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      INTRODUCTION

    


    COUNTLESS THOUSANDS of international travellers have seen the Pacific – through the windows of a jet liner cruising at 11,000 metres. Far fewer have seen it at sea level, or visited some of the scores of high islands and atolls which are strewn across Earth’s largest ocean like constellations in a watery universe. Just to fly over this universe is to miss a great deal, for each of the inhabited islands of the Pacific is a miniature world, with its own distinctive culture and way of life. The Miss Tutti Frutti Contest is about my exploration of some of these island worlds and my encounters with some of their inhabitants.


    My fascination with islands began long before I ever went to one. As a boy growing up in a small town on the rocky, windswept Taranaki coast, the sea became an intimate part of my life. Rock-pool exploration, fishing, swimming, surfing: all these activities brought me into close contact with the sea. And as an avid reader from early boyhood, the books I read – sea adventure stories, mainly – reflected this intimacy. If the story was set on an island, I found it irresistible. I remember in particular reading and re-reading my father’s copy of The Coral Island, by R. M. Ballantyne, along with Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island and Enid Blyton’s Five on a Treasure Island. In my imagination, islands were places of romance and adventure, exotic locations with infinite possibilities.


    When I first visited the islands of the South Pacific as an adult twenty years ago, I was in no way disappointed by what I found there. The islands’ shores, reefs, lagoons and forests captivated me. From their coasts or mountains the Pacific Ocean’s beauty and changing moods could be readily observed: silken and docile one day, tempestuous and threatening the next. And every day, spellbinding.


    Added to these natural attractions were the people I encountered, the locals as well as the often bizarre outsiders who had made the Pacific their adopted home. The indigenous cultures reached back into the sea mists of prehistory. There were languages which had been spoken for thousands of years, songs, dances and art which traced their history, and whose appeal was alluring. Superimposed on these traditional cultures was the introduced way of life of the Europeans and Asians – men mainly – who had come to the South Pacific for a variety of reasons, some honourable, some not. The subsequent blending of these cultures and peoples has produced something unique and special in the islands of the South Pacific.


    The stories in this book are the collected accounts of many separate journeys taken over the last decade, at times conflated to iron out the creases. They are intended primarily to entertain, but if readers become informed as well, that will be gratifying. The collection confines itself to the islands of tropical Polynesia – rather than the other great Pacific cultural spheres of Melanesia and Micronesia – because it is in Polynesia that this writer’s interest lies. It is not intended to be a guidebook; there are many of those already available. Instead, it tries to convey some of the enchantment and surprise I have found when visiting the islands of the South Pacific – islands best savoured not from high in the air, but with feet firmly on the ground or dipped in the warm ocean waters.
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      ONE


      ME AND MY TUMUNU



      NGAPUTORU, COOK ISLANDS

    


    IN COOK ISLANDS MAORI they’re called Ngaputoru, the Three Roots. Atiu, Mitiaro and Mauke are a trio of raised, flat-topped coral atolls, forty minutes by air north-east of Rarotonga. For years they’ve teased my curiosity whenever I’ve spied them on a map; now at last I’m on my way to see them.


    It’s hard to stay aloof from your fellow passengers when there are eighteen of you in a twenty-seater plane. The seating configuration lends itself to instant intimacy. Right alongside me are a German couple in their late twenties. He is small and compact, with black hair already flecked with grey; she has short brown hair, green eyes, moulded cheekbones and a permanently wide-eyed expression. Both have tanned, olive skin. Jurgen and Helga are thoroughly natty. Their clothing is chic-casual; they look like models from some deluxe department store in their home city of Cologne. Helga carries a video camera which she claps to her right eye socket and points at the mountains of Rarotonga as we soar from the island’s runway. Then they laugh and chatter excitedly for a time, before Jurgen puts his head on her shoulder and dozes off.


    Behind me is an Australian family of four: Deidre and Gavin and their two small boys, Troy and Zane. Troy, who at six is the elder by a year, is the strong, silent type; Zane speaks for both boys, loudly: ‘Hey! Wow! Look! The propeller’s goin’ fast! Look, Mum, look at how eet’s goin’. Hey, Dad! We’re mooveen, we’re mooven!’


    Gavin’s short and stocky, with long, crinkly blond hair and a flushed face. He wears a red T-shirt that proclaims that Tooheys is Simply The Best. Deidre turns to me and introduces herself. She’s small and clear-skinned and must have been pretty once, but now she’s hollow-chested and her long brown hair’s gone dead at the ends. They run a pub in upstate Victoria. No wonder Deidre looks tired: it must be hard being a publican’s wife in Wobbadonga. They’ve come to the Cook Islands, Gavin explains, to make a complete break and to show the boys the sea. ‘We’ve got another one at home,’ says Deidre, looking even wearier at the thought. ‘Three months old. He’s staying with Gavin’s folks.’ She sighs philosophically, wipes Zane’s streaming nose, gives me a rueful smile. ‘Three boys under seven …’


    As I stare through the windshield between the two Air Rarotonga pilots, a level, green, reef-ringed island comes into sight. Mitiaro. The plane begins to descend, swaying and dipping towards a white crushed-coral runway.


    Neither I nor the Aussie family are getting off here – we’re on our way to Atiu – but Jurgen and Helga are. The plane taxis towards the terminal, a blue and yellow fibrolite shed in front of a tall stand of coconut palms. As it comes to a shuddering halt, we can see that something important is happening.


    The front porch of the shed is crammed with people. Six very fat, barefoot women are leaping, singing and wriggling their hips to the accompaniment of another two women who are thumping bass drums. Helga points her video camera at the window and presses the trigger.


    The plane door opens and we disembark. The crowd in the terminal rushes towards us. They are almost all women, all large, all singing at the tops of their voices and wriggling their hips in a none too subtle mime. They are covered in thick garlands of fern, flowers and pandanus leaves. Two of the women, who are so festooned with foliage they look like matching Christmas trees, come aboard the plane. They are weeping – the party is evidently their farewell.


    There’s no apparent sadness on the part of the others, though. They simply redirect their emotions towards the German couple, who are quickly surrounded by the shouting, cackling band. The drums are thumped even more vigorously as Jurgen and Helga are borne away to the rear of the terminal building and a rusting Bedford truck which looks as if it should be an exhibit in a transport museum. The Germans’ Gucci luggage is tossed aboard and pandanus leis are thrust over their heads as they’re bundled on to the tray of the truck.


    The rest of us are now back on the plane, watching the welcoming show through the windows. Jurgen and Helga are completely engulfed; we can just see their two faces, fixed in a rictus of astonishment and apprehension, as the truck moves off along a dusty road.


    
        
    


    I’m staying in a chalet near the top of the central dome of Atiu. The view reminds me of East Africa, which is odd because I’ve never been to East Africa. Perhaps I’m remembering pictures I’ve seen of the Kenyan highlands. Below me are stands of spreading acacia trees; to my left the land falls away steeply to a sweep of rain-forest canopy; and in the foreground are patches of bare, henna-coloured earth and clumps of banana palms.


    Unlike almost any other South Pacific island, nearly all the action on Atiu takes place up here, on the plateau. Here on the dome are the island’s five seemingly contiguous village houses, and its shops, churches and schools. As with most raised atolls, this one is surrounded by a crown of thorns, a ring of wickedly sharp, fossilised coral known in the Cook Islands as makatea. But the land immediately behind the coastal makatea looks fertile enough, so why does everyone on Atiu live as far as it’s possible to get from the sea, the reef, the fishing grounds and the canoe landings? Because the missionaries decreed it.


    In the old days the Atiuans were the Vikings of these islands, regularly setting off in their canoes to plunder their neighbours. One of the most feared of their leaders was the warrior chief Rongomatane, who led his men on several conquering raids of Mitiaro and Mauke. Then in 1823 a zealous missionary, John Williams, arrived on Atiu. Rongomatane quickly became one of Williams’ converts and ordered the destruction of the Atiuans’ traditional deities. And where Rongomatane went the others had to follow. Almost overnight, Atiu and the other two Roots turned Christian. John Williams, meanwhile, went on to successfully introduce the new faith into Samoa but conspicuously failed to do so when he arrived in the New Hebrides – now Vanuatu – in 1839. There, on the island of Erromango, he was clubbed to death and eaten.


    On Atiu the gospel merchants – working, possibly, on a rough-and-ready ‘Nearer My God to Thee’ principle – had their churches built way up on the central dome, and the people followed. The big white Cook Islands Christian Church – Ziona Tapu – is certainly imposing, and there’s a logic in centralising settlement, but even a quick look at the island has convinced me that if I were an Atiuan I would prefer to live by the sea.


    Gavin and Deidre have hired mopeds to take themselves and the boys around the island, but I’m suspicious of those seemingly innocuous vehicles, especially on Atiu’s unsealed roads. I prefer a push-bike, and I’ve managed to borrow one. It’s a women’s model, old, with brakes that squeal like a pig being slaughtered, but otherwise serviceable.


    Coming down off the dome on my bike, freewheeling through the dense forest to the makatea zone, is an exhilarating experience, tempered by the certainty that at some stage I’ll have to push the bike back up again. Brakes shrieking, I career down a winding, rutted road to the coastal plain on the island’s western side. Here the huge trees meet to form a tunnel of tropical foliage. It’s cool and utterly silent, and I haven’t seen or heard another human so far. But, foolishly, I didn’t bring a water bottle, and it’s tiring pushing this gearless bike along what is just a sandy track. Out on the coast I stop to inspect the white-sand beaches of Tumai and Taungaroro, which are incised into the mostly rocky coast. Little coves enclosed on three sides by grey fossilised coral, they’re deserted and undeniably beautiful, but the sun is high in the brilliant blue sky and I’m close to being dehydrated.


    I remount, bike on through the forest, where it is at least cool, and pass the place where Captain James Cook and his crew came ashore in April 1777 in search of feed for the cattle on board the Resolution. He got instead bananas, a pig and some coconuts, giving in exchange a bolt of cloth and a small axe. Usually I can’t resist visiting a Cook landing place, but now other urges take precedence. I keep on pedalling, heading along the coast in search of drinkable fluid. My legs ache and I’m saddle-sore. My pedalling pace grows slower, my thighs sorer, my mouth drier. Somewhere up ahead there must be a shop, or at least a house. If there isn’t, I will collapse.


    The forest parts, the road forks. Checking my map, I see that I’m at Taunganui harbour, where Atiu’s imports are barge-loaded from small cargo ships and brought ashore. A couple of Atiuans are sitting on a beached barge, chipping with no enthusiasm at its surface rust, while a group of men repose in the big, open-sided cargo shed at the top of a slip. I dump the bike and stagger up to the shed.


    ‘Kia orana. Is there a shop round here?’


    A tall, powerfully built man in shorts shakes his head. ‘Only shop up in the village.’


    It’s back on the plateau. I’ll never make it.


    The men are looking at me curiously. I must look like someone who’s stumbled out of the Gobi Desert.


    ‘What you want?’ asks the tall man.


    ‘A drink. I’m … very thirsty.’


    He walks over to a crate, on top of which are half a dozen husked coconuts. He cracks the top of one deftly with a machete, as if it’s a boiled egg, flips off its lid and passes it over. I swig at its opening until the sweet juice overflows from my mouth and runs down my chin. It’s fresh, pure, reviving, and I wonder, is there a finer drink in all the world than this? Not for the first time, I have been saved by a coconut.


    
        
    


    The only light is a low flame from a rag wick sticking out of the top of a small tin filled with diesel. The makeshift lamp sits on a crate and only partially illuminates the faces of my six companions. We are sitting on wooden benches around the crate in a kikau-thatched, earth-floored hut, surrounded by forest and the blackness of the tropical night. One of the men says a prayer, then lifts the banana-palm leaf which covers the container at his feet. Dipping a small coconut-shell cup into the container, he passes it to the man on his right.


    The man drinks, passes the cup back. The leaf is removed again, the cup filled, then passed to the next man. He drinks, passes it back. Curiously, expectantly, I await my turn. I am at the end of the circle. The cup is dipped, passed to me. I swig its contents. The drink is flat, fruity, with a taste of earth. I nod approvingly, and pass it back to the head, who says solemnly, ‘So, Graeme, kia orana. Welcome to the Matavai tumunu.’


    Tumunu literally means the hollowed-out base of that most versatile of trees, the coconut palm. It makes a fine container for any liquid, but particularly bush-brewed beer. Tumunu has thus come to mean the place where men gather to consume the beer, a place deep in the forest. Atiu has several tumunu and visitors are welcome, provided they observe the protocol.


    When the missionaries proscribed the consumption of alcohol in the late nineteenth century, the Atiuans, along with the other Cook Islanders who had developed a liking for liquor, were obliged to find furtive methods of producing it. As the missionaries had also brought hundreds of orange trees to the island, Tahitian visitors taught their Atiuan cousins the art of brewing ‘beer’ using the citrus fruit as a base, with sugar, yeast and malt added to assist in a speedy and potent fermentation process. The ‘bush beer’ took only a few days to make and, as its consumption was necessarily a clandestine business, the tumunu were sited within the forest, far from the prying eyes of the London Missionary Society wowsers.


    Today the tumunu are legal (although the last conviction for public drunkenness resulting from a tumunu session was recorded as recently as 1987) and attended two or three times a week. The most popular session is, apparently, after Sunday morning worship.


    The cup continues to circulate. Each man makes a speech about himself and his thoughts on anything he considers worth airing. One man, who is indistinct in the gloom but appears to be in his fifties, is incapable of completing a sentence. Each time, he starts by saying something like, ‘To me, I feel that the important thing is that we make a chance to …’ Then he fades into incoherence, and the cup is passed on.


    After a few more rounds and a few more speeches, I realise that all my companions are drunk. In fact when I think back to the beginning of the session (now not so easy to do), I realise they were drunk when I arrived. The latest rounds were just topping them up. I have been warned that the bush-brew is ferociously potent, so I begin to ‘pass’ every other round, holding up my hand in a ‘halt’ gesture when the cup is passed to me. My friends, though, don’t miss a drink. Round and round the cup goes, on and on goes the talk. Voices are now very slurred, all utterances difficult to follow. The older man’s sentences are further truncated: ‘I think … to me … I feel … that the important thing …’ His hands shake, his voice fails him, his cup, as it were, runneth over.


    Knowing that I must leave if I am to find my way back to the chalet in the darkness, I am nevertheless reluctant. I have a feeling of intense euphoria, of comradeship towards the tumunu, towards my tumunu, and towards my new Atiuan mates. We all make farewell speeches and I dredge up my few phrases of Cook Islands Maori. We shake hands solemnly and sorrowfully. The leader declares, slurringly, ‘Graeme, you must not get lost on your way back. Nga will guide you through the forest and back to the road.’ Nga is the man whose sentences cannot be brought to a coherent conclusion.


    Nga takes me by the hand and leads me through the black forest. His physical skills are much better than his verbal ones, and in minutes we’re out of the trees and on the road. There he claps his hand on my shoulder and at last finishes a sentence: ‘I hear … you say … you have a daughter. In her twenties. I must tell you … I have no wife … no children. So I would also like to say … that I offer myself … to marry … your daughter.’


    I politely decline this proposal on my daughter Rebecca’s behalf and, after shaking hands again, walk off down the road. ‘Take … the … left fork …’ Nga has instructed. Carefully.


    I’ve been told that bush beer paralyses the legs, but mine feel okay. My head’s clear too, very clear, and I still have an overwhelming feeling of goodwill towards my tumunu companions. Overhead the sky is crammed with stars, their light so clear and strong they shimmer and pulsate, appearing to rush down and engulf me as I trip on through the blackness in the direction of my motel.


    Next night I dine with the local priest, Father Johann, who has lived on Atiu for many years. When I mention the tumunu his face turns overcast. ‘The tumunu,’ he pronounces in his still-thick Friesland accent, ‘cause more trouble than anything else.’ I press him for details, which he quickly supplies. Bush beer is addictive and fiercely alcoholic. It causes mental deterioration and endless social problems. Regular drinkers of bush beer rarely see sixty.


    Somewhat defensively, I tell the priest that I enjoyed the camaraderie of the tumunu, and the talk. His expression now turns hostile. ‘What exactly did you talk about with them?’ he demands. I summarise the session.


    As I do so he nods reproachfully. Everything, but everything my tumunu friends told me was lies. The Atiu traditional sailing canoe wasn’t the only one that made it unassisted to Rarotonga last year from the Outer Islands; Cook Islanders didn’t have alcohol before the papa’a (Europeans) introduced it; the local MP hasn’t done much for this island, and so on.


    This is all a bit sobering, especially since Father Johann is no wowser – he and I are drinking wine, a mead-type brew he has made himself from honey. So, to leaven the conversation, I add, ‘One of the men who doesn’t have a wife proposed marriage to my daughter. That was an interesting gesture.’


    The priest looks at me sharply. ‘Which man was that?’


    ‘Nga. Chap of about fifty-five. Skinny bloke.’


    Father Johann’s expression becomes one of disgust. ‘Nga Taputa. He has a wife all right. And nine children.’


    Later, back on Rarotonga, a local construction contractor tells me about a big concreting job that needed doing on Atiu. He agreed to hire out his ready-mixed concrete truck to the Atiuans, and it was shipped over to the island. Weeks passed, he needed the concrete truck back, but every time he called Atiu he was told the weather was too rough and it couldn’t be loaded for the return voyage. Finally he became impatient, checked on the weather and was told that it was perfect, that the sea off Atiu was dead calm. He flew over to retrieve his vehicle. He found it in spotless condition, cleaner than he had ever known it to be. It was so clean because no concrete had passed through its bowl. The locals were finding it the perfect receptacle for mixing huge batches of bush beer, with the additional advantage of portability.


    On my last night on Atiu, Gavin and Deidre ask me over to their bungalow for a beer. As Zane and Troy explore the pineapple patch next door, Gavin pours me a can of Tooheys.


    ‘Where did you get this?’ I ask him curiously. I haven’t seen anything but Steinlager on Atiu.


    ‘Brought a few trays over with us. That’s the best part about bringin’ the boys. We used most of their baggage allowance up in Tooheys.’


    I tell them about the bush beer session. Gavin’s immediately very keen to go to a tumunu. ‘What do you feel like when you drink it?’ asks Deidre, eyeing Gavin uneasily.


    ‘Very peaceful, very friendly. Not at all aggressive.’


    ‘More like an aphrodeesiac?’ she suggests.


    Gavin gives her a sharp glance. ‘No, no, it can’t be that,’ he says.


    Deidre frowns as she sips her Tooheys. ‘Oh no, not an aphrodeesiac – that’s not the word I’m lookin’ for. What’s the word for what you were describing?’


    ‘A sedative?’ I suggest. The brew had had a sleep-inducing effect.


    Deidre shakes her head. ‘No, no, not a sedateeve. I mean a word that makes you, you know, feel like going to sleep.’


    
        
    


    There’s an avian curiosity on Atiu, a type of swift called the kopeka, which lives in one of the island’s many caves. The cave is called Anatakitaki, and it’s reached after a half-hour walk through the forest and across the makatea. Keen to visit it, I join a small team the next day – a middle-aged American bird-watching couple, Kelvin and Gloria, who look like stilts, pale and tall with long thin legs; a local guide called Tereapii; and a shy teenage boy called Junior. We tramp through the forest, its floor made of the flint-hard fossilised coral, until we come to a deep, jagged-edged hole. We leave our daypacks and other belongings beside the pit, then scramble down with the aid of a rope. Carefully Tereapii and Junior guide us into the hole, then Junior, his contribution made, heads back home. The rest of us are led by Tereapii through various rock formations and eventually to the track that leads to the mouth of Anatakitaki cave.


    It’s a vast chamber containing beautifully fluted, alabaster-like columns of calcite. On one side the chamber is open to the sky, with tropical sunlight streaming down on the columns, while on the other it descends to a series of caverns complete with stalactites and stalagmites. We take a short walk into the cave. Tereapii waves a torch and the little kopekas dart around the roof and walls, making a distinctive clicking sound, like a Geiger counter over pay dirt. The kopekas flit and click as they make their way to and from their nests, located on small ledges near the roof.


    Outside the cave, the kopekas never rest. They swoop about non-stop, catching insects on the wing, then bringing them back to the cave to feed to their nestlings. As the birds do not click beyond the cave, ornithologists theorise that the noise is an echo-sounding device, a type of radar which allows them to find their way about in the darkness of the chamber. After a tentative exploration of the cave, I leave Tereapii, Kelvin and Gloria to it, and return to the head of the track. I need to buy some of Atiu’s excellent coffee in the village before leaving the island.


    The next day, Gloria and Kelvin are at the airport waiting for the same plane, and as soon as I see them I can tell that something has gone seriously wrong. Kelvin is visibly furious, his thin face tightly drawn as he paces about and glances at his watch. Gloria looks as if she has been crying. What on earth can have happened, on this sleepy island? Then a car draws up and Tereapii gets out. She approaches the bird-watching couple, wringing her hands, her expression distraught. ‘I am so sorry,’ she says, over and over. The couple turn away, obviously still fuming. Did they not see enough kopekas or something? After asking some discreet questions of the man whose chalet I’ve been renting and who’s also at the airport, I find out.


    It was Junior. After turning back from the trek, he rifled the American’s bags and stole a sum of money. Kelvin and Gloria discovered the theft last night and contacted Tereapii, who confronted Junior, who confessed. Tereapii then went to see his family, and the money – 150 dollars – was retrieved. The Americans felt violated; they had been told the island was without crime. Watching them now, barely able to wait until they take off, I can see that a terrible betrayal has occurred – not the sum of money so much as a loss of innocence. When they think of this island they won’t remember the kopeka, or the coffee, or the dignity of the Ziona Tapu church. They will remember only that they were robbed. As for Junior, my host told me, ‘He’ll get a beating he’ll never forget.’ Watching the stony-faced Americans as we wait for the plane to take off, I have a sinking feeling in my stomach. Sometimes the inequalities exposed by tourism do nobody any good.


    The Three Roots are similar in shape (lozenge-like) and size (about fifteen kilometres in circumference). But these geographical similarities are misleading; all are distinctive in at least one respect. The first thing I notice after arriving on Mitiaro is that its villages are where they should be, beside the sea and on the western or leeward side of the island. There are three villages, scattered around Omutu landing, and they’re all sleepy, pretty and sheltered, bisected by a wide sandy avenue lined with tall Norfolk pines and flame trees. Their verandahed houses and the big Cook Islands Christian Church are well spaced and surrounded by expanses of grass. On the verandahs women sit chatting, weaving pandanus mats or making clothes on antique sewing machines.


    I’m transferred to my accommodation by the same old truck which met Jurgen and Helga. The driver drops off air freight at houses along the way to Nane Pokoati’s guesthouse. There are just six tourist beds on Mitiaro, and they’re all at Nane’s.


    Nane is in her early forties, short, plump, frizzy-haired, and with a round face that’s laughing more often than not. Her house is just a pawpaw’s toss from Omutu landing. It’s big and airy, with low ceilings and wide porches at the front and rear: the sort of house I’m in for five minutes and feel right at home. Nane’s elderly mother, who speaks no English, lives here too, while her late husband sleeps peacefully in a big grave in the front garden.


    I sink down on to a sofa on the back porch, screened from the afternoon sun by a curtain of beige pandanus leaves, and Nane brings me a plate of poke – mashed, baked bananas. As I eat the thick, filling pudding, I look out over the back yard. On the washing line, neatly pegged, are two big blue towels, two snorkels, two pairs of flippers, and two day-glo orange pairs of diving gloves. Designer diving equipment.


    ‘You have other guests, Nane?’


    ‘Yes, two.’


    ‘Are they from Germany?’


    ‘Yes. How did you know?’


    ‘I just guessed. Where are they now?’


    ‘They have gone for a walk. All the time, they walk, these people.’


    There are others, not tourists, staying at Nane’s: three of her young nieces – Kura, Krissie and Kristine. Kristine, who’s never been to Mitiaro before, is the most gorgeous of a trio of beautiful girls. Her skin is as smooth and pale as coconut cream, her hair thick and black, her eyelashes lustrous and long. Everyone, male and female, falls in love with Kristine. And what intensifies our passion is that she seems completely unaware of the effect she has on us. Mostly she sleeps, sprawled out on the double bed on the back porch, and when she wakes she always falls into someone’s arms.


    Kristine is three weeks old.


    And it is the old lady – Mama – who dotes on Kristine more than anyone else. The baby lies in her lap, sleeping, or gazing up with unblinking eyes into her kindly, wrinkled face.


    In mid-afternoon, two perspiring figures come around the corner of the house. Jurgen and Helga have been for a walk across the island. Still wearing their Euro-designer gear, they’re sweating under their natty shorts and Italian sports shoes, and gratefully accept the glasses of freshly squeezed lime juice that Nane pours them. (Mitiaro grows superb limes.) The three of us catch up on our movements since we were last together on the plane.


    ‘Did you see what happened to us when we arrived at z’airport?’ asks Jurgen.


    ‘I did, yes.’


    He shakes his head in disbelief. ‘That was … the most amazing welcome. All that singing … and dancing …’


    Helga, bright-eyed, chips in. ‘I was so excited, I forget, mmm, I forgot, to video this welcome. Now, when I tell people in Chermany about it, they do not … they should not … they will not believe me, I don’t think.’


    We all laugh again at the memory of their riotous induction into Mitiaro society. But I still can’t help thinking how incongruous the couple seem here. They look like Riviera, not Mitiaro people. I ask them, ‘And now you’ve seen the island, what do you think of it?’


    Their faces become radiant. Helga gushes: ‘Oh, we love it here.’ Jurgen nods wildly in agreement.


    ‘But … what do you do?’


    Jurgen looks thoughtful. ‘We walk, and we snorkel, and we look for beaches around the edge of the island. Every day we are doing this.’


    Helga tells me they have found deep pools in the reef which have the clearest water and the most beautiful fish they’ve ever seen. At low tide they spend hours snorkelling there and photographing the fish with their underwater cameras.


    I warm to Jurgen and Helga, who are genial, sensitive, tolerant people. Back in Cologne they live a life of affluence, sophistication and industriousness for eleven months of the year, then for the other month they fly across the world to the South Pacific and seek out an isolated tropical island like Mitiaro, where they can do … nothing. No movies, no restaurants or cafes, no nightclubs, no shops. And no crowds, no acid rain, no mines, no neo-Nazis, no autobahns. Helga and Jurgen are so green they’re almost fluorescent.


    Each of the Three Roots can lay claim to a unique natural feature. Mitiaro has a lake, something of a rarity in this part of the world. Strictly speaking, there’re two linked lakes, called Rotoiti and Rotonui, and they lie near the eastern edge of the island, surrounded by the forbidding, scalpel-sharp rocks of the makatea.


    Nane, Jurgen, Helga and I are driven down a rough track to the shore of Rotonui on the back of the all-purpose Bedford. The lake is a bleak sight, black and sedgy at the margins, the water sullen and still, the sort of lake from which you could easily imagine a chain-mailed arm emerging to receive Excalibur. But what comes from this lake is not an armoured arm but eels, known locally as itiki.


    As with all eels, there is an element of mystery attached to the itiki’s comings and goings. They probably slither a kilometre through the makatea from the sea, then live in the lake until they’re about a metre long. They’re prized throughout the Cook Islands – the equivalent of caviar. That evening Nane cooks some itiki for dinner. Its black skin and face are almost repulsive, but the flesh is very pink, sweet and flavoursome.


    Now we drive to the eastern side of Mitiaro, bouncing along on the tray of the truck. It’s unpopulated here, blasted by the south-easterly trade winds, a landscape of jagged grey coral where only small spiky pandanus plants grow. But the road is being re-formed, and there are piles of white sand which will be its new foundation. Nane intends to make a complete circuit of the island, but about three-quarters of the way round the dial the route is blocked by a big heap of sand and an ancient grader. There’s no way through, so the driver reverses the Bedford, turns it round and we return the way we came. The wind whips our hair into weird styles, but Nane is still laughing, Jurgen still looks entranced and Helga is still smiling, turning her face gratefully towards the setting sun.


    ‘The only thing wrong with Mitiaro,’ sighs Jurgen, ‘is that there is no beer.’


    It’s true, there’s not a full can or bottle on the island until the supply boat arrives next week from Rarotonga. This is dismaying news for beer drinkers like Jurgen and me. However, by the merest chance I have a large bottle of duty-free brandy in my bag, and there are appreciative looks all round when I produce it before dinner. Mixed with Mitiaro lime juice, and drunk with our de facto extended family on Nane’s back porch, it draws us even closer together.


    Next day I go for a walk along the wide, straight, sandy street that passes through the villages. The sun is high, the day is windless, the children are in school, and Mitiaro seems deserted, apart from me and the dogs.


    In the Cook Islands there are islands with dogs, and entirely dogless islands such as Aitutaki and Mauke. Mitiaro is an isle of dogs, the oddest ones I’ve ever seen. It appears as if a German shepherd has been busy fertilising a corgi, producing dogs with huge heads and ears, feet the size of hamburgers, and legs as stubby and bent as bananas.


    I’m sure it was these grotesque mutant canines that were responsible for the baying and barking that kept me awake for much of last night. They didn’t stop until 4 a. m., when the island’s roosters started crowing. They often go together in this part of the world, the dog and rooster duets, a squawking, howling, cacophonous serenade. On islands where there are no dogs, the roosters seldom crow.


    
        
    


    Coming towards me now through a shimmer of heat haze is a short, thickset male figure. We draw closer. He is barefoot, smoking, dressed in ragged denim shorts and a filthy yellow singlet. His hair is matted, his facial features bloated, his big bare feet splayed.


    ‘Hello,’ he says cheerily.


    ‘Morning,’ I reply.


    ‘Staying at Nane’s?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘You like Mitiaro?’


    ‘I do. It’s very peaceful.’


    ‘I’m the mayor.’


    ‘Of this village?’


    ‘Of the island.’


    We sit on the grass under a coconut palm and chat. I raise a matter of civic urgency, the unavailability of beer. The mayor grimaces. There is beer on the island, he tells me, showing embarrassment, but they’re keeping it all for next week, when the prime minister is coming to open the new road. If they sold it now, there would be none for the party when he comes. Normally, he assures me, it would be possible to buy beer.


    ‘Where from?’ I ask, as I’ve not seen a shop anywhere on the island.


    ‘You buy beer,’ he grunts, ‘at the post office.’


    On my last night on Mitiaro I stay in Nane’s front room, one end of which is a curtained-off bedroom, the other the island’s Air Rarotonga office, which makes my onward flight confirmation simple to effect. After a last walk past the village pigpen, past the huge banyan tree near the waterfront and down to the landing to listen to the waves on the reef, I retire to my bed. There I’m disconcerted for a time by the sounds of Jurgen and Helga’s lovemaking coming through the curtain-covered louvre windows at the end of the room. There is a period of peace, then the dogs and roosters start up again.


    Mama, Kura, Krissie, baby Kristine and I all leave Mitiaro on the same flight. I’m part of the extended family now, and as I buckle myself into the seat beside Mama at the front of the plane, Kura passes Kristine to me. I hold the baby, who’s swaddled in a pink towelling jumpsuit, as we are hurtled down the runway and into the air.


    Kristine lies in my arms, her huge brown eyes staring up at me. She seems to be all concentration, and seconds later I understand why. I feel a warm, flowing dampness on my inner thigh – a dampness which makes its way down my leg and into my left shoe. Kristine continues to stare up at me, even as I hold her away and call to Kura for help. Seeing what has happened, Mama cackles gleefully. ‘Ah! Mimi!’ Kura laughs too, takes the baby and hands me a towel from her bag. ‘Sorry about that,’ she says. ‘We ran out of disposable nappies. And because the post office was closed, we couldn’t get any more.’


    
        
    


    Mauke is the third of the Three Roots. At the airport I’m met by Tautara Pureau, at whose bungalows I’m staying. He is a tall, jovial man with a small moustache. Although he doesn’t tell me this himself, I later learn that he is Mauke’s chief administration officer, a man of high standing in his community.


    As we drive around a bend at the end of the runway in Tautara’s utility truck, I see two well-kept graves, side by side in front of what looks like an abandoned house. To me the letters on the graves seem luminous: ROBERT JULIAN DASHWOOD DIED 1970 AGED 71 YEARS and KOPU DASHWOOD DIED 1984 AGED 66 YEARS.


    Dashwood, an Englishman, became a lagoon-side legend in the Cook Islands, living first on Rakahanga in the Northern Group, then on Mauke, marrying on both islands and writing memorably about his life in exile in the South Seas under the nom-de-plume Julian Hillas (his mother’s family name). The son of an English vicar, Dashwood was by most accounts a vain, snobbish, eccentric man. The local people named him Rakau, meaning wood. Trader, author and radical politician, Dashwood left an indelible impression on the Cook Islands, but later when I visit the graves and see the empty house I sense a forlorn, melancholy atmosphere about this, his last place of rest. His books, like the man himself, have now melted away into history.


    I’ve picked a good day to arrive on Mauke: the island is playing Mitiaro at rugby, on a field a little way along the road from the Dashwood house. Because of the heat, the game starts late in the afternoon, when the sun drops behind a row of coconut palms which separate the field from the lagoon. The field is mostly grass, with strips of dusty red earth along the sidelines.


    A big crowd turns up to watch as the Maukians, in green jerseys, and the Mitiaroans, in black, trot out on to the field. I watch from the top of a bank across the road. The Mauks, who are bigger, faster and better organised, run out to an early lead. They have a small, barefoot, bandy-legged winger, who bolts like a rabbit to score three tries. By half-time it looks as if it will be a rout, and as a recent Mitiaroan I feel a bit disconsolate. Besides, their captain is the island’s Air Rarotonga manager, and his office was also half my bedroom. He’s a big, muscular guy with coppery hair tied back in a ponytail, and during the breaks he exhorts his team desperately.


    This works, to some extent. The Mitiaroans begin to show more determination and some individual brilliance, and they score three tries. But their kicker misses the conversions, two from right in front of the posts, and this brings howls of derision from the crowd. The ponytailed skipper scrags everyone in sight, including the bandy Maukian winger, whom he chases determinedly, overtakes, collars and throws down on to the bare earth. But when the game ends in twilight, victory still goes to the Mauks. The team, and the crowd, are jubilant.


    Tautara’s bungalows are set out among coconut palms, white sand and tropical gardens a little way back from the lagoon. In the centre is an open-sided, thatched shelter and table and chairs, where meals are served. Staying in the bungalow next to mine is a colossal Rarotongan man with a flat, granite-like face and a lantern jaw. George tells me he used to prop for the Waitemata rugby team in Auckland. Now he’s as big as an entire front row and wheezes like a Mac truck’s air brakes when he speaks.


    Tautara’s wife, Kura, lays out a dinner of chicken, fried tuna, sweet potato, tomato salad and fruit. George and I help ourselves, then the big man gives me a nod. ‘You say grace,’ he commands. I mumble an invocation remembered dimly from childhood, and George nods in approval. Then he picks up his heaped plate and gets to his feet: ‘I have to go now, excuse me.’ And he waddles off, carrying his dinner before him.


    I’m confused. Why doesn’t he want to eat with me? Is he taking his meal somewhere else? If so, why? Does he adhere, perhaps, to some bizarre sect which forbids him to share his table with a non-believer? I never found out, but before I left I bumped into George outside our bungalows and asked him if he had enjoyed his time on Mauke. He nodded firmly. ‘Oh yes, I like coming here. A nice change, doing nothing.’


    ‘You’ve been on holiday, then?’


    ‘Oh no, I’m here on business. Working for the government.’


    Mauke quickly becomes my favourite of the Three Roots. It’s pretty, completely unspoilt, and everywhere is accessible by bike. There are rain forests and rocky coves and old churches, and it’s dogless but not beerless. In the main village of Kimiangatau, opposite the Taunganui landing, there is a sweep of green and two lovely old Catholic churches side by side, one large, the other small, like mother and child.


    After borrowing a bike from Tautara, I set off to explore Mauke. There’s virtually no traffic, so pootling about on a bike’s the perfect way to do it. An east incline takes me about a kilometre inland, where the road forks and there are two other villages, Ngatiarua and Areroa. At the junction of the three roads is a large white Cook Islands Christian church, on the wall of which is painted: 1882 Oliveta Church. The first thing I notice is that there are two long concrete pathways leading up to the side of the church, each of which has an archway above it, and each of which leads to a separate entrance. This must, I realise, be the famous divided church of Mauke.


    When the church was planned, the two villages couldn’t agree on its interior design. These differences proved irreconcilable, so a wall was built across the centre of the church, and each of the two villages completed its chosen design on its side of the divide. When the acrimony at last was over, the wall was taken down, revealing startlingly different colour schemes and decorations. Today the pulpit straddles the centre, and each village enters by separate doors, sits on its own side and takes turns in singing the hymns. The ultimate example, perhaps, of Christian factionalism.


    There are three other European guests at Tautara and Kura’s bungalows, backpackers who teamed up after meeting in a hostel on Rarotonga. There’s Ian from Stoke-on-Trent, Benny from Copenhagen and Jon from Dallas, all in their early twenties. In the evening we sit around the dining area, drink beer and swap island stories.


    Ian’s a printer: tall and lean, with cropped brown hair and a slightly bulbous nose. Benny is blond and blue-eyed, very handsome in a Viking-ish way and always smiling. Jon is skinny and rodent-like, with a tangle of long fair hair and slit eyes. They had intended to catch a cargo boat to the Northern Group but it broke down a day out of Rarotonga and had to be towed back to port. So instead they took another supply boat to Mauke, liked the island and have been here for a couple of weeks.


    Now Benny and Jon are thinking of moving on, but Ian assures me he’s staying put. He loves the island, mainly because he’s fallen in love with a girl he met at a dance in Kimiangatau village. Trouble is, he’s by no means sure of the local protocol regarding courtship. So when Kura joins us, he says to her, ‘What I’d like to know, like, is ’oo should I ask about takin’ her to the dance on Friday?’


    Kura frowns. Clearly it’s a bit tricky, although by no means without precedent. After all, how many other Englishmen have come to these islands and fallen in love with local girls? Dashwood was the best known, but many of his compatriots have also enlarged the region’s gene pool. Kura gives Ian’s question full consideration, then replies. ‘I think … first you should ask her father. You see, she works in his shop, and as she is the oldest child, she has most responsibility. And because it is her father’s business, he is the one most directly concerned. Yes, I think you should first ask her father.’


    Ian nods, his brow creased with concentration. He accepts the situation, though obviously he doesn’t relish it. ‘Okay, okay … I’ll go and see ’im termorrer …’


    My curiosity about this courtship is aroused, so later I bike up to the big old-fashioned shop in the village where the girl in question works. I can see immediately why Ian is smitten. Tara is about eighteen, with long dark hair woven into a plait. She is demure and graceful. Her father is a large man with slightly simian features, who speaks excellent English. We chat while his daughter moves about quietly and purposefully behind the counter, reaching up for tins of corned beef or mackerel from the shelves.


    After parking my bike, I walk around to the back porch of a house in Kimiangatau. Sitting on the ground, turning maire leaves into garlands, are half a dozen women and a transvestite. Two of the women I recognise from earlier in the day when, biking through the fernland zone up on the island’s plateau, I came upon them plucking the leaves from maire shrubs. There are mounds of maire leaves all around the group. The leaves are smaller but somewhat similar in shape and shade to a laurel. As each garland is finished, it’s handed to a man who packs it into a big plastic bag, squashing it down on top of the others.


    ‘What are they for?’ I ask one of the women.


    ‘We send them to Hawaii,’ she replies, ‘for the tourists.’


    A tally is kept of each worker’s total, then the plastic bags are dispatched to Mauke’s airport, and thence to Rarotonga. In a day they’ll be on their way to Honolulu. The Maukians grumble about the mark-up the Americans put on the maire garlands, but it’s still a good, reliable export. The consignment I’m looking at, the woman tells me, is worth $3,000– $4,000. And the maire shrub is an obliging partner in the enterprise – the more its leaves are picked, the faster it grows.


    Cycling back to the bungalows, I notice on a blackboard by the rugby field the manifest for tomorrow’s Air Rarotonga flight out. My name has been chalked on the board, along with several others, including Benny and Jon’s, the bags of maire and some taro. In this fashion everyone on Mauke knows who and what is coming and going.


    Ian, Benny, Jon, Tautara, Kura and I sit around drinking and chatting in the dining area on the last evening. Benny has only a few days’ leave left from his job as a bank teller in Copenhagen. ‘When I go back,’ he says dolefully, ‘I will stare at my computer screen and for months all I will see are the islands of the South Pacific.’


    Jon will go on to Aitutaki, but Ian’s definitely staying put. There’s another dance tomorrow night, and, ‘I’m goin’ ter try me look one more time.’ I don’t blame him.


    As the maire bags and taro are stowed in the plane’s hold, we all climb aboard. George somehow wedges his body into a seat at the front alongside mine. A local man carrying a small plastic bag full of white powder drops it on the floor as he pushes past. It splits open and the powder goes everywhere, but the man appears totally unconcerned. If he is a heroin smuggler, he’s very casual about it. One of the pilots sweeps the powder up, and I whisper to George, ‘What is it?’


    ‘Starch,’ he replies gruffly. ‘From the arrowroot. Used for cooking.’


    As usual on the outer islands, most of the local population has turned out to see the plane take off. Through the window I can see the tall figure of Ian, standing in the open doorway of the terminal. He gives us one last wave. Then the door is made fast and we taxi out on to the wide, dusty runway. Seconds later Mauke is falling away beneath us: palms, plantations, forest and a pink ring of reef. Then a few wisps of cloud and the apparently endless Pacific Ocean are all we can see.


    
        
    


    Back at home I check on the internet for demographic trends on the Three Roots. I find that between 1996 and 2001 the population of the southern islands of the Cook group declined by 26.2 percent. Atiu, which in the 1960s had nearly 1,500 people, in 2001 had only 620. Mitiaro’s population has always been small – barely more than 300 – but at the last count had sunk to 250. Only Mauke (700) and Aitutaki (2,322) are holding their own.


    As on most of the South Pacific’s outlying islands and atolls, the people of the southern Cooks have decided that their future, and that of their children, lies elsewhere, either on the primary island – Rarotonga – or the suburban streets of Auckland. This is understandable, but it leaves me wondering what the Three Roots will be like in another decade, when they’re populated only by the very old, and a few young people who dream restlessly of a better life, away beyond the blue horizon.
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