrating the most interest among
travelers—and developers. There is a hotel
bowm of sorts taking place in French Palynesia,
and while the boom appears as if it will pass
Moarea by, it is passihle thar Bora Bora will see
maore building activity than at any rime since
the beginning of World War 11,

Fram the air, Bora Bora, with its relatively
small pinnacle of inner island encircled by an
enormous aquamarine lagoon, looks like the
kind of art you are afraid ro ask the price of.

How lucky (o tavelers, who are faced with
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divine hand, is not easily shared by a multicude,

When I was in Moarea in 1993, I visited a Cook’s Bay bou
rique called Island Fashion Black Pearls, which was run by a man
named Ron Hall.

Hall was an American who first arrived in Moorea in 1975 to
join the crew of a yache Peter Tonda had sailed from Hawaii,
and he had never left. | told him I had no interest in buying a
pearl, but simply wanted to learn alircle more.

“No problem,” he had told me, with an easiness and the offer
of a beer thar should have made me suspicious,

Before long, Tknew abour size and luster and how it all scarts
with some kind ol irritation in the paor ayster’s gonad, And |

had charged a thousand dollar black pearl pend"mr tor Visa.

Which, come to think of ir, isg
precty much how, live years late
T ended up with a tactoo. ;

I'his time, T asked Hall if he
ever reflected on the beauty of
Maoarea.

“I'll be driving around rhe is-
land sometimes,” he said, “and§g
even after more than rwenty
years, I'll slow down just o
look.”

Then he asked me 1f 1'd ever 8
thought about black pearl ear-
rings to go with the pendant.

During the week I spent wan-
dering the 36 miles of coasral®d
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road that circled rhe island I'd often scen him
—the ultimate image of South Pacific heaury.
Somerimes he would be youny and tautly mus
cled, sometimes alder and proof chat French
Polynesia is as fex tile a ground far Weighe
Warcher franchisees as it once was for mis
sionaries, Always, rthough, he would look like
he had been doing whatever he was doing—
even if it was changing the tape in his Walk
man—for a thousand vears.

And once, on the sparsely papulated back
side of Moorea, | even saw—her. She was
dressed in a red and white wrap-around parean,

sitting by herself in a canoe thay
was pulled up on the shore, and]
strumming a ukulele. [ wanted tog
stop and talk, bur wanring even
more not to H]tc[ ‘.hlf swenc in alll}

weay, I drove slowly on, smiling to
myself with the thoughr thar the
perfect image of paradise wa
locked in my head forever.

It was an image, T kenew, thar
painters would appreciate, More|
artists live on Moorea than any-
where else in French Polynesia.

In scarch of landscapes|
painted on a broader canvas, 1
would sometimes idle, by car or an foor, Tk
through Moorca’s silent, lost-world interior
1 kind of bowl or natural stadium, brooded
over by eight encircling peaks thar, in rhe days
before European contact, was home to thou
sands of Moareans, bur is now so deserted, ex-
cept for the ruins of stone marges, or worship
sites, that you can almost hear the footsteps of
the ancienrs.
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terior with a Moorean named Alex Roo a Haa-
mateatii to the Belevedere Laokour, which
film bufts might recognize from the Anthony
Hopkins version of the Bounty mutiny. To un-

derstand Moorea, Roo a I laamarearii said, all T had ro do was
look our across the lush interior to the twin glimmers of Op
unohu and Cool bays

“Everywhere you ate looking at the island, beaury,” he said.

Tn Cook Bay we could sec a sailing cruise ship swinging atan
chor, Trom our vantage point, ir looked like a white teather
tloating on the watet.

“We Polynesians were very great navigators,” said Roo a
I laamatearii, who seemed ra be conremplating the ship. "We
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used to navigace with the pig”

“Lxcuse me?”

He assured me that I had not
misunderstond. Normally, the
ancients navigated with the srars,
the wind, and the currents, he
said. Bur when they got lost they
relied on the pig “You take pig
and put in the water, and the pig
always swim toward land. Be-

cause the pig, he smell the land
more than man,”

Which gave me so much re-
spect for that often maligned
beast that [ vowed to forgo pork
at the Pulmesn.m feast I was planning ro artend at the Tiki The-
arre Village, a Lkind of Lvi ing cultural musenm where, I'd heard,
Dustin Hoffman had heen “remarried” in a traditional Tahitian
wedding ceremony,

Tn my wanderings arvund the island  one day ta rhe
Afareairu Warterfall, ane day into the Opunohu Valley, and one
day out to ane of the motus, or small sandy islands, with Hiro
Kelley who told me, “Most Mooreans don't want ta know
about the bad places in the world, like Bosniaand LAX"—1 had
discovered that finding traditional Palynesian food like bread-
fruit, taro, and yams was not partic ularly easy,

Undoubredly because of the French influence, there are no
really bad restaurants on Maorea, Fven riny places thart from
the ourside look like biker bars might have carpaceia of runa
with ginger or escargor with garlic butter on the menu. [ found
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in my

good fresh fish almost everywhere, too, including one that be-  BsELOW:

came a favorire: parror fish.

The universally favorite dish among locals and travelers was
poisson cr, raw fish (it didn't seem to matter whart kind) mari-

abour it. He mumbled someching thar
sounded suspiciously like “Na problem.”

The tattoo originated in Polynesia, but the
practice died because of pressure from disap-

nated in lemon juice, with tamatoes, cucumbers, and shredded ~ PFLOWLEFT: proving missionaries. It had been revived re-

carrots, then libelaﬂy doused in coconut milk, 'Q"l'hey use co-
conut milk for everything,” one Belgian woman said to me,
wrinkling her nase, "Food, coffee, even when they make love ™)
But the only time I could find the traditional foods were at
the I\:ﬂyn:sian‘ feasts usually put on once or twice a week at the
various horels, One of the best of these feasts, T was rold, was
held on Friday nights, along with a dance show, at the Tiki The-
atre Village. I was told nothing, however, about the village's res-

ident rarroo artists.

Sa on Friday night T went. [
ate the feast, which left me feel-
ing like the ancient navigators
could have put me overboard to
search for land. And I watched
the dancing, which was quite en-
tertaining right up undil che
dancers grabbed people from the
audience, inrl\:ding me, and
brought them out on the dance]
tloor. After the show I made the
mistake of wandering over ta the
hut of one of the tattwoo artists, a
man named Varea, who was busy|
applying to an Australian’s

shoulder what looked to me very much like a
turtle jumping over the moon.

Warea used an eleceric needle, bur the tradi-
tionalists still did it che ald way, he told me—
with shark teeth and a mallet. Up to ten people
would be involved in the pracedure, several
whose only purpose was to sing or chant, Very
loudly, I assumed.

T asked the Ausrealian if it hure. He shoalk
his head: No.

“Man never say hurt,” Varea volunteered,

T was not interested in a rattoo myself, I rold
him, but just wanted to learn a little more

cently, as Polynesians ok a greater interest in
their cultural heritage. The designs I kept flip-
ping back ro—simple geometric patterns
were from the Marquesas Islands, Vatea told
me, although T wished he hadn't.

Travelers have long ranked the spectacu
larly high and preen Marquesas right up there
with Moorea and Bora Bora among the
world's most beautiful islands,
And for me the Marquesas had
been a kind of romantic icon
ever since I had read, as a boy,
about a young sailor named Her-
man Melville whao deserted ship
in the Marquesas and lived in a
cannibal valley with a Polynesian
maiden who happily used her
only article of clothing as a sail,
And that, I'm afraid, did it. I
asked a few more quesrions rhar
I rold myself were purely in the
interests of getting the story.
How long would ir take? (Less

continued on pg. 58
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tahiti !

continued from pg. 29 than an hour))
How much did it cost? {About
$50.} Did he give discounts to
anyone who drew a crowd?
{Would Bill Clinton be in the|

crowd?) But I was soon sitting

down on a straw mat and trying|
ta rationalize char ar least no one
could say I had done it because 1
was youny and stupid =

Warea assured me he used dis-Haa
posable needles. And rharif I
later rcgrctu:d my decision T3
comld always—wear socks. ;

To lue]:v my mind off the sen-
sation of the hundreds of needle pricks that
were forming a grometrically-patterned band
around my righr ankle, T asked Vatea il he
thought Moorea was beautiful. Bur T don't
think he understood the guestion, either he-
cause his Engll'&h wasn't up o it, or, as 1 Like to
imagine, because he was concentraring on his
wark.

“Pain is anly a lirtle,” he finally said, finishing off by smearing
my ankle with an antisepric aintment and then wrapping it in a
handage. “Beauty is always.”

Tt was nor an unpleasant though, actually. For the rest of my
life, at least when T wasn't wearing socks, [ would have 4 perma-
nent reminder—very permanent—of the beaury of Polynesia. #

RICHT

* and the islands officially
knm\n as French Dolynesia are
spread over one and a half millien
square miles in the South P
French Polynesia 1s made v
118 islands, including the Sociery
Islands, and arolls {roral iskands).
Tapecte 5 the capiral of Tahiti,
the lasgest island
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Tarkroyal and che Crutrigger. Activities include aquarium visits,
Tk Thearre Village, horseback viding, mountain safaris, boar
charers,scoba divng and Lagoon excursions.
worrthwest of Lahiti in the Soaery Is-
ts in the center of 2 spectaculas lagoon,
surroumadec by ol shae islets, Hotels with oversacer bunga-
Lows inchacde TTotel Moana Beach Parkroyal, the Soficel, and the
Bora Mo Lagean Resort, Activities includs cacamaran cruises,
Fishing snorkelling, swimmming and scuba drving.

iis the largest aroll in the Tuamoru Archipelago
ng one-hour ight from Tahio, Activiries incude
imocor boat outings to neacby Tiputa village and snorkelling
writh hundreds of fish and the occasional tharmless] shark in
clear blue lageon wavers,

a]ﬂska
comtinued from pe. 38 the trackless shore, and trying ra under-
stand the indefinable, but palpably peacelul aura af the un-
touched navural world,

A few maore hours of serenity, and then the river poured us
inta the Kenai Lake. Our guide turned vn the motor and we
powered across, peace and quier exchanged for thrilling speed.

The bare, distant hills and silty lake, even more rurquoise
than the river, gave the serting a surreal, alien qu.allt}r Tar a mo-
ment, [ could not remember where Twas.

O the last day of the tour, we arrived in Seward, a small fish-
ing town an the southern coast of the Kenai Peninsula.

1 had expected a gradual decline of altitude as the land bowed
down to meet the water, but the mountains arrived at the shore
\ngomusly, as though they had wanted 1o keep right on going.
They hugged the town and hatbor so tightly that their long
marning and evening shadows shortened the Seward day.

[ boarded a hoar for the Kenai Fjords boat tour and, for the
first ime in aweek, left the mounrains behind. Almost immedi-
arely we spotted sea otters playing alongside the hoar and, soon
after, mountain sheep on the steep, rocky cliffs, Cager to see
more, we began Facing atonnd the deck rails, Ei’antically trying to
catch the first glimpse of anything worth bragging abour.

Eventually, T just followed the sounds of the “Ohhhhs” and
“Ahhhbhs" from one side of the boar to the other.

We saw a pod of killer whales rising and falling in the
sparkling warer, an eighry-foot fin whale skim the green surface,
hundreds of puffins nesting on cliffs, and communiries of fat sea
lions sun bathing on rocky islands
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After about two hours of wildlife warching, we headed into
the nearby fjords to view a glacier, The giant wall of packed,
bluish ice, framed by rocky clitts, was moving, Lvery few mo-
ments we heard a sound like a muffled gun shot eche through
the fjord and then watched another iceberg hreak off and plum-
mer inro the warer.

During the two hour hoat reip back, I couldn’t war my eyes
away from the distant mountains, The jagged, echereal lines of
the peaks traveled the entire length of the coast, but never re-
peated their delicate designs. The layers and layers of charcoal
hued crests went on [orever in depth, inviring exploracion,
tempring curiasitg

Maybe there was much mare ro see than the views [rom
mountainside decks, domed train cars, and tour hoars, Maybe
these views were only the beginning of the true Alaskan jour-
ney. Maybe [ should have hrought my hiking boots.

N1rur3]lst_]uhn Muir described his Alaskan boar eeip as the
beginning of a journey. These fantastic landscapes didn't satisfy
him, they beckoned him to find a grearer paradise beyond.

“Tracing shining ways through fjord and sound, pasr forests
and warerfalls, islands and mountains and far azure headlands, it
seems as if surely we muse at lengrh reach the very paradise of
the paers, the abode of the blessed.” Or perhaps, he was just
headed for ane of the hot tubs at the Kenai Lodge. +
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