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| Polynesia

‘cargo ship — proba

Freight

uesday, and Paradise is getting

its fortnightly delivery of

Heineken. Twenty crates, in

fact, are being hauled ashore

under a lipstick-pink sunset

by the crew of the Aranui, the
cargo-cum-cruise ship known as “The
Freighter To Paradise”

Hyperbole? Herman Melville, Robert
Louis Stevenson, Paul Gauguin and -
Jacques Brel would say not: each, in his
turn, fell under the sultry South Seas spell
of French Polynesia’s Marquesa Islands,
the remotest archipelago in the world,

15 lumps of lava bound together only by
their (unjcommon beauty, distance from
any mainland — and the criss-crossing
voyages of the Aranui.
| The ship has been linking the isles to
r each other, and to Tahiti, since 1980:
bringing in everything from footballs to
| four-wheel-drives, and taking out every-
thing from coconut to copra (which is
actually dried coconut — noteven a
besotted Brel could claim the Marquesas
\ had much variety in its export crops).
| But in an age when water-cooler one-
upmanship drives tourists to ever less
accessible destinations and ever more
adventurous experiences, the Aranui has
been quick to capitalise on the increased
demand for its passenger tickets. So
where, once, hardy Lonely Planeteers paid
a fistful of Pacific francs for a few feet of
deckspace to plonk their sleeping bags,
now there are deluxe cabins and a bar,
sundecks and a swimming pool, a gym
and a shop selling Aranui baseball caps.

Passengers still get the genuine insight
and the dinner party bragging rights of
holidaying on a working cargo vessel
(“Oh, I find hotels just too touristy . .."),
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but they also get air-conditioning. Plus,
of course, they get to visit the Marquesas,
which is almost impossible unless you're
on the Aranui.

And they’re amazing. Called, in the local
language, The Land Of Men, they could
not be more inappropriately named, for
you will never see a landscape on which
mankind has had less impact. Towering —
almost sheer — volcanic mountains
dominate the islands like grim-faced gods
vast enough to look as if they're holding up
the sky; and every surface is carpeted with
aprimeval green so deep and rich and
dense it’s hard to believe anyone has ever
seen these forests before, let alone walked
among their unnamed trunks and un-
dreamed-of animals. The islands’ interiors
are almost completely unconquered, and
Man merely clings to the most precarious
of fringes: none has more than a couple of
| thousand inhabitants, and most of the
villages are one-street, one-church, two-
horse kind of places squeezed into a sliver
of land between impassable peaks, un-
fightable forest and an unsympathetic sea.

Which is perhaps why they’re so pleased
to see the Aranui. The format for our eight
| days on the archipelago is that the ship

either docks or sends its passengers
ashore in 30-man whale-boats straight
after breakfast, and then, once we're out
of the way, the crew can get on with the
| important business of unloading the real
| cargo. Our on-land itineraries are made
up of guided hikes, unguided pottering;
museum tours (you'd be surprised just
how much Gauguin memorabilia a
two-horse town can accumulate), craft
demonstrations, beach time and so on.

The most interesting excursions are to
the meae, the ancient pre-Christian holy







