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Holly Hughes has traveled the globe as an editor and writer—she’s the former executive
editor of Fodor’s Travel Publications, the series editor of Frommer’s Irreverent Guides,
and author of Frommer’s New York City with Kids and 500 Places to Take Your Kids
Before They Grow Up. She’s also written fiction for middle graders and edits the annual
Best Food Writing anthology. New York City makes a convenient jumping-off place for her
travels with her three children and husband.

Larry West is a professional writer who covers environmental issues for About.com
(http://environment.about.com), which is part of The New York Times Company and one
of the world’s leading online sources of news and consumer information. During his
previous career as a newspaper journalist, he was part of an investigative team whose
work was nominated for the Pulitzer Prize and received the Edward J. Meeman Award for
environmental reporting from the Scripps-Howard Foundation. An avid and experienced
traveler, he currently divides his time between Oregon and Panama.

In researching this book, we discovered many wonderful places. We're sure you'll find
others. Please tell us about them, so we can share the information with your fellow trav-
elers in upcoming editions. If you were disappointed with a recommendation, we'd love
to know that, too. Please write to:

Frommer’s 500 Places to See Before They Disappear, 1st Edition

Wiley Publishing, Inc. » 111 River St. « Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774

Please be advised that travel information is subject to change at any time—and this is
especially true of prices. We therefore suggest that you write or call ahead for confirma-
tion when making your travel plans. The authors, editors, and publisher cannot be held
responsible for the experiences of readers while traveling. Your safety is important to us,
however, so we encourage you to stay alert and be aware of your surroundings. Keep a
close eye on cameras, purses, and wallets, all favorite targets of thieves and pickpockets.

We use four feature icons to help you quickly find the information you’re looking for. At
the end of each review, look for:

@ Where to get more information
)-} Nearest airport

m==mn Nearest train station

b=y Recommended kid-friendly hotels



A Letter from the Author

vi

Why These 500 Places?

Nailing Jell-O to a wall—that’s what writing this book felt like at times. | have been haunted
by that fact that, between the time this book was being written and the time it would
appear in stores—let alone by the time you finally read it—any of these threatened des-
tinations could have radically changed. That came with the territory, so to speak—you
can’t call a book 500 Places to See Before They Disappear without assuming that the
places you’re going to write about are on the brink of extinction. I became afraid to open
the newspaper in the morning. The 2008 one-two punch of the cyclone in Myanmar and
the Sichuan earthquake in China is a perfect example of how perilous the fate of our
planet seems these days.

If you've bought this book, you don’t need me to tell you that. Those of us concerned
about earth’s survival already hear the warning alarms around us on a daily basis. But when
allis said and done, this book is, above all, meant to be a travel guide, not a scientific treatise
or an eco-sermon. What you'll find in these pages is a carefully chosen list of destinations for
travelers to enjoy. That verb “enjoy” is crucial—for in the process of cherishing these natural
and cultural wonders, we renew our commitment to preserving them.

Naturally, as travelers we don’t want to visit only ruins and devastation—so whenever
possible, I've steered you to those spots where now-rare species are surviving, where
special landscapes are still intact, where unique cultural artifacts have been preserved.
(Who wants to devote a week’s precious vacation to dive at a dying coral reef, when
there are still healthy ones to glory over?) And as you visit these places, hopefully my
suggestions will help you do so with sustainable travel habits—choosing nonpolluting,
fuel-efficient transportation, supporting local suppliers, and leaving as few traces as pos-
sible on the land.

We Can Make a Difference

Here’s the good news. At the outset, | feared that this project would be infinitely depress-
ing. Yet over the months | spent researching and writing, | discovered more positive devel-
opments than | expected. Some of the destinations I've included in this book are already on
the road to being saved, usually because they’ve been championed by preservationists
with a will to make a difference. And even in cases where a site has been lost, or irrevocably
damaged, it often has become a rallying point for activists, inspiring them to fight on so that
the same mistakes aren’t made again. Many of the case studies in this book are reasons for
hope, not despair, and the more support we can lend them, the better.

The litany of environmental concerns is familiar to all of us by now—global warming,
pollution, deforestation, desertification, melting ice caps and glaciers, rising oceans, acid
rain, invasive species, loss of biodiversity. Though many situations were caused by human
arrogance or ignorance, others are inevitable cyclical developments, and many others
are reversible. Sometimes even small changes can arrest the decline of an ecosystem,
something as simple as letting a river revert to its natural course or not suppressing
beneficial forest fires. So many of the 500 case studies in this book prove that we can
make a difference.



Though this book was originally conceived as a handbook for eco-tourists, it soon
became clear that we couldn’t separate natural and man-made attractions. After all,
historical and cultural landmarks are part of the environment, too. The destruction of an
entire city like New Orleans is as much as a natural disaster as the destruction of an entire
biosphere like the Amazonian rainforest; the same concerns affect the Acropolis as the
giant redwoods. If changes in the natural environment have threatened the piping plo-
ver, the Tasmanian devil, and the mountain gorilla, so too have changes in our cultural
environment threatened classic amusement parks, ballparks, and movie palaces. Our
planet is the poorer every time we allow something beautiful to die.

A Note on Hotels & Tours

You'll also find at the end of every write-up useful information about visitors bureaus,
transportation options, tour operators, and hotel recommendations. | wish I'd had
space to give you full-blown reviews, but you can rely on these choices being solid values
with an eco-friendly dimension. (You don’t need my help in finding the poshest hotel in
town—what’s hard to find is the small locally owned hotel with no advertising budget.)
The three price ranges | note—$$$ (expensive), $$ (moderate), and $ (inexpensive)—
are all relative to the local market. A $125-per-night motel room in South Dakota would
seem expensive, but if you can find something clean and safe at that price in London,
snap it up! Similarly, in more far-flung destinations I've listed local tour specialists who
can package your visit for you, whenever possible choosing operators with a sustainable
travel focus. For fuller descriptions (and other useful travel info), please consult the cor-
responding Frommer’s guides for these destinations. Note that any phone numbers
listed are what you'd dial from outside the country—for local dialing in non-U.S. destina-
tions, drop the country code and add a 0 before the first number.

Five hundred disappearing destinations—that’s a lot. Inevitably, some of them won’t
survive, or will only survive in a diminished, damaged version. If reading about any of
these sights inspires you to experience them for yourself, don’t put it off—start booking
your trip now.

Acknowledgments

I'd like to thank the devoted corps of Frommer’s writers who alerted me to looming crises
on their various turfs. You're the real experts in your various parts of the world, and I'm
beholden to you. And a special thanks goes out to my husband and three children, who put
up with all my lectures on recycling and energy saving and animal welfare while | was in the
throes of writing this book. Hopefully they enjoyed our trips to the desert, the volcanoes,
the rainforest, and the seashore anyway. And hopefully most of these 500 places will some-
how survive, so that my children can take their children there someday, too.
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Now that you have this guidebook to help you plan a great trip, visit our website at www.
frommers.com for additional travel information on more than 4,000 destinations. We
update features regularly to give you instant access to the most current trip-planning
information available. At Frommers.com, you'll find scoops on the best airfares, lodging
rates, and car rental bargains. You can even book your travel online through our reliable
travel booking partners. Other popular features include:

e Online updates of our most popular guidebooks

e Vacation sweepstakes and contest giveaways

e Newsletters highlighting the hottest travel trends

e Podcasts, interactive maps, and up-to-the-minute events listings
e Opinionated blog entries by Arthur Frommer himself

e Online travel message boards with featured travel discussions



Big Pictures

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes . . . 2
Islands . . . 20
Ecosystems in Transition . . . 35

oo %
Los«&_l_a_cigr

¥
3




Bic PicTURES

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

The Everglades
Choking the River of Grass

Southern Florida

A THRIVING ECOSYSTEM FILLED WITH RARE SPECIES, THE EVERGLADES HAS LOST APPROXIMATELY
50% of its land due to agriculture and urban development. Dwindling water levels and
pollution have severely compromised what remains. The number of bird species has
fallen by 93%, and many of the fish that remain show high mercury levels.

There’s nothing else like it on the planet: a
vast marshy river that’s 40 miles (64km)
wide but rarely more than knee deep.
Endangered species such as manatees,
hawksbill turtles, panthers, American
crocodiles, roseate spoonbills, snowy
egrets, great egrets, wood storks, snail
kites, the Cape Sable seaside sparrow, and
the big black Anhinga bird thrive in its
murky backwaters. It's the only place in
the world where alligators and crocodiles
live side by side.

An estimated half of the Everglades
has already disappeared over the past

Swooping into the Everglades.

century, as land is filled in for farms and
residential developments for booming
south Florida. The natural flow of water
into the wetlands is diverted for drinking
water, sewers, and irrigation, and what
water does flow in is often contaminated.
Though $8 billion was appropriated in
2000 to build new reservoirs, filter
marshes, and dismantle disruptive canals,
most of those engineering projects are
stalled. The state has failed to enforce pol-
lution limits; to date only half the acreage
earmarked for preservation has been
acquired.




In this unique ecosystem, even a slight
water-level drop in the winter dry season
radically alters the topography of this shal-
low plain, affecting nesting areas and food
supply. Cattails aggressively root in the
marshlands, clogging waterways when
the rains return; the balance between
saltwater and freshwater in the park’s
southern estuaries gets out of whack, kill-
ing the seagrass that shelters so many
marine species.

Still, though, you can explore this deli-
cate ecosystem in a variety of ways. Hikers
and bird-watchers strike out on boardwalk
trails from the Flamingo Visitor Center,
which lead through mangrove swamps,
coastal prairies shaded by buttonwood
trees, and around freshwater ponds. Trails
from the Gulf Coast Visitor Center explore
saw-grass marsh, forests of pines and pal-
mettos, and hammocks of tropical hard-
wood trees such as mahogany and
gumbo-limbo. From the Shark Valley Visi-
tor Center, there’s excellent cycling
through the saw-grass prairie, as well as
tram tours.

But to my mind, the best way to experi-
ence the Everglades is on the water—and
no, not on one of those heavily promoted
Everglades tours on noisy powered air-
boats that operate outside the park limits.
The national park’s longest “trails” are

© THe Granp CANYON

designed for canoe travel, where you can
really feel the gentle surging of the park’s
waters. You can rent canoes at the Gulf
Coast Visitor Center in Everglades City or
the Flamingo Lodge by the Flamingo Visi-
tor Center. Better yet, book a guided
canoe tour; contact Everglades National
Park Boat Tours (©) 800/445-7724) at
the Parks Docks on Chokoloskee Cause-
way (Hwy. 29) in Everglades City, or North
American Canoe Tours at the Ivey House
(see “Lodging,” below). With a guide in the
prow of your canoe, you’ll know just where
to look to uncover the secrets of this
amazing terrain.

(D Everglades National Park (@ 305/
242-7700; www.nps.gov/ever). Visitor
centers: Ernest Coe, 40001 State Rd.,
Homestead. Flamingo, Hwy. 9336, west of
Florida City. Gulf Coast, Hwy. 29, Ever-
glades City. Shark Valley, 36000 SW 8th
St., Miami.

)} Miami International Airport

k= $$ Best Western Gateway to the
Keys, 411 S. Krome Ave. (U.S. 1), Florida
City (@ 305/246-5100; www.bestwestern.
com). $$ Ivey House B&B, 107 Camellia
St., Everglades City (© 239/695-3299;
www.iveyhouse.com).

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

The Grand Canyon
Where the Earth Splits Open

Tusayan, Arizona

RISING METAL AND MINERAL PRICES WORLDWIDE HAVE SPARKED A NEW WAVE OF PROSPECTING
in the Old West. The number of mining claims near the Grand Canyon increased from 10
in 2003 to more than 1,100 in 2008, bringing with them the risk of stream and groundwa-
ter contamination from cyanide and other chemicals.

Postcards just don’t do justice to this classic
American panorama, a majestic 277-mile-
long (446km) canyon of the Colorado

River, a primeval, titanic gash in the earth’s
crust. Gaze down into its depth from
the rim and you'll see striated bands of
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The Grand Canyon.

multicolored rock, a living history of geo-
logic periods unfolding at your feet.
Descend into it, on foot or mule back, and
you'll pass through no less than four dis-
tinct climate zones, as if you began your
day in Mexico and ended it in Alaska. Ride
those raging whitewaters on a raft and
you'll experience how one river could
carve such a monumental chasm out of
the sandstone desert.

On such an iconic stage, environmental
battles are fiercely waged. The increase of
mining claims and its potential threat are
ongoing concerns, but the outcome is still
up in the air. Nearly half of the river’s
endemic fish species have disappeared in
recent years, but careful wildlife manage-
ment appears to have turned the tide for
the endangered humpback chub.

But as part of the greater Colorado
River system, the Grand Canyon’s fate
hinges on so many factors beyond the
park boundaries. The Glen Canyon Dam,
constructed upriver in 1964 to manage
the canyon’s flood levels and trap sedi-
ments, recently adjusted its seasonal water-
level variations, a useful strategy to mimic

natural flood cycles. But as sediments
build behind the dam, Lake Powell—a
popular recreational area created by the
dam—could silt up. Even worse, the Glen
Canyon Dam could burst, releasing a cata-
strophic flood to pummel the canyon and
crest on into Lake Mead, threatening
Hoover Dam as well.

Grand Canyon attracts a staggering
number of tourists every year—4.5 to 5
million visitors—many of whom simply
view the panorama from the North or
South Rim viewpoints and then drive on. A
fair number also buzz overhead in sight-
seeing planes and helicopters, launched
from nearby Tusayan or Las Vegas; tour
companies claim that these flights impact
the environment less than other modes of
exploration, but their intrusive noise is an
ongoing source of concern.

To really explore the canyon, it's best to
either hike or ride down by mule; it’s a mile
(1.6km) deep, but with switchbacks, the
trails are 7 to 9 miles (11-15km) long. The
full descent requires an overnight stay,
either at the Bright Angel Campground or
the rustic, bare-bones Phantom Ranch



(reserve up to 23 months in advance at
@ 888/297-2757). For mule-back expedi-
tions, contact Canyon Trail Rides (©) 928/
638-9875; www.canyonrides.com). If tak-
ing on the whitewater is more your style,
check the park website for a list of
approved commercial outfitters; rafting
trips run from 3 to 18 days and range from
placid floats to heart-stopping rides.

© THe Reowoop FoResTs oF CALIFORNIA

@ Grand Canyon National Park, Grand
Canyon, AZ (@ 800/638-7888 or 928/638-
7888; www.nps.gov/grca)

))- Grand Canyon Airport

==y $$$ ElI Tovar Hotel, South Rim
(@ 928/638-2631). $$ Grand Canyon
Lodge, North Rim (@ 928/638-2611). Res-
ervations for either (@ 888/297-2757).

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

The Redwood Forests of California
Earth’s Largest Living Things
Crescent City, California
CLIMATE CHANGE THREATENS TO UPSET THE ECOLOGICAL BALANCE IN THE TEMPERATE RAINFOREST

environment where giant redwoods have thrived for millennia. And although redwoods
are naturally resistant to fire, rising temperatures are putting the stately trees at serious

risk of death by forest fire for the first time.

Respect must be paid to the giant red-
wood trees, and it must be paid now. Per-
haps the planet’s most ancient living
things—some are dated at more than
2,200 years old—these massive conifers
grow only in temperate rainforests. And
one of the last few temperate rainforests
left on the earth is here, on the Pacific
Coast of the United States.

It's hard to explain the feeling you get
striding between the immense trunks of
these old-growth forests—the word “awe”
doesn’t begin to capture it. Everything is
huge, misty, and primeval: Flowering
bushes cover the ground, 10-foot-tall ferns
line the creeks, smells are rich and musty,
and an ancient unhurried silence reigns.
Sheathed in rough reddish bark, the stout
straight trunks shoot up 100 feet (30m) or
more before a canopy of branches begins,
arching overhead like the roof of a Gothic
cathedral.

For many years, the redwoods and their
cousins, the giant sequoias, thrived in
peace on this relatively isolated coast.
Miraculously fire-resistant, the trees could

Towering Redwoods.
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withstand most forces that threatened
other local timber. But as human develop-
ment spread, by 1968 the federal govern-
ment realized the need to create a haven
for them in Redwood National Park (nowa-
days combined with three state redwood
parks).

In an earlier age of tourism, an unfortu-
nate number of tacky attractions (the hol-
low Chimney Tree; One-Log House, a small
dwelling built inside a log; the Shrine Drive-
Thru Tree) were built along the Avenue of
the Giants, a 33-mile (53km) stretch of U.S.
101 through the Humboldt Redwoods State
Park (@ 707/946-2263; www.humboldtred
woods.org). More respectful landmarks
include Founders Grove, honoring those
who started the Save the Redwoods
League in 1918, and the 950-year-old
Immortal Tree. Short walking loops lead
into the woods from most parking areas.

Some 100 miles (160km) farther north,
there are grander views on two roads that
parallel 101: the Newton B. Drury Scenic
Parkway, passing through redwood
groves and meadows where Roosevelt elk

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

graze, and Coastal Drive, which has
sweeping views of the Pacific. Pick up a
park map to find your way to Tall Trees
Trail, a 3'/+-mile (5.2km) round-trip to a
600-year-old tree often touted as the
world’s tallest (get a permit at the Red-
wood Information Center in Orick); the
self-guided mile-long (1.6km) Lady Bird
Johnson Grove Loop; the short, very
popular Fern Canyon Trail; or the quar-
ter-mile-long (.4km) Big Tree Trail, a
paved trail leading to—what else?—a big
tree.

@ Redwood National and State Park,
1111 Second St., Crescent City, CA (@ 707/
464-6101, ext. 5064; www.nps.gov/redw)

)-)» Crescent City Airport

k== $$$ Lost Whale Bed & Breakfast,
3452 Patrick’s Point Dr., Trinidad (@ 800/
677-7859 or 707/677-3425; www.lostwhale
inn.com). $ Curly Redwood Lodge, 701
Redwood Hwy. S. (U.S. 101), Crescent City
(@ 707/464-2137; www.curlyredwood
lodge.com).

Death Valley

Extreme Junction
Furnace Creek, California

IN DEATH VALLEY, HUNDREDS OF SPECIES THRIVE IN ITS INHOSPITABLE LANDSCAPE OF ROCK,
sand, and sun. But rising temperatures due to climate change could tip the balance of
their precarious existence and push them over the edge. A more immediate threat is
toxic pollution from increased mining and mineral exploration in the area.

Harsh, yes. Remote, yes. But there’s some-
thing compelling about this below-sea-
level desert valley, cut off by mountain
ranges from the rest of California. A freak
of nature, birthed by seismic faults, it is a
stark landscape of scalding sand flats, jag-
ged canyons, and glittering outcrops of
crystals left behind by withered lakes.
Despite scorching temperatures (think
120°F/49°C in summer) and next-to-no
rainfall (1.9 in./4.8cm a year, on average),

more than a million tourists come each
year to marvel at this extreme landscape.

The historic name memorializes the
Forty-Niners who perished here en route
to the California gold fields. Life was hardly
easier for the borax miners with their
20-mule wagon teams during a brief boom
in the late 1880s. But once it was desig-
nated a national monument in 1933, the
region’s harsh desert beauty became its
strongest selling point.



Death Valley.

Along Highway 190 lies a string of
attractions. Badwater is the lowest spot
in North America, 282 feet (85m) below
sea level; the visual contrast between it
and 11,049-foot (3,315m) Telescope
Peak, only 15 miles (24km) away, is stun-
ning. A 9-mile (15km) driving loop called
Artist’s Palette displays a wind-chiseled
range of hills in a spectrum of mineral hues.
For camera-ready panoramas, visitors stop
at either Zabriskie Point or Dante’s View.
But as polluted air increasingly drifts into
the valley from metropolitan areas, high
temperatures convert it into haze that can
obstruct those famous views. Dust thrown
up by cars on unpaved park roads, or even
people walking on the fragile crust of the
salt pan, compounds the problem.

Death Valley also has its own bizarre
sand dunes—drifted piles of fine, loose
quartz granules eroded from the surround-
ing rocks and trapped in the valley’s iso-
lated trough. The cracked, bleached saltpan
at the bottom of the valley is usually devoid
of vegetation, but hunt further and you'll
find nearly 1,000 species of plants rooted
here, some 50 of them endemic. Wild-
flowers such as desert star, blazing star,
desert gold, mimulus, encelia, poppies,

O DeatH VALLEY

verbena, evening primrose, and phacelia
carpet the valley floor from mid-February to
early April (check park website for seasonal
wildflower predictions).

Most native mammals here are small—
gophers, mice, rats—and nocturnal, for-
aging only after the cruel sun has gone
down. Believe it or not, Death Valley even
has fish—five species of pupfish, including
the endangered Devil's Hole pupfish in
western Nevada, 37 miles (60km) east of
Furnace Creek. At Salt Creek, just north of
Furnace Creek, a boardwalk nature trail
allows you to view the tiny Salt Creek pup-
fish, wriggling in the trickling stream. Even
this severe landscape nurtures life, if you
just know where to look—there’s a mes-
sage of hope for the planet.

@ Death Valley National Park, Box
579, Death Valley, CA (@ 760/786-3200;
www.nps.gov/deva)

)-} Las Vegas

|e==4 $$-$$$ Furnace Creek Inn & Ranch,
Hwy. 190 (@ 800/236-7916; www.furnace
creekresort.com). $ Sunset Campground,
Furnace Creek (@ 800/365-2267; www.
recreation.gov).
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One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

Columbia Icefields
End of the Ice Age?

Alberta, Canada

GLOBAL WARMING 1S MELTING THE COLUMBIA |CEFIELDS, A VITAL SOURCE OF FRESH WATER FOR
North America. The glaciers that comprise the Columbia Icefields are receding more
each year, and the annual runoff to the major rivers they supply has declined dramati-

cally in the last half century.

The Columbia Icefields straddle the top of
the North American continent like a great
crystalline mother embracing her children.
Massive amounts of pure, century-old ice
and snow lie packed in around these
peaks, in some spots 750m (2,500 ft.)
thick. Covering some 325 sg. km (125 sq.
miles), this is the world’s largest nonpolar
ice mass, a vast frozen dome mantling the
eastern face of the Canadian Rockies. But
the ice mother’s arms seem to clutch her
children ever closer, as the edges of the
ice field recede an ominous 10m (30 ft.)

Columbia Icefields.

per year. And what this means for the
North American watershed is anybody’s
guess.

Whereas the Arctic and Greenland ice
caps are made of saltwater, the Columbia
Icefields are freshwater ice. Melt from its
outlying sections creates what’s known as
a hydrologic apex, a major source of water
for North America, eventually flowing into
three different oceans (Atlantic, Pacific,
and Arctic). It’s true that the ice field is so
massive, it's not going to vanish com-
pletely anytime soon. The hydrologic apex,




however, may already be critically com-
promised. The melt at present is ancient
snow, free from modern pollutants, but
once the melt reaches 20th-century
snows, its water quality may be drastically
different.

The most accessible section of the ice
field is the Athabasca Glacier in Jasper
National Park, where the Icefield Visitor
Center is set in a valley that was buried in
the glacier a century and a half ago. An
outdoor timeline here demonstrates
where the ice edge lay at various mile-
stone dates in the past. Rocky debris left
behind by the melting glacier lies in all-too-
evident scraggy piles. From the lodge
beside the visitor center you can book a
90-minute ride onto the surface of the
glacier with Brewster Snocoach Tours
(@ 403/762-6735), which uses a specially
designed bus with balloon tires. Hiking on
the glacier’s surface is the highlight of
these tours, a literally dazzling opportunity
to stand on a glittering expanse of solid ice
and feel its frosty exhalations.

O THe Burren

The drive to get here is spectacular in
itself: the 287km (178-mile) Icefields
Parkway, a majestic stretch of highway
between Banff and Jasper national parks
that climbs through deep river valleys;
beneath soaring, glacier-notched moun-
tains; and past dozens of hornlike peaks
shrouded with permanent snowcaps.
Along the way, visit the jewel-like resort
town of Lake Louise, set on a vivid tur-
quoise lake cupped in a dramatic bow! of
glaciers. Don’'t panic when you see the
unearthly greenish color of the lake; it's
not caused by pollution, but rather by the
way that minerals deposited by glacier
melt refract the sunlight. This beautiful
land of ice transforms everything.

(D Sunwapta Pass, Alberta, Canada
(@ 780/852-7030)

)-}Calgary

=4 $$$ Columbia Icefields Center,
Sunwapta Pass (@ 780/852-7032). $$
Becker’s Chalets, Hwy. 95, Jasper (@) 780/
852-3779; www.beckerschalets.com).

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

The Burren

Ireland’s Stony Wilderness
County Clare, Ireland

THE BURREN’S STONY LANDSCAPE IS A FRAGILE ENVIRONMENT THREATENED BY BOTH TOO
much and too little human attention. Every year, thousands of people hike the Burren’s rocky
paths and marvel at the stone relics of its ancient inhabitants. And as small farms continue
to dwindle, leaving too few sheep and cattle to graze between the rocks, scrub plants
invade and displace native species that once protected the Burren from wind and rain.

The very name Ireland evokes a postcard
image of soft, intensely green country-
side—so what is this harsh limestone
scree doing there? It's as weird as if you
had just stepped onto the moon. The
name “Burren” comes from the Irish word
boirreann, which means “a rocky place”—
what an understatement.

The coach tours that overrun the Cliffs
of Moher trundle through here, too, but
most day-trippers merely stare out the
windows at the Burren and move on. It's
one thing to drive along corkscrewing
R480 between Corofin and Ballyvaughan
through the heart of the landscape, and
another thing entirely to get out of your



Bic PicTURES

10

The Burren.

car and hike along portions of the 42km
(26-mile) Burren Way footpath sign-
posted from Ballyvaughan to Liscannor.
These massive sheets of rock and jagged
boulders quickly reveal caves, deep hid-
den potholes, and even tiny lakes and
rushing streams. It even has its own termi-
nology—the deep cracks riven in the rock
are known as “grikes,” the chunks of rock
between them as “clints.”

And then you've got to look even closer.
The Burren is a botanical freak, one of the
few places on the earth where alpine, arc-
tic, and Mediterranean plants thrive side
by side, clinging stubbornly to whatever
soil they find in this uniquely cool, moist,
bright coastal climate. There is always
something blooming here, even in winter,
from fern and moss to orchids, rock roses,
milkwort, wild thyme, geraniums, violets,
and fuchsia. The blue spring gentian—
normally an alpine species—is so com-
mon, it's the region’s unofficial mascot.
Some species are relics of the warmer cli-
mate this region knew before the last ice
age; others are descendants of seeds

dropped by the same glaciers that grooved
and striated the karst so dramatically.

Close as it is to western Ireland’s most
popular tourist sites, the Burren could eas-
ily be overrun by tourists, and locals have
had to fight off proposals for car parks and
attractions. It seems hypocritical to keep
out visitors altogether, though, for the
Burren is hardly untouched by man. It's
been inhabited since megalithic times, as
the wealth of dolmens, wedge tombs, and
ring forts attest. Cattle and sheep grazed
for centuries on the stubborn tufts of
grass between the rocks, but as farms
were abandoned during the famine, hazel
scrub quickly invaded, and the naked
stone lay open to pelting Irish rains and
scouring winds.

A wide swath bordered by Corofin,
Lahinch, Lisdoonvarna, Ballyvaughn, and
Boston has been designated the Burren
National Park, but don’t expect an offi-
cial entrance or acres of parking lot. The
Burren is already paved by nature—why
add to that?




(@ Visitor centers: the Burren Exposure,
Galway Rd., .4km (/s mile) north of Bally-
vaughan (@ 353/65/707-7277). The Bur-
ren Centre, R476 to Kilfenora (@ 353/65/
708-8030).

)-)- Shannon International Airport

© THe Deap Sea

s ENNis or Galway

=== $$ Hylands Burren Hotel, N67, Bal-
lyvaughan (@ 353/65/707-7037; www.
hylandsburren.com). $ Carrigann Hotel,
Lisdoonvarna (@ 353/65/707-4036).

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

The Dead Sea
Doing the Dead Sea Float

Israel

THE DEAD SEA IS DRYING UP BECAUSE IT NO LONGER RECEIVES ENOUGH WATER FROM THE
Jordan River and other sources to offset the rapid evaporation caused by Israel’s arid
climate. To save the Dead Sea from going completely dry within just a few decades, a
sustainable balance between water flowing in and evaporating out will have to be

restored.

Lying at the lowest point on the earth—a
remarkable 417m (1,367 ft.) below sea
level—the Dead Sea is anything but dead.
Granted, no fish live in this salt-saturated
inland lake, less than an hour’s drive from
Jerusalem, but a certain green algae do
just fine, plus lots of red archaebacteria.
The water looks slightly greenish, and also
milky from all its rich minerals—magne-
sium, calcium, bromine, potassium. For
centuries Dead Sea mud has been touted
for its healing powers.

But while the Dead Sea is fed by water
from several sources, notably the Jordan
River, water doesn’t flow out, it just evapo-
rates. And with Jordan River waters
increasingly diverted to irrigation projects
upstream, there isn’'t enough water flow-
ing in these days to offset the rapid evapo-
ration caused by this dry climate. Rocky
coves all along the shore are edged with
snowy encrustations of salt, and lately the
water level has been dropping at the
alarming rate of a meter (31/. ft.) every
year. Within 3 decades, the Dead Sea
could be completely dry.

And with it would go an incredible,
unique experience. The sensation of float-
ing in the Dead Sea is so freaky, you keep

testing it again and again—releasing your
body into that incredibly saline water and
popping up to the surface, as buoyant as if
you were weightless. Not only that, the
Dead Sea air contains 10% more oxygen
than normal, making you feel relaxed and

The Dead Sea.

11
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energized. It's hot (up to 107°F/41°C in
summer) but dry, and thanks to an extra
layer of atmosphere caused by evapora-
tion, the sun’s UV rays are filtered, making
it a fairly safe place to sunbathe.

Although the desert ridges around the
sea look sand scoured and fierce, along
the lakeside highway you'll find a few lush
oases, many of them with sulfur hot
springs that give rise to a booming spa
industry. Two main beach areas thrive
along the Israeli shore: one at Ein Gedi,
where you'll find a rather crowded public
beach, a kibbutz with a good hotel and
spa, and a botanic garden planted with
rare trees and shrubs from all over the
world. At Ein Gedi kibbutz, you can book a

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

desert jeep safari, a Bedouin feast in a
tent, or an hour-long cruise on the Dead
Sea in an eccentric wooden double-deck
boat called Lot’s Wife. Further down the
coast, past the ancient fortress of Masada,
you'll reach Ein Bokek, where there are
several hotels and free public beaches.

(D The Living Dead Sea (© 972/8/668-
8808; www.deadsea.co.il)

)-} Ben-Gurion International Airport

== $$$ Golden Tulip Dead Sea Hotel,
Ein Bokek (www.fattal-hotels-israel.com).
$$ Kibbutz Ein Gedi Resort Hotel, Ein
Gedi (@ 800/844-4007 or 972/8/659-4222;
www.ngedi.com/guest_house.htm).

The Vredefort Dome

Scar of an Ancient Asteroid
Parys, South Africa

THE VREDEFORT DOME IN SOUTH AFRICA OFFERS A UNIQUE RECORD OF THE EARTH’'S GEOLOGICAL
history, which is crucial to our understanding of the planet’s evolution. Erosion and geo-
logical activity that have destroyed other asteroid-impact sites also threaten the integrity

of the Vredefort Dome.

As if there weren’t enough earthly forces
to worry about, don’t forget the threats
that come from outer space. Take this
gentle ring of hills rising from the South
Africa plains—who would have guessed
that it was caused by a giant asteroid, wal-
loping the earth some 2 billion years ago?
We can only guess how huge the asteroid
was; geologists estimate it was some
10km (6'/: miles) in diameter. The mark of
its forcible landing is what geologists call
an “impact structure”—and the one at
Vredefort is not only the largest, it's the
oldest one on the earth.

The village of Vredefort, which nestles
within the dome, lies 100km (62 miles)
southwest of Johannesburg, just off the
N1 highway to Cape Town. Actually, this
ring of hills, some 180km (112 miles) across,
isn’t the entire crater; it's a secondary spot

at the crater’s center where the earth’s
surface sprang back violently. (The original
crater, long eroded away, may have been
250-300km/155-186 miles in diameter.)
The asteroid itself was simply vaporized
by the ruthless blast. Such enormous
energy was released in this cataclysm, it
must have triggered major global changes,
perhaps even altering the course of evolu-
tion. No, this wasn’t the one that killed the
dinosaurs—that meteor hit the earth
many years later, in Mexico. The Vredefort
collision was even more important—it
kicked the earth’s oxygen levels up to a
threshold that would finally sustain multi-
cellular life.

Designated a World Heritage Site in 2005,
the Vredefort Dome is still relatively unde-
veloped as a tourist destination, though
plans are afoot to lay out interpretive



hiking trails and organize sightseeing
flights over the crater. Given all that prime-
val furor, the Vredefort Dome today pres-
ents a surprisingly placid, pastoral face.
Rich in birds and butterflies, the land shel-
ters rare rooikats, aardwolves, leopards,
and the endangered rock dassie, not to
mention the world’s largest olive-tree for-
est. The rounded, eroded hills are mantled
in veldt grass, with erratic outcrops of
granite. But where the rock has broken
away, you can see a distinctive pattern of
turbulence: blobs of light gray granite
trapped within an ancient flow of molten
dark-gray granite. The magnetic field here-
abouts remains so severely affected, it

© Mount KiimaniARD

sets compasses spinning. Earth hasn’t for-
gotten its ancient injury—and neither
should we.

@ Parys Tourism (@ 27/56-811-2000;
www.parysinfo.co.za)

)-)- Johannesburg

l== $$$ The Westcliff, 67 Jan Smuts Ave.,
Westcliff (@ 800/237-1236 in U.S. or 27/
11-646-2400; www.westcliff.orient-express.
com). $ Otter’s Haunt, Kopeskraal Rd., Parys
(@ 27/82-475-8767 or 27/84-245-2490;
www.otters.co.za). $ Thwane Bush Camp,
Schoemansdrif Rd., Parys (@ 27/56-811-
2345; thwane@parysinfo.co.za).

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

Mount Kilimanjaro

Snow Today, But Tomorrow?
Tanzania

THE FAMOUS SNOWS OF KILIMANJARO ARE MELTING AND MAY SOON BE GONE. A COMBINATION
of evaporation, too little snowfall, and internal heat from the dormant volcano have
reduced the mountain’s ice and snow cover by 90% from historic levels—and it continues

to retreat about 1m (3. ft.) a year.

The Masai tribesmen called it Oldoinyo
Oibor, or “White Mountain.” In Swahili, it’s
Kilima Njaro, or “Shining Mountain.” Ernest
Hemingway titled his famous short story
“The Snows of Kilimanjaro.” Clearly, those
majestic snow-capped peaks are what
make this the most famous mountain in
Africa, along with the fact that it's the con-
tinent’s highest peak. That snowy plateau,
rising 4,600m (15,100 ft.) above the Tanza-
nian plains just south of Kenya, is a mes-
merizing sight indeed—here, in equatorial
Africa, standing all by itself, is a mountain-
top with snow.

As world-class peaks go, it’s a relatively
easy climb, though it takes several days
round-trip to reach the summit; climbers
overnight at a series of huts on the moun-
tain. Nearly 30,000 climbers a year attempt
it, though at least a quarter of that number
fails to reach the top. Ascending, you pass

through four radically different climate
zones. First comes the lush, steamy Kiliman-
jaro Forest Reserve surrounding the base;
then the grassy moorlands of the shoul-
dering slopes; above 3,900m (13,000 ft.),
the mountain suddenly becomes steeper
and more barren, with rocky scree under-
foot. Last of all, you hit glacial ice fields,
dazzling in the reflected African sun. It's
not a technical climb, but it's a strenuous
steep hike, and the extreme altitude makes
it physically challenging if your body hasn’t
acclimated properly.

There are several routes to the summit.
One of the most popular, the Western
Breach, has already been closed due to
rock slides caused by receding ice. The
5-day Marangu Route—nicknamed the
Coca-Cola Trail—is currently most popu-
lar; it starts from the Marangu Park Gate.
The Lemosho Trail, which takes off from

13
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Mount Kilimanjaro.

Londorossi Gate, is easier and more sce-
nic, though it takes 9 days. Whichever
route you take, you must obtain park per-
mits and hut reservations in advance
(available through a licensed tour operator
or local hotels in Moshi); at the park gate
you'll hire a guide, and possibly a porter
(you won't be allowed on the mountain
without a guide). Park fees are substantial,
but they include hut accommodation on
the mountain; guides and porters ask
ridiculously low wages, hoping for gener-
ous tips on top. If you book with a tour
operator (which | recommend), most of
this, along with a cook to prepare all meals

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

en route, is included in your package.
Standing on the snow-capped summit?
That’s priceless.

@ Kilimanjaro National Park, Tanzania
(www.tanzaniaparks.com/kili.htm)

)-)— Kilimanjaro International

TOUR Destination Africa Tours (www.
climbingkilimanjaro.com). Roy Safaris,
Arusha, Tanzania (@ 255/27/2502115;
www.roysafaris.com). Tanzania Serengeti
Adventure, Arusha, Tanzania (@ 255/27/
2544609; www.habari.co.tz/tsa).

The Amazon Rainforest

Paradise Lost?
Manaus, Brazil

SINCE 1970, SCIENTISTS ESTIMATE, AS MUCH AS 20% OF THE AMAZON BASIN'S RAINFOREST
may have disappeared, at the mercies of clear-cut logging and subsequent cattle ranch-
ing. It is said that .6 hectares (11> acres) are lost every second. And a recent series of
droughts has pushed the basin closer and closer to irretrievable desiccation and death.



“Save the rainforest!” became a conserva-
tion rallying cry in the early 1980s, a cliché
for environmental awareness. You'd think
by now we would have saved it.

But the crisis is by no means past for
this amazing tropical wilderness. The
Amazon—the world’s largest river—
courses through the world’s biggest for-
est, a dense green jungle that shelters
myriad endangered and endemic species,
on its way to the Atlantic Ocean. This lush
environment is, as one catchphrase calls
it, the “lungs of the earth,” producing
more than 20% of the world’s fresh oxy-
gen. It also shelters an enormous number
of species, including 20% of the world’s
plants, many of which are thought to be
unique sources for lifesaving medicines. In
all, the total number of species can only be
estimated because so many remain unre-
corded.

For the traveler, though, this fertile wil-
derness is one of the most beautiful and
exotic paradises on earth, a spellbinding
scene of draping vines, waxy blossoms,
and leafy canopies, with a soundtrack of
chattering monkeys and twittering para-
keets. Gaze upwards and you'll find comi-
cal toucans and iridescent parrots in the
trees; peer into the river's mysterious
depths and you'll spot furtive anacondas
and flitting tetra fish. In the past few
decades, an entire eco-tourism industry
has sprung up in the Amazon, offering
new economic hope for natives who for-
merly depended on destructive logging.
While the tourism infrastructure is still
limited, Amazon basin travel improves
every year.

The usual starting point is Manaus, the
largest city in the region, located on the
shores of the Rio Negro. Just downstream
from Manaus lies the momentous Meet-
ing of the Waters (Encontra das
Aguas), which every visitor should see,
either by boat or sightseeing plane. As the
dark slow waters of the Rio Negro meet
the fast muddy brown waters of the Rio
Solimdes—officially becoming the capital-A
Amazon—differences in velocity, temper-
ature, and salinity actually keep the two

@ THE AmazoN RAINFOREST

rivers from blending. You can see the dis-
tinct colors of their currents running side
by side for miles past the junction, a stun-
ning natural phenomenon.

Plenty of operators run boat trips of
varying lengths out of Manaus, either
offering overnight accommodations on
board or traveling to Amazon lodges set in
their own jungle preserves. Whether
you're sleeping on the water or on land,
these package tours generally include
common features: canoe excursions up
smaller tributaries, sunset and sunrise
tours, wildlife-watching walks under the
leafy canopy of the rainforest, piranha fish-
ing, and nighttime caiman spotting. See
also the separate entry on the Anavilhanas
Ecological Station (p. 98).

For a more adventurous option, try
Amazon Mystery Tours (© 55/92/633-
7844; www.amazon-outdoor.com), whose
tours explore the deeper reaches of the
rainforest via kayak, jungle hiking, and
camping out. Some of their itineraries
even include climbing up into the rainfor-
est canopy, and guides can tailor excur-
sions to focus on special interests:
Bird-watching, orchid hunting, medicinal
plants—the Amazon’s fascinations are
endless.

@ Manaus Tourist Center Tourist
Service (@© 55/92/3231-1998; www.
amazonastur.am.gov.br)

¥ Eduardo Gomes in Manaus

== $$ Hotel Tropical de Manaus, Av.
Coronel Texeira 1320, Ponta Negra, Manaus
(® 55/800/701-2670; www.tropicalhotel.
com.br). $$ Holiday Inn Taj Mahal, Av.
Gentulio Vargas 741, Manaus (@ 55/800/
925-333).

TOUR Viverde (@ 55/92/248-9988; www.
viverde.com.br). Amazon Clipper Cruises
(@ 55/92/656-1246; www.amazonclipper.
com.br). Swallows and Amazons (© 55/
92/622-1246; www.swallowsandamazons
tours.com). Lodging included in tour
packages.
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The Pantanal
Off Road & Under Water

Southwestern Brazil

THE PANTANAL HOSTS THE GREATEST CONCENTRATION OF PLANTS AND WILDLIFE IN SOUTH
America. However, recreational fishing and rampant poaching are swiftly decimating the
Pantanal’s wildlife population, and toxic runoff from agriculture and gold mining
upstream have all undermined the Pantanal’s unique ecosystem.

The Amazon rainforest may grab all the
headlines, but here’s a little-known secret:
The best place in South America to see
wildlife is right here, on this flat, treeless
savanna. The world’s largest freshwater
flood plain (equal to the size of France),
the Pantanal may not have as many spe-
cies as the rainforest does, but nowhere
else in the world are the flora and fauna so
densely packed. In the rainy season, Decem-
ber through March, the waters may rise as
much as 3m (10 ft.), covering up to 80% of
the region—and leaving an incredibly
fecund landscape in its wake.

Despite the overwhelming stresses this
superbly adapted ecosystem faces, the
government has done little to protect it;
less than 2% has been set aside for conser-
vation, only one small national park (Parque
Nacional do Patanal Mato-Grossense, near
Poconé in the north Pantanal), and a hand-
ful of private preserves.

Capybaras, caimans, jaguars, maned
wolves, jaibiru, Brazilian tapirs, giant otters,
Hyacinth macaws—the Pantanal offers
endangered critters everywhere you look.
They're incredibly easy to spot, too. In the
rainy season, you’ll find mammals clus-
tered on the few remaining humps of dry
land while fish and aquatic birds slosh hap-
pily through the water. In dry season, the
reverse happens: The plain dries up, and
animals can be found around the few
freshwater pools.

There’s no point in building many roads
here—even the Transpantaeira, a gravel
road meant to traverse the entire region,

was abandoned after the northern 143km
(89 miles). (Just as well—the roadway
would have brutally bisect the region’s
idiosyncratic natural drainage system.) But
that unfinished Transpantaeira functions as
a splendid nature trail, taking visitors into
the heart of north Pantanal. Its roadside
ditches are favorite feeding grounds for
kingfishers, egrets, jibiru storks, and more
than four varieties of hawks and three dif-
ferent kinds of kites. Beneath the many
rickety bridges are small rivers or pools
where caimans lurk by the hundreds.

Ruled by the rhythms of its waters,
ranchers graze their cattle in the dry sea-
son and retreat to higher ground in the
floods. With eco-tourism on the rise, how-
ever, many of the region’s cattle ranches
(fazendas) have created accommodations
and gone into business as the Brazilian
version of dude ranches. While local lodges
may offer short rides around their proper-
ties, you can also book entire tour pack-
ages based on exploring the flood plain by
horse (see “Tour,” below). Ramble far from
settled areas, where the local wildlife wan-
ders otherwise undisturbed; rein in your
mount and observe a flock of herons fish-
ing in the rich floodwaters, then take off
with a splash at a full gallop, startling alli-
gators and snakes underfoot. Unspoiled
corners can still be found all over the Pan-
tanal . . . but the clock is ticking.

(® Praca da Republica 131, Cuiaba (@ 55/
65/624-0960)



)-)- Cuiabd in the north, Campo Grande in
the south

k= $$$ Araras Eco Lodge, Transpan-
taeira Hwy. (@ 55/65/682-2800; www.
araraslodge.com.br). $$$ Refugio Caiman,
near Miranda (@ 55/11/3079-6622; www.
caiman.com.br).

@ AntarcTicA

TOUR Pantanal Explorer, for northern
Pantanal excursions (@ 55/65/682-2800;
www.araraslodge.com.br). Open Door,
for southern Pantanal excursions (@ 55/67/
721-8303; www.opendoortur.com.br).

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

Antarctica

The Frozen Continent
Antarctica

IN ANTARCTICA, GLOBAL WARMING IS RAISING SEA TEMPERATURES, MELTING SEA ICE, AND
threatening marine life and four penguin species by destroying habitat and disrupting
the food chain. Antarctica has also become an increasingly popular destination for cruise
ships, and the resulting pollution is adding to the continent’s woes.

Here at the literal bottom of the earth, be
prepared for ice like you’ve never seen it.
Monumental peacock-blue icebergs tower
in surreal formations; craggy glaciers drop
crashing chunks into the sea. Narrow canals
knife between sheer ice-encrusted walls,
and jagged peaks jut out of icy fields.
Antarctica has long exerted a magnetic
pull on those who crave adventure. Map-
makers didn’t even know it was a continu-
ous continent until the 19th century. The
first explorers only reached the South Pole
in 1911, when Norwegian Roald Admunsen

Antarctica.

reached the pole a scant 33 days ahead of
rival British captain Robert Scott, whose
party tragically died returning to their ship.
Irish explorer Ernest Shackleton tried (and
failed) to cross the continent 4 years later.
Unless you're a scientist posted to a
research station, you'll most likely come to
Antarctica these days on an expedition
cruise (though a few travelers do book
expensive air treks from Punta Arenas,
Chile). Starting in the 1990s, when Russian
research ships were retrofitted to bring the
first leisure travelers here, Antarctica travel
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has grown exponentially, turning what used
to be a rugged adventure trip into a luxury
cruise. Nearly 40,000 travelers visited the
region in the 20062007 season—and mat-
ters may have reached a tipping point. While
the first tour ships were svelte icebreak-
ers, ever larger cruise ships now shoulder
through the region’s unpredictable ice
floes. The sinking of the Canadian vessel
M/S Explorer in November 2007 under-
scored the importance of limiting Antarctic
travel before too many ships jostle around
Antarctica’s seas, releasing fuel and waste
into the water and negatively impacting the
very wildlife that the passengers have paid
5o much to observe.

Ice covers more than 98% of the conti-
nent year-round, but it can only be visited in
summer (Nov—Mar) when the surrounding
sea ice melts enough to let ships reach the
landmass. Itineraries vary in length,
depending on which subantarctic islands
are included en route to the Antarctic Penin-
sula (all tours include the wildlife-rich South
Shetland Islands). Longer tours may venture
inside the polar circle or circle around to the
iceberg alleys of the continent’s west side.

On those long polar days, passengers
are diverted with natural-history lectures

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

and shore excursions. One day you may
scuba dive, scale a frozen peak, or kayak
through calving ice; the next you may
observe penguins, seals, or whales, or
soak in thermal springs. Bird-watchers
spend hours training their binoculars on a
variety of unique seabirds, including
petrels and albatrosses.

It's an ethical dilemma: Join the swelling
ranks of cruisers, or pass up the chance to
experience this icebound Eden. By choos-
ing a responsible tour operator, and then
supporting measures to regulate Antarctic
routes more tightly, you just may be able
to have your ice cream and eat it too.

@ www.70south.com, www.antarctic
connection.com

)-)- Ushuaia, Argentina

TOUR Polar Cruises (©) 888/484-2244;
www.polarcruises.com). Lindblad Expe-
ditions (@ 800/397-3348 or 212/765-
7740; www.expeditions.com). Quark
Expeditions (@ 800/356-5699 or 203/
656-0499; www.quarkexpeditions.com).
Adventure Network International
(@ 866/395-6664 or 561/347-7523; www.
adventure-network.com).

Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park
A Sacrilege at the Sacred Red Rocks

Northern Territory, Australia

THe ULuru—KATA TiuTA NATIONAL PARK IS ONE OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT ARID-LAND
ecosystems in the world. The park attracts hundreds of thousands of visitors every year,
but while increasing tourism helps the regional economy, it also presents an ongoing
challenge of how to balance conservation of the natural landscape and cultural values

with the needs of tourists.

The native Anangu call tourists minga—
little ants—because that’s what they look
like, crawling up the red sandstone flanks of
Uluru, central Australia’s most storied
monolith. Despite often-ferocious winds
and withering heat, some visitors still feel
compelled to spend 2 to 4 hours scram-

bling up the great rock. Yes, the views from
the top are impressive, but the tourists are
committing sacrilege: Uluru is a sacred spot
in the Tjukurpa/Wapar belief system. Even
more sacred is Kata Tjuta (“Many Heads”),
36 momentous red domes bulging out of
the earth 50km (31 miles) to the west.



Anangu leaders have reestablished the
historic names Uluru (instead of the colonial
name Ayers Rock) and Kata Tjuta (instead of
the Olgas), but they haven't banned either
rock climbers or sightseeing flights over
Uluru—they simply request climbers to
refrain from violating the sacred site.
Focused on scaling the rock, climbers rarely
take time to experience the monolith’s
richness—the wildlife that thrives in the
potholes and overhangs of the red rock
surface, the little coves hiding water holes
and Aboriginal rock art. But you can see all
this on a paved 9.7km (6-mile) Base Walk
around Uluru, or an easy 1km (.5-mile)
round-trip loop from the Mutitjulu parking
lot. Even better is the free daily 90-minute
Mala Walk with a ranger—often an
Aborigine—who can explain the signifi-
cance of the rock art and the Creation nar-
rative related to Uluru. It's no coincidence
that this hike is named after the mala, or
rufous hare-wallabies; the Anangu consider
them important ancestral guardians, and
recently an enclosure has been built nearby
in the park for a group of ranger-bred mala.
Extinct in the wild, the species are to be
reintroduced to a landscape they haven’t
inhabited since the mid-1900s.

Though it looks like a giant meteorite,
Uluru did not fall from the sky; it is a mass
of hardened sediment heaved upward
from the floor of an ancient inland sea. The

@ PurnuLULU NATIONAL PARK

same seismic forces created the domes of
Kata Tjuta, but their conglomerate rock
yielded far more dramatically to the sculpt-
ing power of rain and temperature. At
Kata Tjuta, there are two routes winding
through the other-worldly domes: the
7.4km (4.5-mile) Valley of the Winds
walk or an easy 2.4km (1.5-mile) Gorge
walk.

Just gazing upon Uluru should be
enough—there’s something undeniably
spiritual in its massive shape, heaving
powerfully upward from the dunes, chang-
ing color dramatically depending on the
slant of the sun. The best time to visit is
sunset, when gaudy oranges, peaches,
pinks, reds, and then indigo and deep vio-
let creep across its face as if it were a giant
opal. But there’s something to be said,
too, for experiencing the rosy spectacle of
Uluru gradually unveiled by dawn, hailed
by a chorus of twittering birdsong.

@ Uluru-Kata Tjuta Cultural Centre
(© 61/8/8956 3138)

)-} Ayers Rock (Connellan) Airport

k= $$$ Emu Walk Apartments, Yulara
Dr., Ayers Rock Resort (@ 61/8/8957 7888;
www.voyages.com.au). $$ Outback Pio-
neer Hotel and Lodge, Yulara Dr., Ayers
Rock Resort (@ 61/8/8957 7888; www.
voyages.com.au).

One-of-a-Kind Landscapes

Purnululu National Park
The Kimberly’s Striped Secret

The Kimberly, Western Australia

PurRNuULULU NATIONAL PARK ENCOMPASSES A LANDSCAPE SO CULTURALLY RICH AND
geologically unique that protecting it is considered a national priority. Although the Aus-
tralian government closely controls tourist access, the stark beauty of the Bungle Bungle
Mountains has attracted more visitors every year to this pristine wilderness area, which
puts the fragile environment at risk. When you go, tread lightly.

Rising out of the vast and lonely landscape
of the Kimberly, the Bungle Bungle Moun-

tains are so stunning, it's a wonder that

they aren’t on everybody’s must-see list.
Yet their very existence wasn’t even
known until the early 1980s—that’s how
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rarely people travel to this sparsely inhab-
ited, forgotten corner of Western Australia.

But perhaps that's why these fragile
sandstone marvels have held up so well.
Soon after they were discovered, this
national park was created to protect them.
It's promptly closed every year during the
January to March rainy season, known
here simply as the Wet, and in the dry
season, the only access is by four-wheel-
drive vehicles. The park has a rich reposi-
tory of Aboriginal art and burial sites, but
they’re kept off limits to casual visitors.
Purnululu’s park management—a joint
effort by white Australians and the local
Aboriginal people—has evidently bene-
fited from the mistakes other, older parks
have made in managing their natural won-
ders. Let’s hope they got it right this time.

Geologists get excited talking about this
unique range of sandstone domes (purnu-
lulu means “sandstone” in the local lan-
guage). They're rare examples of cone
karst formations made of sandstone rather
than limestone, heaved up from the floor
of an ancient sea. Etched by erosion into
filigreed beehives, they’re also vividly
striped in contrasting orange and gray
bands by ancient algae trapped inside the
permeable stone. (Layers of sandstone
containing more clay attracted bacteria
that colored that stone orange.) The
domes rise 200 to 300m (650-1,000 ft.)
high, and cover an area of 45,000 hectares
(111,150 acres), punctuated by knifelike
gorges and palm-draped pools.

The domes look spectacular from the
air—that’s the way most people see them,
on 2-hour sightseeing flights from
Kununurra. In fact, during the Wet, a plane
is your only option. Once the waters sub-
side, however, hikers take over the park,
heading for spectacular Cathedral Gorge,
the rock pool at Frog Hole Gorge, and
palm-filled Echidna Chasm. Stark as the
landscape looks from the air, on foot you'll
find it's full of wildlife, particularly birds
(rainbow bee-eaters, budgerigars), the
rare nail-tailed wallaby, and a kangaroo
cousin known as the euro. For all the effort
it takes to get here, the rewards are spec-
tacular.

@ Visitor center (@ 61/8/9168 7300)

)-)- Kununurra

k= $$ Bungle Bungle Wilderness
Lodge, Purnululu National Park (@ 61/1800/
889 389 or 61/3/9277 8555; www.kimberly
wilderness.com.au). $$$ El Questro Home-
stead, Gibb River Rd, Accor (@ 61/1300/
65 65 65, or 800/221-4542 in the U.S. and
Canada; www.elquestro.com.au). Coun-
try Club Hotel, 47 Coolibah Dr., Kununurra
(@ 61/1800/808 999 or 68/9168 1024;
www.countryclubhotel.com.au).

TOUR East Kimberly Tours (@) 61/88/
9168 2213; www.eastkimberleytours.
com.au). Slingair Heliwork (@ 61/1800/
095 500 or 61/08/9169 1300). Alligator
Airways (@ 61/1800/632 533 or 61/8/9168
1333).

The Galapagos Islands

Nature’s Laboratory
Offshore Ecuador

LEGIONS OF TOURISTS WHO VISIT THE GALAPAGOS EACH YEAR HAVE HELPED AND HURT THE
Islands’ delicate ecosystem. But despite laws to protect the Galdpagos, increased land
and sea tourism, population growth (which brings pollution and habitat destruction), and
invasive species continue to threaten the wildlife here. Fishing and poaching also

threaten the survival of native marine life.



Sea lions on the Galapagos.

Everybody knows the Galdpagos, thanks
to Charles Darwin. Ever since that upstart
English scientist visited in 1835 as a ship’s
doctor—or atleast ever since he described
its incredible wildlife in his 1859 book On
the Origin of Species—this isolated Pacific
archipelago has been famous for its natu-
ral wonders. If it hadn't been for their
extreme location, 966km (600 miles) off
the west coast of Ecuador, mass tourism
would have spoiled the islands years ago.
Well, don’t speak too soon. Tourism has
become Ecuador’s fourth-largest industry
and the Galapagos its most popular tourist
draw by far, with the number of tourists
mounting by 12% a year. Immigrant work-
ers have smuggled in goats and pigs that
compete with native species for food;
invader rats come ashore with cruise ships.
The sleepy main town, Puerto Ayora, is rife
with trendy hotels and restaurants. Visitors
are often a new breed of tourist, zipping
around in pick-up trucks madly snapping
photos of everything they see. Ecuador’s
president has declared the islands at risk
and may put a cap on the number of visi-
tors (expect prices to rise if that happens).
The pristine Galapagos wildlife experience
may already be a thing of the past.
What's most remarkable about Galapa-
gos’s wildlife is how little they fear humans—
and why would they, since they’ve never

@® THe GaLAPAGOS IsLANDS

had to worry about predators. Young sea
lions will show off their best moves as you
snorkel among them; mockingbirds will peck
at your shoelaces; the blue-footed boobie
will perform its famous two-stepped mat-
ing dance right under your nose.

An astounding number of unique spe-
cies thrive on these 19 small volcanic
islands (plus about 40 islets); boat travel is
essential to view them all. At the Darwin
Research Station in Puerto Ayora (@ 593/
5/526146) on Santa Cruz, the most popu-
lated island, visitors can get an up-close
view of the gentle giant tortoises that have
captured public imagination ever since
Darwin first wrote about them. Santiago’s
rocky tide pools are home to rare fur sea
lions and many beautiful heron species;
Espafiola has albatrosses and blue-footed
boobies; in Fernandina there are vivid
marine iguanas and flightless cormorants;
Isabela is home to Galapagos’s penguins
(the world’s only tropical penguins); Gen-
ovesa has frigate birds and red-footed
boobies; and San Cristobal is where Cali-
fornia sea lions, red crabs, and lava gulls
reside.

Taking a cruise to the Galdpagos is a
popular option—departing from Guaya-
quil, you'll sleep and dine on the cruise
boat and take small dinghies to the islands
by day for naturalist-led hikes, climbs,
kayak trips, or snorkel outings to the best
wildlife viewing spots. But choose your
tour operator with care, if you want an
eco-conscious wildlife visit. And don’t put
it off, or it just may be too late.

(1) Galapagos Islands National Park,
Ecuador (@ 593/5/526-189)

))- Baltra (near Santa Cruz Island)

k= $$$ Royal Palm Hotel, Via Baltra
Km 18, Isla Santa Cruz (@ 800/528-6069
in U.S. or 593/5/5527-409; www.royal
palmhotel.net). $$ Finch Bay Hotel, Pinta
Estrada, Island Santa Cruz (@ 593/5/
5526-297; finchbayhotel@spsinter.net).

TOUR Ecoventura, 6404 Blue Lagoon Dr.,
Miami (@ 800/633-7972). KLEIN Tours,
Av. Eloy Alfaro and Caralina Aldaz, Quito,
Ecuador (@ 888/50-KLEIN [505-5346] in
the U.S.; www .kleintours.com).
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Madagascar

Land of the Lemurs
Island of Madagascar

FOR GENERATIONS, THE PRACTICE OF SLASHING AND BURNING FOREST LAND HAS BEEN AN
accepted way for impoverished locals to create farmland and feed their families. But this
practice has decimated Madagascar’s interior forests, and the tropical rainforest is
quickly disappearing. The resulting loss of habitat threatens many of Madagascar’s
unique wildlife species, and some are already gone.

Fourth-largest island in the world? That's
impressive to start with. But now consider
that a hefty 5% of the world’s species live
on this Indian Ocean island, off Africa’s
east coast—and nearly 75% of those spe-
cies live nowhere else. That's why Mada-
gascar is such a vital destination for any
nature lover.

You'll see the glorious yellow comet moth
with its 20cm (8-in.) tail, the sticky-pawed

Lemurs of Madagascar.

tomato frog, neon-green day geckoes,
petite chameleons less than an inch long,
spiny insect-gobbling tenrecs, and leath-
ery-winged flying foxes. Though Madagas-
car has only 258 bird species, nearly half
of them are also unique to the island,
including the pheasantlike ground birds
known as couias. The only amphibians
here are frogs—but there are 300 species
of them, nearly all endemic.




Madagascar has cornered the market
on lemurs; no other country has any lemurs
whatsoever. In Madagascar, though, lemurs
seem to drip from the trees, both in the
rainforest and the western dry forest. They
come in all shapes and color and sizes,
resembling pandas, raccoons, monkeys,
rats, bats, whatever you can imagine. It's
truly mind boggling.

But like many other undeveloped coun-
tries, Madagascar has seen wide defores-
tation and the ravages of slash-and-burn
agriculture (coffee, sugar cane, and vanilla
are its main exports). The interior’s dense
woods have mostly been leveled, and the
tropical rainforest areas are rapidly follow-
ing suit. With their habitats reduced, those
one-of-kind species are increasingly endan-
gered. Several species have already been
lost due to human depredation—pygmy
hippos, the stately elephant bird, giant
tortoises, and lemurs. Now here’s the
good news: President Marc Ravaloma-
nana has been turning the tide with new
aggressive conservation programs. By
investing half of park entrance fees back
into local communities, he’s giving natives
a direct economic incentive to protect the
environment, to attract eco-tourism reve-
nues. The world watches hopefully.

Andasibe-Mantadia National Park, a
3-hour drive from the country’s capital
Antananarivo, is the most accessible

@ Kancaroo IsLaND

wildlife preserve, known especially for the
black-and-white lemur called the indri,
whose cry sounds uncannily like a whale
song. Farther south along Route 7 lies the
country’s most developed rainforest park,
Ranomafana (60km/37 miles from Fian-
arantosa), a romantic terrain of rocky
slopes, waterfalls, and moss-draped trees.
Continue south for L’lsalo National Park,
where you can hike around tapia forests,
narrow canyons, and sheer sandstone
crags. On the east coast near Morondava
you can gape at the Avenue of the Bao-
babs, a remarkable collection of those
upside-down tropical trees, another of
Madagascar’s specialties.

Even if you're normally a go-it-alone
traveler, it's advisable to take an orga-
nized tour to Madagascar, especially if you
want to move around the countryside.
Local roads are spotty at best, and book-
ing hotels can be a gamble. You'll need
local guides, anyway—how else will you
tell all the different lemurs apart?

))- Antananrivo

TOUR Madagascar Travel (@ 44/20
7226 1004 in the U.K.; www.madagascar-
travel.net). llay Tours (@ 33 1 55 46 85 95
in France or 20 22 390 35; http://madagascar
ilaytours.com).

Kangaroo Island
The Purity of Island Living

South Australia

NATIVE ANIMAL SPECIES PROLIFERATE IN KANGAROO ISLAND’S UNIQUE, SELF-CONTAINED
environment with its lack of natural predators. But Kangaroo Island has a fragile balance
that must be protected. Koalas, not native to the island, were introduced in the 1920s
and the population is thriving, threatening native gum trees and destroying the habitats
of endangered birds.

To understand the virtues of island isola-
tion, look no further than Kangaroo Island.
Lying just across the strait from metropoli-

tan Adelaide, this Southern Hemisphere
ecosystem flourishes in a miraculously
unspoiled state. No foxes or rabbits were
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A Kangaroo Island koala.

ever introduced to prey on the island’s
inhabitants—the koalas, kangaroos, and
wallabies that are Australia’s iconic wild-
life. (The kangaroos here, however, are a
distinct species from the mainland’s.) The
island was also never colonized by the
dingo, Australia’s “native” dog that’s really
a feral scavenger introduced from Asia
some 4,000 years ago. Even along the
roadsides, the underbrush is mostly native
eucalypt scrub.

To preserve all this, strict regulations
monitor what visitors bring on and off the
island. Tourists are asked to wash the soil
off their shoes and car tires to prevent the
spread of fungus. Bushwalkers are
required to stay on marked paths and not
to feed the wildlife; drivers are encour-
aged to drive slowly, especially at dusk,
when koalas, echidnas, bandicoots, and
kangaroos may wander onto the roads.

Of the many preserves on the island
(about one third of the island is conserva-
tion area), you'll score the most wildlife

sightings at Flinders Chase National
Park on the western end of the island.
Birders have recorded at least 243 species
here, including the endangered glossy
black cockatoo; koalas are so common
they’re almost falling out of the trees (the
government has in fact had to take steps
to reduce the koala population). Kanga-
roos, wallabies, and brush-tailed possums
are so tame that a barrier was erected
around the Rocky River Campground to
stop them from carrying away picnickers’
sandwiches. Platypuses have been
sighted, too, but they’re elusive—you
might need to wait next to a stream in the
dark for a few hours.

At Cape du Couedic, the southern tip of
the park, the hollowed-out limestone
promontory called Admiral’s Arch is home
to a colony of some 4,000 New Zealand fur
seals (despite the name, a legitimately native
species). Rangers at the southern coast’s
Seal Bay Conservation Park (©® 61/
8/8559 4207) lead guided tours along
boardwalks through the dunes to a beach
where you can hobnob with Australian sea
lions.

Up on the north coast, Lathami Con-
servation Park, just east of Stokes Bay, is
a superb place to spot wallabies in the low
canopy of casuarina pines. If you want to
see little penguins—tiny animals that stand
about a foot high—the National Parks &
Wildlife South Australia (©) 61/8/8553
2381) conducts tours of their colonies
around Nepean Bay at both Kingscote and
Penneshaw. Last but not least, Clifford’s
Honey Farm (@ 61/8/8553 8295) is the
home of the protected Ligurian honeybee,
found nowhere else on earth but on this
seemingly magical island.

@ Tourism Kangaroo Island, Howard
Dr., Penneshaw (@ 61/8/8553 1185; www.
tourkangarooisland.com.au)

)—)- Kangaroo Island

=y $$$ Ozone Seafront Hotel, The
Foreshore, Kingscote (@ 61/8/8553 2011;
www.ozonehotel.com). $$ Kangaroo
Island Lodge, Scenic Rd., American River
(@ 61/8/8553 7053; www.kilodge.
com.au).
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Iceland
World of Fire & Ice

Landmannalaugar, Iceland

WiTtH MORE THAN 200 ACTIVE VOLCANOES, ICELAND IS ONE OF THE MOST VOLCANICALLY
active countries in the world. In some areas, basaltic sandy beaches, which result from
volcanic eruption, threaten to overrun green areas, and wind erosion affects native
habitats. Overgrazing, once a serious problem, is now somewhat controlled, and many
landscapes have returned to their green origins.

When you get off the plane at Keflavik Air-
port, it’s clear right away: You've entered
another world. Steam whiffs out of cracks
in the treeless basalt plain; the air has a
definite sulphuric tang. Iceland is perched
right on a geologic hot spot, with its active
geysers of the Atlantic shifting and reshap-
ing its stony terrain. As recently as the late
18th century, an eruption wiped out a
quarter of the population. Talk about sit-
ting in the hot seat.

Nowhere is this geothermal instability
more striking than in the central highlands
of Iceland. It's like a world that is still being
created—a world of shapes and colors
you've only seen in dreams. The earth
steams and bubbles; conical volcanoes
rise like islands in a sea of black sand.
Twisted lava, cracked and cooled in a
thousand grotesque shapes, seems to
have eyes that follow you wherever you
go. It's a landscape so lunar, NASA astro-
nauts trained here in preparation for land-
ing on the moon. And of the many awesome
spots in Iceland’s unearthly interior, none
is more spectacular than the hot springs of
Landmannalaugar.

One-day bus trips roll out from Reykja-
vik in summer to Landmannalaugar,
quickie excursions that leave time for

nothing but a look around and a brief dip
in the bathtub-warm natural thermal pools.
Yet one look at the nearby mountains,
undulating like folds of silk and tinted with
rare mineral colors—blues, yellows, bright
reds, even shocking pink—and you'll itch
to explore them. So give yourselves time
to hike into those bewitching mountains,
along the marked trails of the surrounding
Fjallabak Nature Reserve, staying over-
night at one of the mountain huts run by
the Iceland Touring Association (Ferdafé-
lag Islands). In July and August they book
up far in advance, so plan accordingly.

If you're up for more than short forays,
try the 3- to 4-day walk from Landmannal-
augar to Pérsmork, sleeping in mountain
huts along the route. It's the premier hike
in Iceland, through a stark terrain of snow,
ice, and rock. At the far end, the desig-
nated nature reserve of Porsmork is a
welcome contrast, a softer landscape with
woods and grass nestling among moun-
tains and glaciers. Ah, that’s the magic of
Iceland.

@ Icelandic Tourist Board (@ 212/885-
9700; www.visiticeland.com)

))- Reykjavik

25



Bic PicTURES

26

Wrangel Island Reserve
Arctic Circle Refuge

Chukchi Sea, Russia

HUNTING ALMOST DECIMATED THE SNOW GOOSE POPULATION AND THREATENED POLAR BEAR
mothers and cubs. Imported reindeer herds have thrived but have trampled delicate
summer vegetation. Along with global warming, which threatens the icy habitat of polar
bears and other species, the area’s military base, mining operations, and scientific facili-

ties also endanger the reserve.

Northwest of the Bering Strait, the arctic
winters are long, and | mean loooooong.
For 2 months, from November 22 to Janu-
ary 22, the sun never rises at all. A lonely
landmass in the Chukchi Sea, Wrangel
Island lies shrouded in snow until June, an
icy wind moaning overhead.

And yet the sun does return every
spring, and when it does, it's miraculous.
Tens of thousands of migratory birds—
black-legged kittiwakes, pelagic cormo-
rants, glaucous gulls—arrive to nest on
the jagged cliffs. Ringed seals and bearded
seals dip their snouts through holes in the
ice, hungry for fish. Walruses lumber out
onto narrow spits to give birth. Female
polar bears emerge drowsily from their
winter dens, newborn cubs snuffling in
their wake. Arctic foxes scavenge the
rocky beaches, where snowy owls swoop
down on unsuspecting lemmings.

A few months later, in the summer, the
tundra teems with life. Rivers, swelled with
snowmelt, gush through the narrow val-
leys, and the last remaining Russian popu-
lation of snow geese paddles around
glacial lakes in the island’s interior. Bril-
liantly colored arctic wildflowers mantle
the slopes in shades of pink and yellow.

Shaggy musk oxen browse sedges and
grasses of the ancient tundra, a relic of the
Ice Age. The walruses bask on ice floes
and rocky spits, going through their annual
breeding rituals. It's a sight to see—but
very few travelers ever get the chance.
Located 193km (120 miles) off the coast
of Siberia, right on the 180-degree line
that divides the Western and Eastern
hemispheres, Wrangel Island became a
nature reserve (or zapovednik) in 1976 to
protect the delicate arctic ecosystem, in
particular the snow geese and polar bear,
which were being hunted to death. There
are no lodgings on the island—a small
research island is the only habitation—so
the only way to visit is on a ship (and an
icebreaker at that), with smaller craft for
shore visits. On your way through the Ber-
ing Strait, you'll also have a good chance
of sighting minke, gray, and even beluga
whales. These are long, expensive, sum-
mer-only expeditions, and few companies
run them—if you see one offered (there
was one in June—July 2008), jump on it.

TOUR Polar Cruises (@ 888/484-2244 or
541/330-2454; www.polarcruises.com)



@ Fraser IsLAND

Fraser Island

Rainforest on the Dunes
Queensland, Australia

WITH LITTLE AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT AND A CAREFULLY MANAGED ECO-TOURISM
business, Fraser Island has escaped some of the problems that plague other nature
preserves. The island’s biggest threats are animal and plant predators, which have
migrated on their own or were introduced by people. Cane toads, rodents, and non-
native weeds are among the serious threats to this ecosystem’s delicate balance.

Sand is just sand, right? Well, Fraser Island
may change your mind about that. Lying
just south of the Great Barrier Reef, this is
the world’s biggest sand island, an eco-
logical marvel where ancient eucalyptus
rainforest actually grows out of the dunes.
With dunes as high as 240m (787 ft.), and
gorgeous ocher-colored cliffs dramatically
sculpted by erosion, it's a unique ecosys-
tem—and still evolving, with strong south-
easterly winds visibly shifting the dunes a
couple meters every year.

With no towns and few facilities, apart
from low-profile eco-tourism resorts,
Fraser Island is maintained as a no-frills
destination for folks who love wildlife bet-
ter than the wild life. It's a place for camp-
ing out, bird-watching, and bush walking
through eucalyptus woods and low-lying
“wallum” heaths that offer a spectacular
wildflower display every spring and sum-
mer. Its fringing wetlands feature pristine
mangrove colonies, seagrass beds, and up
to 40,000 shorebirds, an important migra-
tory rest stop on the route to Siberia. Rare,
vulnerable, or endangered species include
dugongs, turtles, lllidge’s ant-blue butter-
flies, and eastern curlews; possums and
swamp wallabies thrive in its swamps.
Some 354 different species of birds have
been recorded here, including the rare
ground parrot, easily spotted in the heath-
lands.

It's also a place for swimming, with
more than 100 little freshwater lakes dot-
ting the island’s interior, ringed with daz-
zling white sand that’s pure silica. Some,

like brilliant blue Lake McKenzie, sprang
up when water filled hardened hollows in
the dunes; others, like emerald-green Lake
Wabby, were created when shifting dunes
dammed up a stream. The astonishing
purity of these inland waters (the major
pollution source is tourists’ sunscreen)
ironically make them a poor environment
for fish.

At 75-Mile Beach, a surf-pounded Pacific
beach running the length of the island,
treacherous offshore currents and shoals
full of sharks make it a risky swimming
spot, but the rippling sand here is as hard-
packed as cement, making it ideal for

Fraser Island’s Maheno shipwreck.
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driving four-wheel-drive vehicles (the only
cars allowed on this island) and for landing
small sightseeing planes. Arusted wrecked
luxury steamship, the Maheno, sits right
on the beach, which you can explore—a
rare chance for nondivers to see a ship-
wreck up close. At the northern end of the
beach, you can dip into the ocean in the
spalike bubbling waters of the Champagne
Pools (also called the Aquarium for their
tide-pool marine life), shallow pockets of
soft sand protected from the waves by a
natural rock barrier.

From August through October, Fraser
Island is one of Australia’s best sites for
seeing humpback whales returning to

Antarctica with their calves in tow (book
whale-watch tours, as well as dolphin- or
manatee-spotting tours, from local
resorts). Dingos run wild here, one of the
purest populations anywhere—what’s
more Australian than that?

@ Fraser Island, Australia (www.fraser
island.net)

)—)- Hervey Bay

= $$$ Kingfisher Bay Resort, west
coast (@ 61/1800/072 555 or 61/7/4120
3333; www.kingfisherbay.com). $$ Fraser
Island Retreat, Happy Valley (@ 61/7/
4127 9144; www.fraserislandco.com.au).

Bali

Trouble in Shangri-La
Indonesia

ONLY ABOUT 387% OF INDONESIA’S PRISTINE FORESTS REMAIN, AND MUCH OF THE DESTRUCTION
has taken place in the past few years due to wholesale burning by businesses and locals
to create farmland and make charcoal. Peat-bog burning, to make room for palm oil
farms, releases thousands of tons of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.

What a canny choice of location for the
December 2007 U.N.-sponsored confer-
ence on global warming. White sand
beaches, sparkling blue seas, lush gar-
dens, and a wide assortment of luxury
resorts—a perfect setting for those envi-
ronmental delegates, for if they began to
get depressed about the fate of the planet,
all they had to do was look out the window
and they’d feel just fine.

Bali seems to have it all—exotic South-
east Asian culture, tropical Pacific natural
beauty, and a tourism infrastructure that
can coddle even the most finicky Western
travelers. But on closer inspection, Bali
also has degraded offshore coral reefs, a
deforested interior, waterways polluted
and clogged by plastic waste, and a loca-
tion right in prime tsunami territory, at the
mercy of rising oceans. The December

2004 tsunami that laid waste to Sumatra
and southern Thailand could just have eas-
ily have swept over Bali, which lies close to
the same fault line. The government is
finally addressing its internal issues, with
aggressive measures to promote recy-
cling and to reclaim damaged mangrove
stands and upland forests. But when it
comes to global warming, the problems
require international action—it's more
than one little Indonesian Shangri-La can
solve on its own. Unfortunately, if action
isn’t taken soon, destinations like Bali will
pay the price first.

It's not as if the resort developers
haven't discovered Bali. You can stay at a
five-star property in the manicured beach
resort enclave of Nusa Dua and have no
idea that you're in a foreign country at all.
But stay inland instead in the town of Ubud



and you'll have more contact with the
Balinese people, as well as a better sense
of the island’s volcanic topography. River
rafting on the Ayung River, through phos-
phorescent rice paddies and deep-cut
jungle gorges, is one tempting option; day
hikes to neighboring villages and into the
hills are also popular. Animal lovers may
want to visit Elephant Safari Park, Jalan
Bypass Ngurah Rai, Pesanggaran (@ 361/
721480) or Monkey Forest (at the end of
Monkey Forest Rd., naturally), although
both attractions are a bit zoolike and
hokey; even better, try a bird-watching
walk with naturalist Victor Mason (©) 361/
975009 or 812/3913801) to study some of
Bali’s 100 tropical species.

Day trips to the active volcanoes of
Gunung Agung and/or Gunung Batur give
a fascinating insight into this region’s

@ THe FALKLAND ISLANDS

geothermal instability. Ubud’s also within
handy distance of resortlike activities such
as surfing at Kuta or lolling on the wide
beach at Jimbaran Bay. After all, what's
the point of visiting Shangri-La without at
least a little hedonism?

(@ www.bali-paradise.com. www.indo.
com. www.baliguide.com.

))- Ngurah Rai

k== $$$ Maya Ubud, Gulung Sari Pelia-
tan, Ubud (@® 62/361/977888; www.
mayaubud.com). $$ Alam Sari, Keliki,
Tromoi Pos 03, Kantor Pos Tegallalang,
Ubud (@ 62/361/240308; www.alamsari.
com).

TOUR Bali Adventure Tours (@) 62/361/
721480; www.baliadventuretours.com)

The Falkland Islands

Penguin Paradise
Off the Coast of Argentina

SEWAGE AND GARBAGE DUMPED BY LOCAL SANITATION COMPANIES, THE SHIPPING INDUSTRY,
and fishing boats threaten marine life in the Falkland Islands. Penguin, elephant seal, and
sea lion populations have declined and are increasingly vulnerable to pollution, dis-
carded fishing equipment, and oil slicks; they often either ingest or become entangled in
plastic rope, soda can holders, and plastic bottles.

Say “Falkland Islands” and most folks will
recall late-night comedians joking over
Argentina’s quixotic 1982 invasion of this
virtually unknown British possession. But
say “Falkland Islands” to an ornithologist
and he’ll see something way different: a
sunny vision of penguins, seals, and alba-
trosses, frolicking on unspoiled rocky
islands.

Sketch in an image of offshore oil rigs,
though, and it's a darker picture indeed.
One of the reasons Britain fought to retain
this offshore territory was the promise of
oil here, 482km (300 miles) off Argentina’s
Atlantic coast. As plans to develop that oil
proceed apace, environmentalists scramble

to assess the impact on the islands’
extraordinary wildlife. One thing is sure: It
won't be good.

Often lumped into an Antarctic cruise
itinerary (see Antarctica, p. 17), the Falk-
lands—also known as the Malvinas—
deserve a visit on their own merits.
Individual tourists (and there aren’t many)
can fly in from Santiago, Chile, though there
is also a weekly RAF charter from the U.K.
Instead of daredevil glacier climbing, Falk-
lands visitors enjoy more contemplative
pursuits such as photography, birding,
cross-country tramping, and trout fishing.
Penguins are the stars of the show, with no
fewer than five varieties colonizing the
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islands’ white sandy beaches: gentoo (chin-
strap), Magellanic (jackass), macaroni, rock-
hopper, and king penguins. Sea lions, fur
seals, and elephant seals hide in the tall tus-
sock grass, alongside tiny spiky tussock
birds; rare seabirds such as the black-
browed albatross, the giant petrel, and the
striated caracara (known here as the Johnny
rook) roost on tiny rocky sanctuaries scat-
tered around the two main islands. Local
tour companies will help you organize the
4WD vehicles or small planes you may need
to reach the more remote wildlife spots.
The Falklands have their own defiantly
unglitzy charm, the no-nonsense air of a
distant outpost where the settlers simply
soldier on. Residents cling to a sense of
empire, with the Union Jack proudly on
display; the port town of Stanley has a
Victorian air, though most houses sport
gaily colored tin roofs that look more like
Reykjavik than Dover. Southerly as they
are, the Falklands are still in the temperate

zone, with temperatures similar to Lon-
don’s; even in the depths of winter the sun
shines at least 6 hours a day. The land-
scape is a scrubby, hardy terrain of eroded
peat and rocky scree, where dwarf shrubs
stand in for trees. But those penguins,
they think the island is paradise—and
naturalists would like to keep it that way.

(@ Falkland Islands Tourist Board
(@ 500/22215; www.visitorfalklands.com)

)-)- Mount Pleasant

k= $$ Malvina House Hotel, 3 Ross
Rd., Stanley (@ 500/21355). $$ Upland
Goose Hotel, 22 Ross Rd., Stanley
(@ 500/21455).

TOUR Falkland Islands Holidays (@ 500/
22622; www.falklandislandsholidays.com).
International Tours and Travel (© 500/
22041; www.falklandstravel.com). Polar
Cruises (@) 888/484-2244; www.polar
cruises.com).

Assateague Island
Do the Pony on the Eastern Shore

Eastern Shore, Maryland & Virginia

MOST OF THE PROBLEMS FACING ASSATEAGUE ISLAND ARE MAN-MADE: POPULATION GROWTH
in neighboring areas, which affects water quality, marine life, and vegetation in the bay
and ocean; threats from recreational boaters and clam fishermen; and jetties that inhibit

the natural flow of sediment.

Legend has it that the ponies swam ashore
from a shipwrecked Spanish galleon centu-
ries ago, washing up on this barrier island off
of Virginia’s Eastern Shore. The truth may be
a little more prosaic; more likely they were
put there in the late 1600s by English settlers
who found the island a natural corral, but at
this point it hardly matters. They're shaggy,
sturdy little wild horses, running free on this
one narrow barrier island. How cool is that?

Misty of Chincoteague was one of my
favorite books as a child—it's practically

required reading for any girl in her “horse
phase”—and as every Misty-lover knows,
they may be called Chincoteague ponies
but they are really from Assateague Island.
Neighboring Chincoteague Island comes
into the picture because every July, Chin-
coteague townsfolk row over to uninhab-
ited Assateague, round up the tough feral
ponies, make them swim across the nar-
row channel separating the two islands,
and sell the foals to raise money for the
local fire department.



Assateague ponies.

But 37-mile-long (60km) Assateague is
also a prime Atlantic flyway habitat where
peregrine falcons, snow geese, great blue
heron, and snowy egrets have been
sighted. Dolphins swim off shore; bald
eagles soar overhead. Like most of the
Eastern Shore, it's a tranquil, wind-ruffled
shoreland with a lot of wildlife refuges and
weather-beaten charm. Lying close to
heavily populated areas, however, its deli-
cate coastal environment is threatened by
recreational boating, commercial clam
fishery, and agricultural runoff pollution.
Every year the island moves closer to the
mainland, as its oceanward beaches erode
and sediment fills in the landward shore.

A causeway connects Chincoteague to
the mainland, and another causeway leads
to Assateague, though a strict quota sys-
tem controls the number of cars on
Assateague at any one time. Since the
island lies partly in Maryland, partly in Vir-
ginia, half of the horses live in a state park
on the Maryland side, while the other half
live in Virginia’s national wildlife refuge.
It’s the herd from this refuge that supplies
ponies for the annual Chincoteague
roundup, which sustains the herd at a
manageable size; the Maryland herd,

@ ASSATEAGUE ISLAND

unculled, exerts constant pressure on its
marshy grazing lands.

Wildlife cruises operate from either
Chincoteague or nearby Ocean City, Mary-
land, taking visitors to explore the coasts
of the island. Narrated bus tours also run
along a paved 4i/-mile (7.2km) Wildlife
Drive through the marshes of the Chin-
coteague refuge (you can also walk or
cycle along the road, or drive your own car
after 3pm). At the end of the main road,
you come to the Assateague National Sea-
shore, a pristine beach with bathhouses,
lifeguards, and a visitor center. It's a great
place to settle on the sand, feel the wind in
your face, and imagine the ghost of a
wrecked Spanish galleon.

(@ chincoteague National Wildlife
Refuge, Assateague Island, VA (® 757/
336-3696; www.nps.gov/asis)

)-)r Norfolk

=== $$$ Island Motor Inn Resort, 4391
N. Main St., Chincoteague (@ 757/336-
3141; www.islandmotorinn.com). $$ Ref-
ugelnn, 7058 MaddoxBlvd., Chincoteague
(@ 888/868-6400 or 757/336-5511; www.
refugeinn.com).
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The San Juan Islands

Nature’s Patchwork Marvel in Puget Sound
Washington State

POPULATION GROWTH IN THE SAN JUAN ISLANDS HAS INCREASED GROUND AND WATER
pollution, while legions of commercial and private whale-watchers disturb whales and
other marine creatures. Overfishing and habitat destruction have severely limited (in
some cases to extinction) wild runs of salmon, which force whales and other marine
mammals to deplete local fish resources or leave the area to find food.

Standing on the deck of a Puget Sound
ferryboat, gazing at the snowcapped
peaks of the Olympic Peninsula, it seems
odd to imagine the thickly strewn San Juan
Islands surrounding your boat as moun-
tain peaks themselves. But today this
ancient range, submerged at the end of
the lastice age, is simply dwarfed by those
towering youngsters across the way.

Now here’s the twist: The Olympic range
casts what’s called a “rainshadow” over the
sound, blocking the rainfall that soaks most
of the Northwest. As a result, the San Juan
Islands are a rare mosaic of microclimates,
some rainforest, some desert, often on the
same islands. Here you'll find rare and
endangered plants, such as the brittle cac-
tus, the naked broomrape, and the golden
paintbrush, alongside patches of ferns,
mosses, and lichens, and old-growth for-
ests of cedar, hemlock, yew, and alder.
These tiny specialized habitats are often
unrecognized, tucked away in crevices of
coastal cliffs, in a patch of grassland or
small stand of trees. They’re not big enough
to be marked as nature preserves—but
they need to be preserved all the same.

The SanJuan archipelago has 175 islands
big enough to be given names; another
500 or so smaller outcroppings punctuate
the waters in between, accessible only by
boat. Ferries visit only four islands (San
Juan, Orcas, Lopez, and Shaw), and only
those first three have tourist accommoda-
tions. For years, the San Juans preserved
unspoiled habitats, with approximately 83
islands designated wildlife refuges. The

San Juans have the largest breeding popu-
lation of bald eagles in the United States,
and they’re a magnet for migrating wild-
life—not only orcas and minke whales
(whale-watching expeditions set out from
all the main harbors June-Sept), but also
trumpeter swans, snow geese, and
salmon. You're likely to spot dall por-
poises, Steller sea lions, harbor seals, and
brown river otters, too, especially if you
venture around in a kayak.

Unfortunately, all this natural beauty
may be the islands’ undoing. The word is
out, and San Juan County has attracted so
many new residents, its population has
almost tripled since 1990. As more and
more homes are crowded onto the islands,
less land is open to shelter those fragile
microclimates. Alien species such as red
foxes and rabbits overrun some islands,
crowding out native species. An upsurge
in tourism is also a problem, as more
hikers tramp through its parks and venture
too close to seabird-nesting areas or the
rocky coves where harbor seals bask. The
popularity of boating around these islands
has begun to wreak havoc with its off-
shore eelgrass and kelp beds, so vital for
sustaining marine life.

Visit the San Juan Islands if at all possi-
ble—but be the best sort of visitor you
can. Stay on walking paths, observe beach
closures, moor your boat only at desig-
nated sites, and deal with eco-conscious
tour groups. It's the least a nature lover
can do.




(@ San Juan Islands Visitors Bureau
(@ 888/468-3701 or 360/468-3663; www.
travelsanjuans.com)

)-)- San Juan, Orcas, and Lopez islands

=y $$$ Lakedale Resort, 4313 Roche
HarborRd., FridayHarbor (#)800/617-2267
or 360/378-2350; www.lakedale.com). $$

© Iste RovaLe NATIONAL PARK

Lopez Islander Resort, Fisherman Bay
Rd., Lopez Island (@ 800/736-3434 or
360/468-2233; www.lopezislander.com).

TOUR San Juan Safaris (©) 800/450-6858
or 360/378-1323; www.sanjuansafaris.
com). Deer Harbor Charters (©) 800/544-
5758 or 360/376-5989; www.deerharbor
charters.com).

Isle Royale National Park
Lake Woods Wilderness by Design

Michigan

CLIMATE CHANGE HAS PUT ISLE ROYALE'S MOOSE AND WOLF POPULATIONS AT RISK. RISING
summer temperatures and thriving ticks weaken moose and limit their appetite, making
it harder for them to survive the harsh winters. Fewer moose mean less food for wolves.
Air pollution, rising mercury levels in fish, and federal policies that divert funds away from
restoration also contribute to a decline in this national landmark.

In most other national parks, you have to
worry about whether the parking lot is full.
At Isle Royale, you worry about low lake
levels. If boats can’t maneuver past Lake
Superior’s treacherous rocks, you just
can't get here.

Inaccessibility is part of the deal at Isle
Royale—that’s why it’s so unspoiled. This
45-mile-long (72km) island gets fewer visi-
tors in an entire season than Yosemite
may get in just 1 day. Since 1976 it's been
a designated wilderness area, which speci-
fies that 99% of the island must remain
undeveloped, roadless backcountry; in
1980, it was designated an International
Biosphere Reserve. There’s an oasis of
creature comforts at Rock Harbor, with its
rustic resort hotel and limited services at a
couple other ports around the island; only
a few steps from those areas you plunge
deep in Northwoods solitude.

Thick forests cover the island today, but
that’s deceptive; it's anything but virgin
wilderness. Native Americans mined cop-
per here since time immemorial; French fur
trappers exploited its wealth of beaver; a
19th-century copper boom sank numerous

The rocky Isle Royale coast.
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pits into its bedrock. Yet nature has a way
of reclaiming its territory, and Isle Royale
stands as a pristine example of how wil-
derness can be resurrected. These may be
second-growth forests, but they’re so
dense and rich with wildlife, it doesn’t mat-
ter. The predominant species used to be
lynx and caribou, which are now extinct,
but in their place Isle Royale has moose
and wolves, introduced from the main-
land—the only place in the world where
these two populations coexist in such bal-
ance. Bears and raccoons, common on the
nearest mainland, never arrived here, but
mink, ermines, and otters, as well as the
native red squirrel, thrive. Grebes and loon
breed in its wetlands, while great horned
owls, pileated woodpeckers, and yellow-
bellied sapsuckers nest in the forest tops.

Glaciers left this outcropping of land—
the largest island in the world’s largest
freshwater lake—pocked with lakes and
bogs, carving ancient volcanic rock into
one long jagged ridge along its spine.
Canoes and kayaks can be rented at Rock
Harbor or Windigo to explore the shore-
line or penetrate the wilderness. Anglers
fish in its teeming inland lakes; scuba
divers scout out numerous wrecks off

shore, testament to Lake Superior’'s dan-
gerous shoals. Park rangers lead daily
walks ranging from bird-watching to visit-
ing the many lighthouses that protect Isle
Royale’s shores.

Ferries run from Copper Harbor (the Isle
Royale, @ 906/289-4437) and Houghton,
Michigan (the Ranger Il icebreaker, @ 906/
482-0984, which can carry smaller boats);
and Grand Portage, Minnesota (the Voya-
geur Il and Wenonah, @ 888/746-2305 or
715/392-2100). Seaplanes can be booked
out of Houghton, Michigan (Royale Air
Service, @ 877/359-4753 or 218/721-
0405; www.royaleairservice.com). These
services, however, only run from late
spring through early fall. The rest of the
year, Isle Royale is left to the wolves and
the moose—as it should be.

(@ 1sle Royale National Park, 800 E.
Lakeshore Dr., Houghton, Ml (@ 906/
482-0984; www.nps.gov/isro)

== $$$ Rock Harbor Lodge, Isle Roy-
ale National Park (@ 906/337-4993 in
summer, @ 866/644-2003 in winter; www.
rockharborlodge.com)

Santa Catalina Island

Snorkeling for Dear Life
Southern California

DESPITE BEING BANNED DECADES AGO, TOXIC CHEMICALS THAT WERE DUMPED IN THE CHANNEL
continue to contaminate the natural habitat of birds, fish, and mammals, and disrupt
their ability to breed. Sewage pollution and climate change-related weather events have
increased ocean temperatures and now threaten native food supplies.

When chewing-gum magnate William
Wrigley, Jr., fell in love with Catalina Island
in 1915, he did what any self-respecting
tycoon would do: He built an Art Deco
resort town and invited A-list friends like
Laurel and Hardy, Cecil B. DeMille, John
Wayne, and even Winston Churchill to
enjoy it with him. But, luckily, Wrigley was

also a nature lover. Determined to pre-
serve his own private Eden, he kept 88% of
the island off limits to development.
Wrigley’s forethought ensured that
this little island, only 22 miles (35km) off
the Southern California coast, would feel
like another world from the Los Angeles
metro sprawl. The elegant Art Deco and



Spanish-Mediterranean architecture of
car-free Avalon, with its relaxed resort vibe,
is nicely complemented by the well-preserved
native Californian landscape of its rugged,
hilly interior. In 1975 Wrigley’s estate
deeded most of the interior outright to the
Catalina Island Conservancy (@ 310/
510-2595; www.catalinaconservancy.org),
which has vigorously protected his legacy.
But these days the conservancy has its
hands full.

Sewage pollution, sea otter hunting, sea
urchin grazing, and elevated temperatures
caused by El Nifio events have reduced
the lush stands of giant kelp that make this
one of the West Coast’s best snorkeling
sites. (Luckily, marine reserves had already
been set up at Lover’s Cove, Casino
Point, Toyon Bay, and Blue Cavern
Point, where the snorkeling is still superb.)
There are too many mule deer—a non-
native species introduced years ago as wild
game—and not enough of the native foxes.
Wildfire—an inescapable part of nature’s
cycle in Southern California—devastated
4,750 acres (1,922 hectares) of the island
in May 2007. But the worst problem is
much more intractable: 25 years of DDT
and PCBs being dumped across the chan-
nel that separates it from Los Angeles.
Though the dumping was stopped in the
early 1970s, tons of DDT and PCBs still lie
on the ocean floor off the Palos Verde pen-
insula. Artificial reefs have been created
around the island to protect its fish, and
conservancy naturalists zealously protect

@ THE ADIRONDACKS

the nesting sites of native eagles. Whether
they can turn the tide is still uncertain.

To get to Catalina, depart from either
San Pedro or Long Beach on the Catalina
Express ferryboat (@ 800/481-3470;
www.catalinaexpress.com) or Island
Express helicopters (@ 800/2-AVALON
[228-2566]; www.islandexpress.com).
Arriving in resortlike Avalon, the island’s
port and only town, be sure to visit the
Wrigley Botanical Garden in Avalon
(@ 310/510-2288), which is like a mini-
course in the botany of California’s coastal
islands. To explore the interior, you'll need
to hike or mountain bike (Catalina strin-
gently limits the number of cars on its
roads), or take a 4-hour tour with Discov-
ery Tours (@ 800/626-1496; www.SCicO.
com), which also runs underwater tours of
the kelp forest and nighttime trips to
observe flying fish. Don’t be surprised if
you see buffalo roaming the range, the
offspring of a few movie-prop bison
imported in 1929—just another of the
quirks that makes Catalina so special.

@ Catalina Island Visitors Bureau,
Green Pleasure Pier, Avalon, CA (@ 310/
510-1520; www.catalina.com)

)-} Los Angeles International

=y $$ Hotel Vista Del Mar, 417
Crescent Ave. (@ 310/510-1452; www.
hotel-vistadelmar.com). $ Hotel Catalina
(@ 800/540-0184 or 310/510-0027).

Ecosystems in Transition

The Adirondacks
Getting Wet & Wild

Upper New York State

WHEN ADIRONDACK STATE PARK WAS CREATED IN 1892, THE STATE CONSTITUTION DECLARED
its public lands would be “forever kept as wild forest land.” Today, the park is interlaced
by developed areas, heavily used by nature lovers, and under assault by non-native spe-
cies, but area residents are working with conservation groups to keep its remaining wild

areas pristine.
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The Adirondacks.

Yes, the Adirondacks has several ski
resorts and has hosted two Winter Olym-
pic games. Yes, it has strips of motels and
lakefronts crowded with vacation homes.
But this New York State park covers 6 mil-
lion acres (2.5 million hectares); there’s
plenty of room left for woods and wilder-
ness. And the heart of the park are its
lakes, some 3,000 lakes and ponds that
are deliberately left inaccessible, con-
nected not by highways but by 1,500 miles
(2,414km) of rivers.

Naturally, it's difficult to police such a
large water system. Inevitably, some rec-
reational boat or piece of fishing gear will
enter a lake bearing fragments of some
invasive species, and it doesn’t take much
to set off an epidemic. Take, for example,
the Eurasian watermilfoil, a scraggly herb
which not only crowds out native species
on the lake bottom, it can tangle boat
propellers and trap swimmers. First spot-
ted in Lake George, the watermilfoil has
spread to more than 45 of the Adiron-
dacks’ over 3,000 lakes, including such
jewels as Shroon Lake and Saranac Lake.

Adirondack residents are declaring war,
doing everything from introducing grass
carp (sterile ones that won’t breed and
create a new invasion) to stretching sheets
of plastic over the watermilfoil beds to
block out the sunlight they need to grow.

The best way to appreciate this huge
park is to canoe through it, slipping along
quiet rivers onto forested lakes. The only
sounds you may hear are birdcalls and the
dip of your paddle as it slices through the
glassy water. Keep an eye out for white-
tailed deer, red fox, and beaver; if you're
really lucky, you may surprise a moose.
The three connected Saranac lakes are
good for day trips, and in the Tupper Lake
area, there’s a popular route along the
Raclette River. The classic Adirondacks
canoeing experience, however, is the
Seven Carries Route through the gorgeous
St. Regis Canoe Wilderness north of Sara-
nac Lake, visiting all three of the St. Regis
lakes and several secluded ponds, a trip
that may take 3 or 4 days (free campsites
are plentiful along most of these routes for
overnight stays). If you need more of an
adrenaline rush, the 17-mile-long (27km)
Hudson River Gorge near Indian Lake
offers some spectacular whitewater raft-
ing. And if dropping a line into a mirror-
calm lake isn’t enough for you, put on
some hip waders and cast your fly into the
churning rapids of the Ausable River. How
you use the water is up to you—but enjoy
its pristine beauty while you can.

(1) Adirondack Regional Tourism Coun-
cil (@® 518/846-8016; www.adirondacks.
org)

)-} Saranac Lake

== $$ Hotel Saranac, 101 Main St.,
Saranac Lake (@ 800/937-0211 or 518/
891-2200; www.hotelsaranac.com)

CAMPING Saranac Lake Islands (©) 518/
891-3170; www.dec.ny.gov/outdoor/
24496.html), accessible only by canoes

TOUR Adirondack Lakes and Trails Out-
fitters, 168 Lake Flower Ave., Saranac
Lake (@ 518/891-7450; www.adirondack
outfitters.com). St. Regis Canoe Outfit-
ters, 9 Dorsey St., Saranac Lake (@ 518/
891-1838; www.canoeoutfitters.com).



@ AraLAcHICOLA BLUFFs & RAVINES PRESERVE

Ecosystems in Transition

Apalachicola Bluffs & Ravines Preserve
Flooding the Florida Plain

Bristol, Florida

THIS CAREFULLY RESTORED LANDSCAPE, HOME TO MANY RARE SPECIES OF PLANTS AND
animals—some found nowhere else on earth—and its environmental riches are threat-
ened on all sides by a maelstrom of competing commercial and residential demands.
Preserving it for future generations will be an ongoing challenge.

Everybody wants a piece of the Apalachi-
cola River. Fishermen want it to provide
them with largemouth bass, striped bass,
and catfish. Boaters want it to float their
houseboats and river cruisers. The sea-
food industry wants it to feed the produc-
tive oyster beds in Apalachicola Bay.
Naturalists want it to nurture waterfowl
and endangered mussels and sturgeon.
Communities along the entire river sys-
tem—which stretches from northwest
Georgia along the Flint and Chattahoochee
rivers to the Florida border, where they
merge underneath Lake Seminole and
become the 106-mile-long (171km) Apala-
chicola—want it to provide clean drinking
water, not to mention water for irrigation
and hydropower.

Even in good years, these conflicting
needs compete, and it doesn’t help that
three different states (Georgia, Alabama,
and Florida) are all involved. In a drought
year (like 2007), it can be a fight to the
death.

The Apalachicola, like most rivers, is
threatened by pollution and by the impact
of upriver dams on its natural seasonal
levels. Plus, years of dredging by the Army
Corps of Engineers has smothered shore
habitats with dredged-up sand and gravel.
The Corps’s intention was to improve the
river for navigation, but few commercial
barges really use the river, and there’s
surprisingly little recreational boating
either.

Featured in the film Ulee’s Gold, the
lower Apalachicola—Florida’s largest
floodplain—is an area known not only for

bass fishing and quail hunting but for rais-
ing tupelo honey, a precious variety made
by bees who feed around the increasingly
rare tupelo tree. Today it encompasses
several protected areas: Apalachicola
National Forest, Torreya State Park, Tates
Hell State Forest, the Apalachicola Wildlife
and Environmental Area, and the Apala-
chicola Bluffs and Ravines Preserve,
which is run by the Nature Conservancy.

At the preserve, a 3.8-mile (6km) nature
trail—aptly named the Garden of Eden
trail—winds through a mix of rare habi-
tats. First comes a recently restored long-
leaf pine/wiregrass uplands (look for
Florida yew trees, once of the world’s rar-
est evergreens, as well as the magnolias
and oak-leaf hydrangea). Then you’ll pass
through dramatic steephead ravines, a
rare geological feature that nurtures
unique species such as the Apalachicola
dusky salamander. On the sand hills, in
spring you'll see wildflowers like trillium,
wild ginger, and Gholson’s blazing star; in
fall, toothed basil and lopsided Indian
grass.

The trail ends on a panoramic bluff 135
feet (41m) above the Apalachicola River,
where bald eagles, Mississippi kites, and
swallowtail kites swoop overhead. It's a
breathtaking view of a landscape painstak-
ingly preserved. Will politics prevent sav-
ing the rest of it? Stay tuned.

@ Apalachicola Bluffs and Ravines
Preserve, off State Rd. 12, Bristol, FL
(@ 850/643-2756)
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ﬂ @ Places to See the Last Healthy Coral Reefs

Scuba divers will testify—there’s no more jaw-dropping sight than a healthy coral reef,
with its vivid colors, mazy shapes, quicksilver fish, and dreamy anemones. But a quarter
of the world’s coral reefs are now dead, and marine biologists estimate that 70% could
be gone by 2020. We wouldn’t just lose those coral palaces; the species they shelter
will have no other home (one quarter of all fish species dwell only in coral reefs). Sure,
some reefs are more imperiled than others, but make no mistake—they are all at risk.

These 10 still-pristine reefs argue persuasively for saving the rest:

@ Biscayne National Park Pulsing with parrotfish and angelfish, gently rocking
sea fans, sea turtles, and dolphins, Biscayne Bay’s reef shelters some 512 species, all
told. Daily snorkel/dive tours and glass-bottomed boat tours are offered by Bis-
cayne National Underwater Park, Inc. (® 305/230-1100). Biscayne National Park.
© 305/230-7275. www.nps.gov/bisc.

@ Bonaire Thanks to the pioneering Bonaire Marine Park—which includes
80-plus dive sites along with permanent boat moorings and attentive rangers—this
Caribbean island’s reefs remain in prime condition. It’s a haven for over 355 species
from beautiful parrotfish and damselfish to huge groupers and tough moray eels.
Operators include Dive Il (©® 599/717-8285) and Bonaire Dive and Adventures
(® 5991717-2229). infoBonaire. @ 800/BONAIRE [266-2473]. www.infobonaire.com.

@ saba Saba may look tiny and rocky above the water, but undersea it’s got a wealth
of dive sites, especially around a number of spiky offshore pinnacles, richly encrusted
with coral and sponges. The protected Saba Marine Park, Ford Bay (©® 599/416-
3295), circles the entire island, including four seamounts (underwater mountains),
more than two dozen marked and buoyed dive sites, and a snorkeling trail. Operators
include Sea Saba Dive Center in Windwardside (@ 599/416-2246) and Saba Deep
Dive Center in Fort Bay (@ 599/416-3347). Saba Tourist Bureau. www.sabatourism.com.

e @ Cozumel Off the Yucatan coast, Cozumel is often

rated the top dive site in the Western Hemisphere, with
= spectacular reefs built up by a strong (and somewhat
tricky) coastal current. Known for its dramatic underwa-
ter topography of steep drop-offs and underground
& caverns, it's best navigated with seasoned dive opera-
tors like Aqua Safari (© 52/987/872-0101; www.
aquasafari.com) or Liquid Blue Divers (@) 52/987/869-

0593; www.liquidbluedivers.com). Cozumel Official Site
Cozumel. (www.islacozumel.com.mx).

@ Great Barrier Reef Australia’s Great Barrier Reef is so immense, it’s visible from
the moon. Snorkelers can view the reef’s profuse marine life in the shallow waters
around the coral cay of Green Island or sandy Beaver Cay, an hour’s boat ride
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from Mission Beach, south of Cairns. Scuba divers may prefer the dazzling reef archi-
tecture out on the rainforested islands of the Outer Reef: Base yourself in the Whit-
sunday Islands, where operators such as Reef Dive (© 61/7/4946 6508) and Kelly
Dive (@ 61/7/4946 6122) explore the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park. Great Barrier Reef
Visitors Bureau. @ 07/3876 4644. www. great-barrier-reef.com.

@ Tumbalen Perhaps the most diverse coastal environment in the world lies on
the east end of Bali, where divers spot many small, fugitive species that exist
nowhere else on earth. The most spectacular reefs are offshore from Amuk Bay and
the Lombok Strait harbor. Base yourself in the small resort town of Candi Dasa,
where storefront dive operators abound, or the nearby fishing village Padangbai, the
base of Geko Divers (@ 62/363/41516; gekodive@indosat.net.id). Bali Paradise Online
(www.bali-paradise.com).

@ Wwakatobi National Marine Park Set up in the mid-1990s in southeast
Sulawesi, Indonesia, this remote four-island marine preserve is reachable only from
the Wakatobi Dive Resort. It's a spectacular reef with astonishing diversity and some
truly beautiful coral formations, both hard and soft. More than 40 dive sites are avail-
able, many of them quite shallow. @ 62/868/121 22355.

@ Rock Islands, Palau Thanks to a decade-old ban on commercial fishery, threat-
ened shark, barracuda, and wrasse species thrive off the deep drop-offs of this Pacific
chain of limestone islands, some 805km (500 miles) west of the Philippines. Of its 76
dive sites, 20 feature shipwrecks. Operators include Fish and Fins (@ 680/488-2637;
www.fishnfins.com) and Neco’s Marine (@ 680/488-1755; www.necomarine.com).

© The Maldives Scattered around this low-lying
Indian Ocean chain of coral islands, several relatively |
isolated atolls offer unspoiled diving around technicol-
ored reefs. Barracuda, batfish, unicornfish, fusiliers,
and harlequin sweetlips patrol the warm, remarkably
clear water. Live-aboard boats let you explore the more &
remote sites: Try the MV Sea Queen or MV Sea Spirit
(@® 44 845 130 7210; www.scubascuba.com), or the
Manthiri (©) 960/332-5634; www.manthiri.com). www.
maldives.com.

@ cape Verde Islands Tourism hasn’t yet over- The Maldives' underwater reefs.
whelmed this Portuguese colonial outpost in the Atlan-

tic, west of Africa. Its lava shoal reefs—many of which formed around shipwrecks—
are rich in marine life, including manta rays, sharks, tuna, dolphins, and turtles, not
to mention underwater flora and surprising caves. Humpback and gray whale migra-
tions in March and April are an added attraction. www.caboverde.com.
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)-} Panama City or Tallahassee

k== $$ Gibson Inn, 51 Ave. C, Apalachi-
cola (@ 850/653-2191; www.gibsoninn.

Ecosystems in Transition

com). $$$ Apalachicola River Inn, 123
Water St., Apalachicola (@ 850/653-8139;
www.apalachicolariverinn.com).

The Okefenokee Swamp
The Murky Mysteries of Georgia’s Wet Wilderness

Georgia

THE OKEFENOKEE SWAMP IS WILD, BUT FAR FROM UNTOUCHED. HUMAN ACTIVITIES FROM
logging to upstream development have unbalanced the swamp’s delicate ecosystem.
Peat is filling in the wetlands, threatening to destroy the natural habitat of countless

plants and animals.

Over the years man has tried to tame the
great Okefenokee Swamp—and always
the swamp prevailed. Paddling around its
inky backwaters, you'll see a few aban-
doned farmsteads, a half-built drainage
canal, and ghostly remains of major log-
ging operations. Stumps of half-century-
old cypress trees thrust out of the murk,
surrounded by the slim black gum and bay
trees that defiantly sprang up to replace
them.

But human meddling inevitably has
thrown the ecosystem out of whack. In
1960, for example, sinking water levels
were raised again by the Suwanee River
Sill to such levels that no fires can cycli-
cally clear out ground vegetation. Without
the fires, increased vegetation eventually
creates peat buildups, which could turn to
solid land, altering the wetlands forever.

Meandering over 650 square miles (906
sg. km) of southeastern Georgia, cut off by
Trail Ridge from the coastal plain, this vast
wilderness is a watery mosaic of various
habitats—wet prairies, peat marsh, pine
uplands, hardwood hammocks, small
lakes and “gator holes,” and floating mats
of peat that have become their own
islands. No wonder the Creek Indians
called it “Land of the Trembling Earth.” To
keep the various interconnected habitats
in balance, 80% has been set aside as a

national wildlife refuge, which shelters
endangered and threatened species such
as the wood stork, the sandhill crane, the
red-cockaded woodpecker, the indigo
snake, the carnivorous parrot pitcher
plant, and the Florida black bear. Bobcats
prowl, marsh hares skitter for cover, and
possums (the models for the comic-strip
character Pogo) cling to tree trunks. And
yes, venomous snakes and alligators add
their notes to the deliciously creepy atmo-
sphere.

While a few park areas have been devel-
oped around the edges, with interpretive
centers, nature trails, and canoe-rental facili-
ties, no roads traverse the wilderness itself.
But there are 225 miles (362km) of marked
canoe trails, mirrorlike dark waterways
where you can glide under low-hanging
trees while keeping an eye out for alliga-
tors and an ear tuned for the rat-tat-tat of
a woodpecker or the agile slither of an
otter. For guided canoe expeditions, try the
Suwanee Canal Recreation Area, GA
Spur 121, Folkston (@ 912/496-7156); on
the eastern fringe of the wilderness con-
tact Okefenokee Adventures (© 866/
THESWAMP [843-7926] or 912/496-7156;
www.okefenokeeadventures.com). If you
want to camp deep in the wilderness,
you'll need to make reservations 2 months
in advance with the U.S. Fish and



Wildlife Service (©® 912/496-3331).
Being lulled to sleep by a chorus of a
dozen different kinds of frogs—that’s
when you know you've had the prime Oke-
fenokee experience.

(@ okefenokee National Wildlife Ref-
uge, Rte. 2, Folkston (@ 912/496-7156;
www.fws.gov/okefenokee). Okefenokee

@ THe GREENBRIER VALLEY

Swamp Park, GA 177, Waycross (© 912/
283-0583). Stephen C. Foster State
Park, GA 177, Fargo (@ 912/637-5274).

)-} Jacksonville, FL

= $$ Holiday Inn, 1725 Memorial Dr.
(@ 912/283-4490; www.holiday-inn.com).
$ Stephen C. Foster State Park, GA'77,
Fargo (@ 912/637-5274).
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The Greenbrier Valley

Appalachian Twists & Turns
Lewisburg, West Virginia

ENVIRONMENTAL DAMAGE FROM MANY YEARS OF MINING, LOGGING, AND POORLY PLANNED
development still threatens West Virginia’s most vulnerable ecosystems, including the
wild caves and limestone shale barrens in and around the Greenbrier Valley. The caverns
and the shale barrens both support many rare native species, which may be lost if the
state is unable to summon enough resources and political will to save them.

Blessed with some of the most spectacu-
lar mountain scenery in the United States,
West Virginia is also plagued by its own
hillbilly reputation. Driving along winding
back roads, you'll see an awe-inspiring
Appalachian vista one moment—and the
next, a dilapidated shack with a rusted
pickup in the yard and an immense satel-
lite dish on the roof.

Below the surface is a similar story. For
under the Appalachian mountains in
southeastern West Virginia, some 500
limestone caves harbor many vulnerable
plant and animals species—Dbats, beetles,
spiders, millipedes, shrimplike crusta-
ceans, crayfish, salamanders, you name it.
(Little known fact: Half of all the most vul-
nerable plant and animal species in the 48
contiguous United States are found only in
caves.) Yet these caves get treated with
little respect. Entire caverns have been
gobbled up by quarries, and highway and
building construction leads to cave-ins,
causing contaminated groundwater to
seep in; even cave mouths are often

plugged up with trash. Vigilant spelunkers
and cavers have saved many, but valuable
habitat is lost daily. The area’s two major
commercial caverns, Lost World Caverns
on Fairview Road in Lewisburg (@ 304/
645-6677; www.lostworldcaverns.com),
and Organ Cave on Route 63 in Ron-
ceverte (between rtes. 293 and 60; @ 304/
645-7600; www.organcave.com), both
offer wild cave tours to investigate rela-
tively unspoiled cave habitat. If that’s not
adventurous enough for you, caving expe-
ditions with ACE Adventures (www.cave-
wv.com) can take you to little-known caves
on private property.

Above ground, the limestone karst does
other weird things, too. Some of the
state’s rarest ecosystems are shale bar-
rens—dry, desertlike mountainside habi-
tats with flaky surface rock and few trees,
which harbor a number of sun-loving
endemic flora. Those species actually
resemble desert plants from the American
West much more than they do their Appa-
lachian forest neighbors. Botanists and
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geologists treasure the shale barrens, but
most West Virginians see these crumbling
steep slopes as worthless; roads and util-
ity lines bisect them, and adjacent pas-
tures often introduce aggressive, invasive
weeds (like the multiflora rose, first intro-
duced to stop erosion). Kate’s Mountain,
in the Greenbrier State Forest, has some
spectacular shale barrens; you'll find them
near the high point of the 2.1-mile (3.4km)
Rocky Ridge Trail, accessible either by hik-
ing or by car. Several rare wildflowers
were first identified by botanists on Kate’s
Mountain, including—naturally—the Kate’s
Mountain clover.

The Greenbrier State Forest is just one
section of the 79-mile (127km) Greenbrier
River Trail (www.greenbrierrivertrail.
com), a packed gravel trail that follows an
old C&O railroad bed along the Greenbrier
River. It's a spectacular place for hiking or

Ecosystems in Transition

mountain biking; interpretive signs point
out natural features along the way. West
Virginia’s made great strides in restoring
its natural wonders (just see what they’ve
done with the nearby New River Gorge in
Fayetteville)—may the trend continue!

@ Greenbrier State Forest, Caldwell,
WV (@ 304/536-1944; www.greenbriersf.
com)

)-} Greenbrier Valley, Lewisburg

= $$$ The Greenbrier, 300 W. Main
St., White Sulphur Springs (@ 800/624-
6070 or 304/536-1110; www.greenbrier.
com). $$ Old White Inn, 865 E. Main St.,
White Sulphur Springs (@ 304/536-2441).
$ Greenbrier State Forest (campsites
and cabins), exit 175 off I-64, White Sul-
phur Springs (@ 304/536-1944; www.
greenbriersf.com).

Lake Mead
Playing God with the Colorado Watershed

Boulder City, Nevada

LAKE MEAD HAS ALWAYS BEEN SOMETHING OF A MIRACLE—AN ENORMOUS FRESHWATER LAKE
in the middle of the desert—but the miracle may soon be a memory. Climate change
combined with ongoing drought conditions, upstream diversion of the Colorado River,
and escalating downstream demands for water are draining the lake and threatening to

turn it into desert again.

That wide band of rocky bleached shelf
that surrounds Lake Mead—where did
that come from? After 9 years of drought,
in 2007 the lake stood half empty, and
water management officials faced the
grim possibility that this isn’t just a cyclical
pattern.

It wasn’t part of the original plan, that’s
for sure. When Hoover Dam was com-
pleted in 1935, harnessing the mighty
Colorado River to provide electricity and
water for booming California and Arizona,
the creation of Lake Mead was icing on the
cake. At 110 miles (177km) long, it would
be the largest artificial lake in the United

States, a fantastic site for fishing and boat-
ing carved out of what had been desert.
Cupped in a basin of rainbow-colored rock
just above the gigantic concrete dam,
Lake Mead shimmers like a blue mirage
under the fierce Nevada sun.

Fed by melting snows from the western
Rockies, the Colorado River has long been
a lifeline for the arid west. In the early
1920s, Secretary of Commerce Herbert
Hoover, a civil engineer himself, urged the
Southwestern states to dam Boulder Can-
yon, not only to generate power but to
manage scarce water resources. The idea



Lake Mead.

became even more attractive during the
Depression, when huge government proj-
ects like this created vital jobs.

Is it possible that Lake Mead’s condition
is due to something more than drought?
Some observers suggest long-term cli-
mate change is to blame; others point out
that adding the Glen Canyon Dam 490
miles (789km) upriver inthe 1960s (thereby
creating Lake Powell) may have strained
the Colorado’s capacity. (Lake Mead’s
level fell noticeably for a couple of years
while Lake Powell was filling.) The mush-
rooming growth of Las Vegas, only 30
miles (48km) west, is an obvious factor,
but that’s only the tip of the iceberg. Given
the Southwest’s population growth, there
are a lot of golf courses to be watered
downstream from Lake Mead.

Meanwhile, on Lake Mead, sportsmen
and boat operators continue as before—
launching from new docks, built at the
current water line. Paddlewheeler cruises
from Lake Mead Cruises (@ 702/293-
6180; www.lakemeadcruises.com) depart
from the Nevada side of Hoover Dam, giv-
ing a running commentary on the lake’s

@ Lake Meap

wildlife and history (though they never
mention the word “drought”). If you're
piloting your own boat (rentals are avail-
able at marinas around the lake), keep an
extra careful eye out for reefs and rocks,
and that goes double for water-skiers.

Drive along the Northshore Drive to get
another perspective on the fragile Mojave
Desert environment—several short nature
trails are marked, including the .5-mile
(.8km) Redstones Trail loop at Mile 27.
Threading around its red sandstone mono-
liths, watch for ground squirrels, lizards,
scorpions, and other desert denizens—
just one more reminder that nature never
intended Lake Mead to be here.

(@) Lake Mead National Recreation
Area (@ 702/293-8906; www.nps.gov/
lame)

)-)— Las Vegas

== $$ Boulder Dam Hotel, 1305 Ari-
zona St., Boulder City, NV (@ 702/293-
3510; www.boulderdamhotel.com). $$
Lake Mead Resort, Lakeshore Scenic Dr.
(@ 800/752-9669; www.sevencrown.com).
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Sweet Grass Hills, Montana

Sacred Mountains Sacrificed
Hi-Line, Montana

RICH MINERAL DEPOSITS HAVE CAUSED TROUBLE IN THE SWEET GRASS HILLS SINCE GOLD WAS
first discovered there in the 1880s. Pegasus Gold Corporation started using cyanide
leach mining here during the 1990s, posing serious threats to water supplies, public

health, and wildlife habitat.

Looking at the three buttes towering
serenely over the Montana plains, you can
almost imagine the Blackfeet Indians
standing on the heights, searching for
bison herds to hunt. Rising nearly 2,000
feet (610m) from the grassy plain, the hills
are visible from 50 miles (80km) away, yet
as you drive toward them on Highway 2,
the backbone of the Montana Hi-Line, the
buttes never seem to get closer. They look
like orphans that wandered away from the
Rocky Mountains and got lost (indeed, the
Blackfeet myth claims that the creator
Napi used leftover stones from the Rock-
ies to make them).

The Blackfeet weren’t the only Native
American peoples to hold these hills
sacred—the Chippewa-Cree, Gros Ventre,
Salish, Kootenai, and Assiniboine tribes all
have a spiritual connection to them. Young
warriors were sent here for their vision
quests; ancient tipi rings, eagle-catching
pits, and stone cairns are hidden in its
recesses. Butin 1885 gold was struck near
Middle Butte, and the U.S. government,
which had ceded the land to the Blackfeet,
instead declared the Sweet Grass Hills
“public land.” Over the next few years,
companies hauled away gold, silver, iron,
copper, and marble; in the 1920s, oil was
discovered near West Butte, setting off
another little boom. Ranchers took over the
surrounding slopes, turning their cattle to
graze on the lush buffalo grass and sage.

By the 1990s, commercial activity had
mostly died down; rippling grass covered
the hills’ scars. Then a new threat arose.
Another mining company filed a claim to
mine for gold—this time using cyanide

leach, a much more devastating open-pit
process. Environmentalists sprang into
action, joining with Blackfeet tribal leaders
from the nearby reservation. Through law-
suits they managed to impose a 20-year
moratorium, but the legal battle is not
over yet.

The Sweet Grass Hills aren’t just a
sacred site for Native Americans; they
provide habitat for the endangered pere-
grine falcon, and for threatened elk and
deer. Located between the Canadian bor-
der and the Milk River, the buttes and their
attendant hills guard the headwaters of
the Marias River, the only aquifer that pro-
vides drinking water for this part of north-
ern Montana. While the Middle Butte, also
known historically as Gold Butte, is grassy
and open, East and West buttes are lightly
forested with lodgepole, Douglas fir, pon-
derosa pine, and limber pine, alternating
with meadows of prairie wildflowers.
Hawks and curlews ride the updrafts, and
gleaming trout muscle around the scat-
tered ponds.

Drive up the gravel road from Lothair to
Whitlash, park your car, and hike into the
trackless hills on your own vision quest.
What you'll find there will be worth more
than gold.

(1) sweet Grass Hills, between Shelby
and Havre

)-)» Great Falls

== $$ Comfort Inn, 455 McKinley, Shelby
(@ 406/434-2493; www.choicehotels.com).
$ Crossroads Inn, 1200 Hwy. 2, Shelby
(@ 800/779-7666 or 406/434-5134).
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Hell’'s Canyon
Turning Back the Wilderness Clock

Snake River, Idaho/Oregon

HELL's CANYON NATIONAL RECREATION AREA HAS BEEN GRADUALLY RECLAIMED AND RETURNED
to wilderness status after many years as farmland and pasture. But environmental
threats come in many forms. Today, Hell’s Canyon is under attack by noxious weeds such
as the yellow star thistle, which chokes out native plants, deprives 350 bird and animal
species of food and habitat, and can spread up to 7 miles (11km) in a single year.

River rafters know Hell’s Canyon, the deep-
est gorge in North America, as a great
stretch of Class -1V whitewater along the
Snake River, tracing the border between
Idaho and Oregon. Churning through for-
ested canyon walls a full mile and a half
(2.4km) high, the Snake builds up quite a
head of steam, heading toward the Colum-
bia River in Washington State.

But believe it or not, when the Hell’s
Canyon National Recreation Area (HCNRA)
Act was enacted in 1975, plans were afoot
to harness the Snake River with hydroelec-
tric dams. Luckily, the interests of wildlife
won out.

If Hell’s Canyon was going to be a wil-
derness, park management had years of
abuse to undo. Looking today at this hilly
wilderness, it's hard to imagine it as farm-
land. Yet that’s what it was, as far back as
the 1730s when the Nez Perce grazed
their horses and cattle here. Nineteenth-
century homesteaders snapped up the
level benchlands for hayfields and orchards,
while sheep and cattle were pastured on
the slopes. Native elk, deer, mountain
goats, and bighorn sheep were driven
away, unable to compete with the domes-
tic herds.

Overgrazed to exhaustion, the land was
set aside as a wildlife reserve in 1905, but
the number of grazing allotments was only
gradually reduced. By the 1970s, when
the NRA was set up, there was finally room
to reintroduce species. The deer and elk
populations rebounded, but, mysteriously,

not the bighorn sheep. It took another
decade before scientists realized that big-
horns were contracting a deadly parasite
from the remaining domestic sheep. In
1994, the last sheep grazing allotments
were removed. Slowly but surely, the big-
horns have come back—look for them on
the upper peaks and plateaus as you
explore this quintessential Western park.

The standard 3-day rafting trip covers
about 36 miles (58km), but it’s not rapids
all the way—there are plenty of placid sec-
tions where rafters can relax and enjoy
stunning views of the Seven Devils Moun-
tains and the Summit Ridge. When you're
not rafting, there’s plenty else to do—
trout fishing, swimming, short hikes to view
Native American pictographs on canyon
walls, or to find the abandoned cabins of
those early 1900s settlers. There are also
900 miles (1,448km) of riding trails, through
mountain meadows and timbered draws,
down steep trails to the canyon floor.

With such dizzying elevation changes,
native flora and fauna in Hell's Canyon
range from mountain goats and Ponde-
rosa pine on the heights to prickly-pear
cactus and rattlesnakes on the desertlike
canyon floor. Far from being hell, it's a bit
of heaven on earth—and to think we
almost lost it!

(D Hell's canyon National Recreation
Area, 88401 Hwy. 82, Enterprise, OR (@ 541/
426-5546; www.nps.gov/heca)
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)-} Lewiston, ID

TOUR Northwest Voyageurs (@ 800/
727-9977; www.voyageurs.com). O.A.R.S.
(@ 800/346-7277; www.oars.com). Zoller’s
Outdoor Odysseys (© 800/366-2004 or

Ecosystems in Transition

509/493-2641; www.snakeraft.com). Back-
country Outfitters (@ 888/420-7855;
www.backcountryoutfittersinc.com).
Steens Wilderness Adventures (@ 541/
432-6545; www.steens-packtrips.com).

Glacier National Park
Melting Under the Big Sky

West Glacier, Montana

GLOBAL WARMING IS MELTING THE GLACIERS THAT GIVE GLACIER NATIONAL PARK ITS NAME
and much of its spectacular scenery. By 2030, they all could be gone. Meanwhile, the
retreating ice is dramatically altering the alpine ecosystem, making it more vulnerable to
fire and threatening the habitat of the park’s numerous wildlife species, including large
populations of bighorn sheep, mountain goats, and grizzly bears.

Blackfeet tribes call this northern stretch
of the Continental Divide “the spine of the

Glacier National Park.

world,” which, as you no doubt remember
from geography class, is the ridge of the
Rockies from which all rivers flow either
east or west. When the Ice Age ended mil-
lennia ago, retreating ice floes revealed a
stunning valley gouged out of what is now
the state of Montana and lower Alberta,
Canada. Majestic mountain crags loom
above the valley, their crevices hiding
lakes and ponds that are really just melted
glacial leftovers. Icy waters spill over the
crags in spectacular waterfalls.

The glaciers are still receding—faster
than ever, in fact, adding opalescent run-
off to those mountain lakes and exposing
rocky slopes that haven't seen the sun for
eons. In 1850, early European explorers
documented some 150 glaciers draping
the limestone peaks; by the early 1960s,
aerial surveys showed 50 glaciers; by
1998, there were only 26. Scientists esti-
mate they may be gone entirely in 25
years. With the ice dwindling, the ecosys-
tem is in the grip of radical, rapid change.
Trees, foliage, and meadows take over,
creating a habitat that’s increasingly vul-
nerable to fire (Glacier Park’s white bark
pine trees are rapidly disappearing) and
prone to more avalanches in winter. Ava-
lanches carve out meadows of low scrubby



growth, hospitable to bighorn sheep (Gla-
cier has a booming population), nimble
snow-white mountain goats, and birds,
including predatory hawks and golden
eagles. Meadow berries make good food
for foraging grizzly bears as well, of which
Glacier has more than its share.

Between late May and mid-September,
you can circle the park on the spectacular
50-mile (80km) Going-To-The-Sun Road,
running from the West Glacier park
entrance (U.S. Hwy. 2 near Columbia Falls,
MT) to the St. Mary visitor center at the
eastern edge of the park. You'll wind dra-
matically up 3,400 feet (1,036m) into the
mountains (keep an eye out for circling
hawks) to the Logan Pass visitor center,
open summers only; there’s a popular
turnout for Jackson Glacier (once con-
nected to neighboring Blackfoot Glacier,
now a separate and much smaller entity).

With more than 700 miles (1,127km) of
hiking trails, Glacier is a park that truly

O PinnAcLES NATIONAL MONUMENT

rewards getting out of the car to explore
on foot. Visitors do everything from day
hikes and rafting on the Flathead River to
cross-country skiing in winter and week-
long backcountry camping trips; for more
info contact Glacier Guides, Inc. (© 800/
521-RAFT [7238]; www.glacierguides.
com). Climb through alpine meadows
spangled with glacier lilies, cool off in new-
growth conifer woods, scramble over rock
faces striated from glacial grind, and hope
you don’t encounter grizzlies.

(D Glacier National Park (@ 406/888-
7800; www.nps.gov/glac)

)-} Kalispell

k= $$$ Lake McDonald Lodge, on
Lake McDonald (@ 406/892-2525; www.
glacierparkinc.com). $$ Glacier Camp-
ground, 12070 U.S. Hwy. 2, West Glacier
(@ 888/387-5689 or 406/387-5689).
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Pinnacles National Monument
Preserving Life on the Fault Edge

Paicines, California

AN UNUSUAL BLEND OF DIFFERENT ECOSYSTEMS AND HOME TO SEVERAL RARE SPECIES, INCLUDING
the California condor, Pinnacles National Monument is in danger of being loved to death
by visitors who come to hike and climb but leave behind littered landscapes and polluted
streams. Natural forces, such as wind and rain erosion, also threaten the area’s distinc-

tive geography.

It's like a textbook study of the forces of
nature. Chapter 1: The Power of Plate
Tectonics—just look at these jagged
crags, spires, and hoodoos, carried an
amazing 195 miles (314km) north from the
Mojave Desert by grinding shifts along the
San Andreas Fault. Chapter 2: Ecosystem
Dynamics—just see how biodiverse this
landscape is, with species thriving on the
intersections of overlapping habitats.

Set among the rolling brown hills of
California, only 80 miles (128km) south of

San Francisco, it's not surprising that the
Pinnacles National Monument is one of the
most popular weekend climbing spots in
central California year-round—some week-
ends it seems every spire and monolith has
a climber clinging to its surface. But the Pin-
nacles is more than just a popular climbing
area. In 1908, these freakish rock forma-
tions inspired local nature lovers to lobby
for protection, making Pinnacles one of
the first parks in the national system, an
early victory for environmental activists.
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Pinnacles National Monument.

Here, where tectonic plates grind
against each other, several ecosystems
also meet—chaparral, grassland, wood-
land, riparian, rocky scree—but instead of
clashing, they stimulate each other.
Besides the rare big-eared kangaroo rat,
Gabilan slender salamander, Pinnacles
shield-back katydid, and Pinnacles riffle
beetle, the park has the world’s highest
bee diversity—nearly 400 distinct species
buzzing around its high chaparral and
grasslands. Talus caves—narrow stream
canyons roofed over with tumbled boul-
ders—make the park a haven for bats as
well, including the rare Townsend’s big-
eared bats. And then there are the
extremely rare California condors, more
than a dozen of which were released to
the wild here. An early-morning hike up
the strenuous High Peaks trail gives you
your best chance of seeing one of these
endangered scavengers.

With so many visitors, the Pinnacles
faces several challenges. Carelessly dis-
carded litter and human waste jeopardize

the streams that are vital for survival in
this dry microclimate. The condors, which
are carrion eaters, have tested for high
lead levels after feasting on contaminated
carcasses. The seeds of exotic species like
the yellow star thistle, carried in on hiking
boots, threaten to overrun the native
plants. To mimic the region’s natural
cycles, park management has to set occa-
sional controlled wildfires. Wind and ero-
sion continue to exert their force on the
pinnacles, which are still moving 2/ to 1/
inches (2-3cm) a year. A century of pro-
tected status has preserved this unique
landscape remarkably—but even so, con-
stant vigilance is required.

@ Pinnacles National Monument,
5000 Hwy. 146, Paicines, CA (@ 831/389-
4485; www.nps.gov/pinn)

)-)- Monterey Peninsula Airport

k== $ Pinnacles Campground, off CA
25 near the eastern entrance (@ 831/389-
4485, ext. 267)
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Hawaii Volcanoes National Park

Where There’s Smoke . . .
Volcano, Hawaii

Hawall VoLcANOES NATIONAL PARK IS A LANDSCAPE IN MOTION—OFTEN QUITE LITERALLY
as two of the world’s most active volcanoes, Kilauea and Mauna Loa, continue to erupt
and pour molten lava into the sea. Volcanic eruption continually alters and reshapes the
island of Hawaii, and the park provides a spectacular view of nature at work—one that

may change as you watch.

Dormant volcano? Think again. Since 1983,
the Big Island’s Kilauea volcano has been
erupting all the time. Although these are
“quiet” eruptions—gas escaping slowly
instead of exploding violently—you can
often see its slow-moving red lava oozing
over the landscape, sometimes even over
the park roads; at other times the lava
flows through underground tubes that
spill out miles away. Over the past 2
decades, some $100 million worth of
property has been destroyed by Kilauea’s

Lava flow in Hawaii.

eruptions—yet the lava flow has also
added 560 acres (227 hectares) of new
land. It's a landscape in continual, violent
flux, and where it'll end up is anybody’s
guess.

Near the park’s visitor center, you can
view the Kilauea Caldera, a 2'/>-mile-wide
(4km), 500-foot-deep pit with wisps of
steam rising from it. Going counterclock-
wise on Crater Rim Road, you'll drive past
the Sulphur Banks, which smell like rotten
eggs, and the Steam Vents, fissures where
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trails of smoke, once molten lava, escape
from the inner reaches of the earth. At the
Thomas A. Jaggar Museum there’s a
viewpoint for Halemaumau Crater, which
is half a mile (.8km) across but 1,000 feet
(300m) deep; walk right to the rim to gape
at this once-fuming old fire pit, which still
gives off some fierce heat out of its vents.
Near the Iki Crater, the .5-mile (.8km) Dev-
astation Trail is a sobering look at how a
volcanic eruption wreaked havoc in 1959.
At Puu Loa, an ancient site considered
sacred to the volcano goddess, Pele, a
.5-mile (.8km) boardwalk loop trail reveals
thousands of mysterious Hawaiian petro-
glyphs.

If the volcano is actively erupting, call
the visitor center for directions to the best
locations for night viewing—it's quite a

Ecosystems in Transition

sight to see, as brilliant red lava snakes
down the side of the mountain and pours
into the sea. Blue Hawaiian Helicopter
(® 800/745-BLUE [2583] or 808/886-
1768; www.bluehawaiian.com) runs sev-
eral tours right over the bubbling caldera,
for a bird’s-eye view you'll never forget.

@ Hawaii Volcanoes National Park,
Hawaii Belt Rd. (Hwy. 11), Volcano, Hl
(@ 808/985-6000; www.nps.gov/havo)

Y- Hilo

k= $$ Killauea Lodge, Old Volcano
Rd., off Hwy. 11. (@® 808/967-7366; www.
kilauealodge.com). $ Volcano House,
inside Hawaii Volcanoes National Park
(@® 808/967-7321; www.volcanohouse
hotel.com).

The Jungfrau
Europe’s Dwindling Ice Cap

Bernese Highlands, Switzerland

GLOBAL WARMING OVER THE PAST 150 YEARS HAS BEEN MELTING SWITZERLAND'S FAMOUS
glaciers, and recent heat waves in Europe have accelerated the loss of glacial ice. As the
glaciers continue to melt, scientists predict increased flooding along major rivers and a
sharp reduction in the amount of fresh water stored in the frozen reaches of the Bernese

Highlands.

A trio of peaks loom here, the Jungfrau
(“Maiden”), the Eiger, and the Mdnch
(“Monk”)—their very names bespeaking
purity, aloofness, and icy solitude. The
Bernese Highlands hold the largest glacier
in Europe, or for that matter, in all Eur-
asia—but like glaciers all over the world,
it’s shrinking every day.

Alpine glaciers may have lost half their
mass between 1850 and 1980; in the heat
wave of 2003 alone, they lost 10%. Under
an atmosphere of trapped greenhouse
gases, warming global temperatures will
only accelerate the process. Photographs
reveal that the Jungfrau’s Aletsch glacier

has retreated 1.4km (1 mile) since 1950.
The pace of retreat lately has been more
like 30m (100 ft.) a year; new vegetation
creeps ever further up newly exposed
slopes. By 2050, 75% of Switzerland’s gla-
ciers could very well disappear. Even the
great Aletsch could conceivably be gone
by 2100.

Besides ruining the Swiss skiing indus-
try (resorts have already started to empha-
size summer activities), increased glacier
melting will drastically alter Europe’s water
supply system. Water levels in major rivers
from the Rhine and the Rhone to the Dan-
ube are likely to rise over the next several



years, flooding historic cities and land-
scapes. In the long run, though, smaller
glaciers will mean less fresh water to nour-
ish Europe.

It's still hard to believe this as you hike
in summer through the Swiss Alps, where
slow-moving ancient ice continues to wind
between the peaks. You'll get an awesome
view from the Jungfraubahn, the highest
rack railway in Europe (begin at Interlaken,
taking one train to Lauterbrunnen and
another to Kleine Scheidigg, where the
Jungfraubahn tunnel starts). At the Eismeer
stop, get out to peer through windows cut
into the rock at the vast Eismeer, or “Sea
of Ice.” At the top, go to the Sphinx Ter-
races observation deck to see the Aletsch
Glacier in its full glory. The Eispalast (“Ice
Palace”), at the Jungfraubahn terminus, is
a kitschy but historic attraction boasting
several rooms hewn out of the ice, 20m
(65 ft.) below the glacier’s surface.

In the resort town of Grindelwald,
22km (14 miles) south of Interlaken, the
Bergsteigerzentrum (@ 033/853-52-00;
www.bergsteigerzentrum.ch) hiking cen-
ter organizes walks and hikes of various
lengths and difficulty levels out onto the

@ Torres pEL PAINE

glacier. You can study the striated ravine
at the base of the Lower Grindelwald
glacier, at an observation deck just out-
side of town, or take a half-day hike to the
base of the Upper Grindelwald Glacier, fol-
lowing the Milchbach River (so named
because it looks milky from minerals in the
melting glacier’s ice). At the receding
snout of the glacier, you can visit the ice-
carved chamber of the Blue Ice Grotto.

Drive northeast from Interlaken to the
village of Brienz to trace the course of the
glacier’s melting snows; they plunge
downhill at dramatic Geissbach Falls, then
flow into Lake Brienz and eventually into
the Mediterranean. It reminds us that the
glaciers’ fate isn’t just a Swiss problem—
not at all.

@ Interlaken Tourist Office (@ 41/33/
826-53-00)

))- Bern

k= $$ Royal St. Georges, Hoheweg
139, Interlaken (@ 41/33/823-30-75). $$
Romantik Hotel Schweizerhof, Grindel-
wald (@ 41/33/853-22-02; www.hotel
schweizerhof.com).
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Torres del Paine

A Second Act in the Andes Highlands
Chile

FIFTY YEARS AGO, THE CHILEAN GOVERNMENT RECLAIMED THE TORRES DEL PAINE IN SOUTHERN
Chile and began to transform the exhausted and overgrazed ranchland into a stunning
wilderness area that supports a diverse group of plants and animals—even in the harsh
climate of Patagonia. Unfortunately, climate change is causing glaciers in the area to melt
and recede at a rapid rate, which could radically alter the ecosystem.

Not so very long ago, the Torres del Paine
was just ranchland—and worn-out ranch-
land at that. Rare beech forests were
burned down to expand pastureland, and

vast herds of sheep had grazed the
steppes down to the soil.

Since the Chilean government took over
the land in 1959, however, nature’s done a
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Torres del Paine.

remarkable turnaround. Nowadays hikers
tramp through leafy forests, golden pam-
pas, and along the shores of startling blue
lakes, their waters turned milky by glacial
melt. Native populations of guanacos, fla-
mingoes, pumas, and the ostrichlike rhea
birds have rebounded from near extinc-
tion; Andean condors roost on its remote
peaks. Besides the three towering granite
formations the park is named after, its
other most striking feature is its glaciers,
and while they are rapidly receding (as
much as 19m/56 ft. a year), it's fascinating
to see how quickly new vegetation sprouts
on the exposed rock left behind.

As extreme bits of land go, they don’t
get more extreme than Patagonia. Down
here where Chile and Argentina divide the
narrow tail of South America, fierce winds
whip down from the crest of the Andes,
and even in summer (Jan—Feb) the weather
can be chilly. The “Torres” in the name
means towers, as in the three namesake

salmon-colored granite peaks, wind-
eroded giants that soar from sea level to
upward of 2,800m (9,184 ft.). Paine is the
Tehuelche Indian word for “blue,” refer-
ring to the blue lakes of the surrounding
glaciers.

Its Argentine neighbor Los Glaciares
(see below) may be easier to reach, but
there’s more to do in Torres del Paine,
starting with the obvious choice, hiking.
The classic day hike leads from the Hoste-
ria Las Torres to the Torres formations,
but another popular route follows the
shores of Lago Grey for spectacular up-
close views of the gigantic blue iceberg
feeding the lake; day hikes across the sur-
face of Glacier Grey, prowling through its
frosty caverns, are also available. Serious
backpackers can do overnight treks from
4 to 11 days, depending on your route,
staying along the way in tents or cabinlike
refugios (@ 56/61/226054 for reserva-
tions; Sept-Apr). Horseback treks are
another population option. If glaciers are
your thing, you can also book a cruise on
an open Zodiac boat past the glaciers Tyn-
dall and Geike to the Torres del Paine
entrance and up the Rio Serrano to the
knifelike Serrano Glacier, where you can
hike around the surface before sailing
back to Puerto Natales.

Think of Torres del Paine as a Chilean
version of Yellowstone or Yosemite. Sure,
it takes more effort to get here, but the
bonus is major glacier action—at least for
as long as they last.

(@ Parque Nacional Torres Del Paine
(www.torresdelpaine.com)

)-} Puerto Natales

=3 $$ Hotel CostAustralis, Pedro
Montt 262, Puerto Natales (@ 56/61/
412000; www.australis.com). $$$ Hosteria
Las Torres (@ 56/61/226054).

TOUR Aventour (©) 56/61/410253). Onas
(® 56/61/412707; www.onaspatagonia.
com). Bigfoot Expeditions (© 56/61/
414611; www.bigfootpatagonia.com).
Andes Mountain (©® 56/61/415749;
www.andesmountain.cl).
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Kakadu National Park

Crocodile Dundee Territory
Northern Territories, Australia

KAKADU NATIONAL PARK ENCOMPASSES A HIGHLY SPECIALIZED LANDSCAPE WITH MANY
unusual species that have adapted to its extreme seasonal changes. Owned by the
Aborigines but managed by the Australian government, the parkland surrounds a func-
tioning uranium mine and pressure is growing to open more mines, which could put the
local environment at high risk from toxic pollution.

Freshwater crocodiles are mild mannered
and relatively harmless; it's the vicious
saltwater ones you have to worry about.
But despite the name, saltwater croco-
diles mainly live in fresh water, and you'll
see both kinds lurking in the rivers and
lagoons of Kakadu National Park. Con-
fused yet?

Contradictions like this are what make
Kakadu so fascinating. Located in the less
touristy Northern Territories, Australia’s
largest national park is also technically
Aborigine land. The government converted
it to parkland to give the Aborigines an
alternative to their traditional livelihood of
raising water buffaloes, which had over-
grazed the land for centuries. The water
buffaloes, an imported species from Asia,
are mostly gone now, but a new threat
hovers: government factions eager to exploit
the land’s rich uranium deposits. One orig-
inal mine is still operating, near the area’s
only town, Jabiru, and Kakadu’s Aborigine
owners and park administrators continue
to spar over whether to allow more.

This is one destination where it really
pays off to have a guide. Kakadu’s habitats
range from bushland and wetlands to
stony escarpment and pockets of mon-
soon forest, from red cliffs and waterfalls
to lush lagoons, each with its own panoply
of rare plants to identify. What’s more,
because the difference between wet and
dry seasons is so radical, only experienced
guides know where the wildlife can be
found at any given time.

Those seasonal extremes require tough,
specially adapted vegetation—resurrection

grasses, sedges, and spear grass, as well
as banyans and kapok trees and freshwa-
ter mangroves, help stabilize the ground
when it's completely underwater. Mam-
mals here are mostly nocturnal; frogs and
reptiles go dormant during the dry sea-
son, yet that’s the best time for viewing
other wildlife, especially birds, as all ani-
mal life clusters around the shrinking
waterholes. During the Wet, many tour
companies simply close down—you may
want to opt for a scenic flyover instead,
where you can see the swollen rivers and
waterfalls and see the floodplain turn lush
green.

With so much park to cover, plan your
trip carefully. Kakadu can be breathtaking
for bird-watchers, with 275 species, one
third of all Australia’s bird species. Birders
gravitate to the various wetlands, such as
the Mamukala wetlands, near Jabiru,
where you can observe swarms of magpie
geese; or the yellow water billabong, near
Cooinda, where narrated cruises let you
watch sea eagles, kites, and kingfishers
hunt for fish among the mangrove roots
and waterlilies. Those with anthropologi-
cal curiosity will want to hike to the pre-
served examples of Aborigine rock art at
sites like Nourlangie and Ubirr. In the east-
ern section of the park, two waterfalls spill
dramatically from the red stone escarp-
ment—Jim Jim Falls and Twin Falls. Many
park visitors like to take a swim in the deep
pools at their bases, but if that’s on your
agenda, just remember—watch out for
those crocs.
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@ Bowali Visitor Center, Kakadu Hwy.
(@ 61/8/8938 1120; www.deh.gov.au/
parks/kakadu). Jabiru Travel Centre, shop 6,
Tasman Plaza, Jabiru (@ 61/8/8979 2548).

)-} Darwin

k= $$$ Gagudju Crocodile Holiday
Inn, 1 Flinders St., Jabiru (@ 800/465-4329
in U.S. and Canada, 44/800/405060 in U.K.,
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61/1300/666 747 in Australia). $-$$
Gagudju Lodge Cooinda, Kakadu Hwy,
Jim Jim (@ 800/835-7742 in U.S. and Can-
ada, 44/800/897 121 in U.K., 44/800/500
401 in Australia; www.gagudjulodgecoo-
inda.com.au).

TOUR Gagudju Lodge Cooinda (© 61/8/
8979 0145)

Parque Nacional Los Glaciares

A Patagonian Balancing Act
Argentina

IN GENERAL, THE GLACIERS OF THE SOUTHERN PATAGONIAN ICEFIELD ARE SHRINKING JUST LIKE
their Northern Hemisphere counterparts. But when it comes to the Perito Moreno glacier
in Argentina’s Los Glaciares National Park—massive chunks of ice shearing off a glacier
and dropping into turquoise Lago Argentina with a thundering crash—appearances can

be deceiving.

Few natural wonders in South America are
as spectacular or as easily accessed as this
3,000-year-old glacier, nicknamed the
“White Giant.” Situated in a rugged section
of the Andes, close to the Chilean border,
it’s a jagged wall of ice measuring 5km (3
miles) across and roughly 60m (200 ft.)
above the channel that connects the two
halves of Lago Argentina. Instead of reced-
ing, the Perito Moreno actually adds
around 2m (6 ft.) every day, reaching
toward the other shore of the lake. The
new glacier is formed by gravity, pushing
old compacted ice outward in response to
the weight of new snow, which falls almost
constantly up on the crest of the Andes
several miles away.

As the ice face expands, however, huge
chunks calve off the face, a few every
day—there’s a good chance to see it hap-
pen while you're there, if you're patient.
The whole glacier remains in equilibrium,
losing as much ice as it gains. Even though
periodically it dams up the channel com-
pletely—mostrecentlyin March2006—the
lake water finally blasts through the ice

dam, carrying off a spectacular mass of
frozen debris.

There are 48 glaciers in this park in the
southern tip of Argentina, but this one’s
the easiest to get to, only 80km (50 miles)
from the town of El Calafate. From the park-
ing lot on the peninsula, walkways with
frequent observation platforms descend
to the glacier’s face. Several operators
offer guided treks onto the glacier itself,
starting with a boat ride across the lake.
On the way, you'll pass through harsh
rocky steppe and a rare beech forest.
Scramble around for a couple hours on
rough surface of the ancient ice and peer
deep into sapphire-hued crevices—it’s an
exhilarating experience, to say the least.

@ Punto Calafate (www.elcalafate.
com.ar)

)-} El Calafate

k= $$$ Los Notros, Parque Nacional
Los Glaciares (@ 54/11/4814-3934; www.
losnotros.com). $$ Hotel Posada Los



Alamos, Gobernador Moyano at Bustillo,
El Calafate (@ 54/2902/491144; www.
posadalosalamos.com).

@ KuranpA ViLLAGE

TOUR Caltur (© 54/2902/491368; www.
cultur.com.ar)

Ecosystems in Transition

Kuranda Village

Packaging the Rainforest Experience
Queensland, Australia

AT KURANDA VILLAGE, THE ONCE WILD RAINFOREST IS QUICKLY BECOMING LITTLE MORE THAN
a theme park. Native plants and animals are protected, and the rainforest is no longer at
risk from mining and logging interests that once threatened its trees and streams. But
the tourism that saved the rainforest near Kuranda is transforming it into something it

was never meant to be.

If you were really pressed for time, you
could just go to the Rainforest Dome atop
the Hotel Sofitel Reef Casino in Cairns and
see 100 rainforest species in one tidy arti-
ficial environment. But it only takes a day
to visit the actual rainforest just outside of
Cairns, a lush green landscape of water-
falls, steep ferny slopes, and rare primeval
cycad jungle. You won't escape tourists
altogether, butit’s an intriguing case study
in how eco-tourism can save habitat.

An influx of hippies in the 1970s saved
the mountain village of Kuranda from hav-
ing to resort to mining, logging, or coffee
growing for economic survival. It still has a
bohemian vibe, with markets selling locally
made arts and crafts, fresh produce, boom-
erangs, T-shirts, and the like. Tourism is
the mainstay of the local economy these
days, which means that preserving what's
left of the surrounding rainforest is high on
every Kurandan’s agenda.

Naturally, you have to climb the moun-
tain to see it. There are two scenic ways to
do this: on the Skyrail Rainforest Cableway
(@ 61/7/4038 1555; www.skyrail.com.au),
the world’s longest gondola cableway; and
on the Kuranda Scenic Railway (© 61/7/
4036 9249; www.kurandascenicrailway.
com.au). Luckily, combination packages
are available so you can enjoy both on one
round-trip. The gondola hoists over the
foothills of the coastal range until the

dense green rainforest canopy takes over
beneath you, full of wild orchids and rare
butterflies; at two intermediate stops, Red
Peak and Barron Falls, you can stroll
around for ground-level views of the rain-
forest (guided walks available). The steam
train affords magnificent vistas of the Bar-
ron Gorge and its huge waterfalls, which
were harnessed for hydroelectric power in
the 1930s. Either way, the ride takes 90
minutes and ends at Kuranda station,
which is so draped in ferns, you’ll be in no
doubt that you're in the rainforest.

The main eco-site in Kuranda is the
40-hectare (99-acre) Rainforestation
Nature Park, Kennedy Highway (@ 61/7/
4085 5008; www.rainforest.com.au), where
you can take a 45-minute narrated ride
into the rainforest on a World War I
amphibious Army Duck. The tour includes
a performance by Aboriginal dancers and
koala-cuddling activities in the wildlife
park, but every ticket sold ensures that flora
and fauna will remain protected. You can
also walk through either of two aviaries—
Birdworld (@ 61/7/4093 9188), behind
the Heritage markets off Rob Veivers
Drive, or the Aviary, 8 Thongon St. (© 61/
7/4093 7411)—or visit Australian But-
terfly Sanctuary (8 Rob Veivers Dr.; @ 61/
714093 7575; www.australianbutterflies.
com). To go farther afield, take a 45-min-
ute river cruise with Kuranda Riverboat
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Tours (@ 61/7/4093 7476 or 61/412/
159212). Yes, it’s only a quick taste of the
Australian rainforest—but it's a better way
to sell the rainforest than to level it for
timber.

() Kuranda Tourist Office, Centenary Park
(@ 61/7/0493 9311; www.kuranda.org)
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=4 $$ Hotel Sofitel Reef Casino,
35-41 Wharf St., Cairns (@ 800/221-4542
inthe U.S. and Canada, 44/20/8283 4500 in
the UK., 61/1800/808 883 in Australia; www.
accorhotels.com). $$ The Reef Retreat,
10-14 Harpa St., Palm Cove, Cairns (@ 61/7/
4059 1744; www.reefretreat.com.au).

Rotorua
Land of Mists

North Island, New Zealand

MOUNT TARAWERA IS AN ACTIVE VOLCANO, AND THE LANDSCAPE IN AND AROUND ROTORUA
is a hotbed of geothermal activity. The hot springs have made Rotorua famous as a spa,
but the same forces that make the area attractive to tourists also make it unstable and
unpredictable. The landscape here is in flux and still being formed.

There’s something unsettling about the
landscape around Rotorua—the sulfuric
aroma, the steam hissing out of fissures in

Hell’s Gate in Rotorua.

the earth, the volcano peak of Mount
Tarawera in the hazy distance. In this case,
human actions aren’t to blame for the
fluctuations in the environment; it’s just
life as usual on the North Island of New
Zealand.

Rotorua has been a spa destination
since the 19th century, when the Te Arawa
people (the local population is still about
one-third Maori) began guiding visitors to
the picturesque Pink and White Terraces,
spectacular limestone formations—some
called them the “Eighth Wonder of the
World”—on the shores of silica-rich Lake
Rotomahana. Afterward, tourists “took
the waters” at the region’s many hot
springs. Then came the big event of 1886,
when Mount Tarawera erupted, spewing
much more lava than the 1980 Mount St.
Helens eruption. The Terraces were anni-
hilated, the local landscape radically
reshaped. Tarawera is still visible 24km (15
miles) southeast of town, a massive hump
of lava domes clearly cleft down the mid-
dle by the force of the 1886 eruption.
Volcanic Air Safaris (©) 64/7/348-9984;
www.volcanicair.co.nz) offers helicopter
rides over the crater.



While the spas are still popular, these
days it's geothermal attractions that make
Rotorua a hot destination (no pun
intended). Right in town, there’s the Wha-
karewarewa Thermal Reserve, Hemo
Road (@ 64/800/494-252 or 64/7/348-9047,
www.nzmaori.co.nz), a rocky landscape
full of mud pools and the prolific Pohutu
Geyser, which shoots upward 16 to 20m
(50-60 ft.) 10 to 25 times a day. South of
town on Highway 5, you can see the Bur-
ied Village of Te Wairoa, excavated
after the 1886 eruption; Waimangu Vol-
canic Valley, with the world’s largest
hot-water spring and the mysterious rising
and falling turquoise lake in Inferno Crater;
and Waiotapu, where you can see the
Lady Knox Geyser, New Zealand’s largest
bubbling mud pool, and arsenic-green
Devils’ Bath. The fiercest of the thermal
valleys, though, is northeast of town on
Highway 30: the Maori-owned Hell’s

® SunpareaNs NATIONAL PARK

Gate, which has hot-water lakes, sulfur
formations, Rotorua’s only mud volcano,
and the largest boiling whirlpool in New
Zealand.

Perhaps the most sobering sight is in
the middle of the city: Kuirau Park, off
Pukuatua and Ranolf street. As recently as
2000 a spontaneous eruption blasted the
park; you can still see the dead trees in a
cordoned-off area. There are still active
vents smoldering up at Tarawera. Take
nothing for granted.

@ @ 64/7/348-5179; www.rotorua.co.nz.

>)- Rotorua

= $$ Rydges Rotorua, 272 Fenton St.
(@ 64/800/367-793 or 64/7/349-0900;
www.rydges.com). $$ Wylie Court Motor
Lodge, 345 Fenton St. (@ 64/800/
100-879 or 64/7/347-7879; http://Inew.
wyliecourt.co.nz).

Ecosystems in Transition

Sundarbans National Park

Man-Eaters in the Mangroves
Ganges Delta, Bangladesh/India

SUNDARBANS NATIONAL PARK FACES TWO SERIOUS RISKS. RISING SEA LEVELS DUE TO GLOBAL
warming could flood the park and threaten the tigers, wild birds, and other native spe-
cies. And the River Ganges, which feeds the delta where the park is located, is so polluted
from industrial outflow, raw sewage, human remains, and naturally occurring arsenic
that the water is no longer safe for humans or animals to drink.

Sundarbans is used to dancing on the
edge—on the edge between India and
Bangladesh, on the edge between the
saline Bay of Bengal and the three fresh-
water rivers that feed it, on the edge
between monsoon floods and a dry sea-
son that’s not all that dry. And now, as if
rising sea levels and upstream dams aren’t
bad enough, tectonic shifts are actually
tilting the Bangladesh half of this vast
delta, further disrupting the balance
between fresh and salt waters that bred
this unique ecosystem in the first place.

Traditionally, Sundarbans—despite a
name that means “beautiful forest”—was
considered a dangerous wasteland. Now
it's recognized as a World Heritage Bio-
sphere, home to threatened species like
water monitor lizards, olive ridley turtles,
Gangretic dolphins, spotted chital deer,
and macaques, as well as such amazing
birds as brown-winged kingfishers, gray-
headed lapwings, Pallas’s fish eagles, and
mangrove whistlers. And what other place
in the world has a fish like the mudskipper,
which actually climbs trees?
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And then there are the native Bengal
tigers. It's unclear why they’re so much
more aggressive than other Bengal tigers;
it could be the saltwater they drink while
swimming between the scattered man-
grove islands, or the fact that shifting tides
obliterate the scents that help them mark
their territory, or inherited behavior from
generations of scavenging on drowned
humans during monsoon floods. What-
ever it is, they’re renowned man-eaters,
and Sundarbans visitors must always be
on their guard while cruising the intricate
tidal waterways by boat, observing wildlife
from enclosed watchtowers, or wearing
face masks on the back of their head to
confuse the tigers, which prefer to attack
humans from behind.

But dealing with tigers is part of the
excitement when visiting this sprawling
system of parks bridging Bangladesh and
West Bengal, India. The Sundarbans is not
necessarily unspoiled wilderness; you'll
see local residents harvesting the sundri
trees for timber or charcoal, using trained
otters to fish for the shrimp that shelter
within the mangrove roots, hunting for
beehives in honey season (Apr-May). But
there is something inherently untamable
about the place that calls out to adventur-
ers. There are only a few basic accommo-
dations within the park; many visitors

Ecosystems in Transition

come on a government-organized 2- to
3-day tour (the best season is Nov-Mar),
which ferries guests around on boats to
sites such as the Sajnakhali Bird Sanctu-
ary, the Bhagatpur Crocodile Project, or
the ridley turtles’ nesting site at Kanak.

Yes, there could be a crocodile basking
on that next muddy bank, or a tiger lurking
in the tangled understory of a mangrove
island. But just as easily you could be
delighted by a rhesus monkey chattering
in the thick green treetop canopy, or a
stately heron promenading through the
shallows. Hold your breath, stay alert, and
you're sure to be surprised.

)-)- Kolkata

k== $$ Sunderban Tiger Camp, Day-
apur, India (@ 32935749 or 9331092632;
www.sunderbantigercamp.com). $$ Sun-
dar Chital Tourist Lodge, Sajnakhali,
India, c/o West Bengal Tourism Develop-
ment (@ 033 2485917; www.wbtourism.
com). $ Hiron Point Rest House, Bangla-
desh (@ 404 071).

TOUR Bangladesh Ecotours (© 880/
189-318345 or 880/171-264827; www.
bangladeshecotours.com). Safari Plus
(@ 880/2-8858736 or 880/2-8831695;
www.safariplus.net). Oriental Tours and
Travel (www.wildlifeindiatour.com).

Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve

Forest upon Forest upon Forest
Kerald/Karnakata/Tamil Nadu, India

EFFORTS TO CONSERVE THE FORESTS OF THE NILGIRI HILLS HAVE ALTERED THE LIVES AND
undermined the livelihoods of indigenous peoples who have hunted and farmed and
grazed the region for thousands of years. And now increased tourism poses risks to
conservation. A proposed railway to carry tourists through the area would cut through a
rare expanse of elephant habitat, endangering thousands of elephants.

In the clamor to protect endangered spe-
cies, who's watching out for the species
homo sapiens? The Nilgiri Hills of south
India shelter over a million individuals from

various indigenous peoples, hunter-gath-
erers and forest dwellers who depend
upon the forests for their survival. What
we call poaching and illegal logging are



simply ancient, honorable ways of life to
them.

Balancing these interests is an ongoing
debate here in south India. Named an
International Biosphere Reserve in 1986,
the 5,520-sg.-km (2,131-sq.-mile) Nilgiri
preserve spreads across the intersection
of three states—Karnataka, Kerala, and
Tamil Nadu. The forests that blanket the
steep slopes of the western Ghats consti-
tute a spectrum of forest habitats, rainfor-
est giving way to moist evergreens, then
thorn forest and scrub, morphing into
grassland and the short, dense Shola for-
est—often referred to as “living fossils”"—
atop the plateau. The various phases offer
everything you'd expect in a tropical for-
est: Mosses, ferns, and orchids grow
thickly; heavy lianas drape from the can-
opy; and buttresses support the giant
trunks. Along with tigers and elephants,
it's a protected home for the Nilgiri tahr,
the glossy black Nilgiri langar, and the
endangered lion-tailed macaque. Of its
3,330 species, 1,232 are endemic.

Just south of Mysore, three superb wild-
life sanctuaries—Bandipur National Park,
Nagarhole National Park, and Mudumalai
National Park—show off tigers and ele-
phants and leopards to nearly 200,000
visitors a year. Other parks within the
reserve are known for their bird-watching
or for their rare orchids; the hilltop park
Mukurthi in Tamil Nadu gets migrating
birds from the Himalayas November to
March, and there’s even a narrow-gauge
train climbing to the charming old hill

© FioroLANDS NATIONAL PARK

station of Ooty. This humid tropical wilder-
ness is so rich in flora and fauna, cameras
and binoculars can barely catch it all.

Meanwhile, peoples such as the Todas,
the Malasars, Sholigas, Paniyas, various
subgroups of Kurumbas, and the nearly
extinct primitive Cholanaikens hunt small
game; weave baskets; and forage spices,
honey, and medicinal plants from the for-
est. Those who once herded buffalo have
seen their grasslands dwindle; those who
lived by slash-and-burn agriculture depend
now on wage work on local tea and teak
plantations, or on government handouts.
New jobs may be created by increased
tourism, but will they spoil the traditional
cultural practices?

The newest threat to the region is a
proposed 156km (97-mile) broad-gauge
railway from Chamarajanagar to Mettupa-
layam, cutting a broad swath through the
Sathyamangalam forests, a corridor of
woodlands that’s home to some 2,500
elephants. It's all in the name of tourism
development, of course—but since when
was destroying elephant habitat good for
tourism?

)-)- Bangalore

k== $$ Jungle Retreat, Masinagudi,
Tamil Nadu (@ 91/423/2526469; www.
jungleretreat.com). $$ Bandipur Safari
Lodge, Bandipur National Park, Karnakata
(www.junglelodge.com).

TOUR Ecomantra Nature Adventures
(@ 91/22/65248646; www.ecomantra.org)

Ecosystems in Transition

Fiordlands National Park
Middle-earth Under the Ozone Hole

South Island, New Zealand

THE HOLE IN THE OZONE LAYER THAT HAS THREATENED SOUTH ISLAND FOR DECADES HAS
started to close, but the danger isn’t over yet. While the human-produced chemicals that
weakened the ozone layer have been banned or heavily restricted, it will take many years

for the damage to be entirely reversed.
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Fiordlands National Park.

When it came to those intensely green,
mist-shrouded Middle-earth landscapes,
the Lord of the Rings movies didn’t need
stage sets or computer animation: Direc-
tor Peter Jackson simply shot the films in
New Zealand. The South Island’s Fiord-
lands are perfect examples of that prime-
val Lord of the Rings look, with plunging
waterfalls, pristine lakes, virgin forest, and
steep peaks surrounding deep-gouged
fiords. It's spectacularly different from the
geothermal spots like Rotorua that travel-
ers used to associate with New Zealand.

In the 1980s, however, New Zealand
faced an environmental crisis: A hole in
the ozone layer, discovered in the 1980s
over Antarctica, was letting in dangerous
levels of UV radiation. Not only would this
expose humans to higher risks of develop-
ing skin cancer, vegetation could be dam-
aged, and ocean plankton could die off.
For the South Island, which lay closest to
the ozone hole, it was scary news indeed.
But thanks to widespread bans on the
refrigerants, solvents, and aerosol sprays
that did most of the damage, the hole
seems to be growing smaller with each
Antarctic summer, though it may take
another 50 or 60 years for the ozone layer
to be completely restored.

The entrance to the Fiordlands’ most
dramatic fiord, 23km-long (14-mile) Mil-
ford Sound, is so narrow, Captain Cook
missed it completely when he first sailed
around New Zealand some 200 years ago.
Plenty of tourists have discovered it since,
though—scenic planes and helicopters do
regular flyovers, tour buses clog up the
stunningly scenic Milford Road from Te
Anau, and sightseeing cruises chug around
the water. Head instead for the largest
fiord in the park, Doubtful Sound, which is
much more peaceful and remote. Real
Journeys (see “Tour,” below) leads day
sails on catamarans or overnight cruises
on the Fiordland Navigator; out on the
water you're likely to have the bottlenose
dolphins, frisky fur seals, and rare crested
penguins all to yourselves.

The quintessential Fiordlands experi-
ence, though, is reserved for hikers, who
can study the striations of its glacially
carved rocks, discover delicate alpine
wildflowers and mossy hollows, and feel
the waterfalls’ spray on their skin. New
Zealand’s Department of Conservation
closely regulates the number of hikers on
the famous Milford Track from Laek Te
Anau to Milford Sound’s Sandfly Point. It's
a 4-day tramp, offered late October to
mid-April only, and you must get permis-
sion from the park center's Great Walk
Booking Desk, Box 29, Te Anau (@ 64/3/
249-8514; greatwalksbooking@doc.govt.
nz). For a guided option, go with Milford
Track Guided Walk or get a 1-day sample
with Trips 'n’ Tramps (see below for both).
Hobbit sightings are few and far between,
but there’re plenty of other wonders to
compensate.

)-)- Te Anau

TOUR Real Journeys (@) 64/3/249-7416;
www.realjourneys.co.nz). Fiordland Ecol-
ogy Holidays, Manapouri (© 64/3/249-
6600; www.fiordland.gen.nz). Milford
Track Guided Walk (© 64/3/441-1138;
www.milfordtrack.co.nz). Trips 'n’ Tramps
(@ 64/3/1249-7081; www.milfordtours
walks.co.nz).
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The Aysen Wilderness

Damming Patagonia
Baker & Pascua Rivers, Chile

EcoNOoMIC AND ENVIRONMENTAL PRIORITIES COLLIDE IN THE AYSEN REGION OF SOUTHERN
Chile. Electricity supplies Chile’s cities and powers the industries that drive the nation’s
economy, but the cost of damming rivers and running transmission lines through this
pristine wilderness may be measured in species lost as well as dollars spent.

Starved for energy, the Chilean govern-
ment thought it had an ideal solution. Why
not dam up a couple of rivers down in
Patagonia, that southern Chilean region
where hardly anybody lives anyway?

Well, hardly anybody lives there except
rare endemic species—like the torrent
duck, the southern river otter, the culpeo
fox, the endangered puma, and the Andean
huemul deer, not to mention unique
beech, conifer, and cypress forests. And
while the Aysen region is mostly wilder-
ness, unexplored until the late 19th cen-
tury, its glacier panoramas and unspoiled
temperate rainforest have increasingly
become a top draw for adventure hiking,
biking, rock climbing, trout fishing, rafting,
and kayaking. With those rivers dammed,
Chile may end up losing more than it gains.

Only one road—the Carreterra Aus-
tral—strings through this sparsely popu-
lated region, a ragged coastline deeply
indented by fjords and milky-blue glacial
lakes, including Lago General Carrera
(South America’s second-largest lake) and
Lago O’Higgins (Chile’s deepest lake).
Between Cohaique and Puerto Natales,
towns are few and between; adventure
tourists generally fly into the region rather
than drive. The proposed locations of the
$4-billion project’s five dams are along the
turbulent Pascua River and the Baker
River, Chile’s largest, which run through a
pristine landscape of rugged valleys and
ice-capped mountain peaks. The waters of
both are exceptionally pure—mostly melt-
water from the Patagonian IceField, the
largest expanse of permanent ice outside
Antarctica and Greenland.

Not only will the dammed rivers flood
nearly 6,000 hectares (15,000 acres) of
biodiverse rainforest, the plan also
requires clear-cutting the world’s longest
power corridor through that forest, thus
leaving a 91m-wide (300-ft.) scar punctu-
ated with 5,000 metal towers, stringing
high-tension cables for 2,317km (1,440
miles) north to Chile’s largest cities and
copper mines. Some 14 national parks and
protected reserves may be radically
affected by the project.

Chile desperately needs energy—the
country currently imports up to 70% of its
energy, and skyrocketing oil prices and a
reduction of natural gas imports from
neighboring Argentina have hit hard. The
five hydroelectric plants planned by the
international conglomerate HidroAysen
would increase Chile’s power supply by
20%; it would take seven coal-fired plants
to produce that amount, which would
otherwise release 16 million tons of green-
house gases.

International environmental organiza-
tions, however, have banded together
under the name Chilean Patagonia Defense
Council (CPDP) to urge Chile’s president,
Michelle Bachelet, to seek more renewable
energy sources. Hydroelectric plants are
not the only possible solution to Chile’s
energy problems, these activists insist. In
terms of economic development, there
might be far more to gain in the long run by
tapping the eco-tourism potential of this
region. Once those dams are built and that
power corridor slashed, the Aysen’s wilder-
ness’s beauty will be damaged forever.
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@ www.nrdc.org. www.international
rivers.org.

)} Balmaceda/Puerto Natales

=4 $$ Hotel CostAustralis, Pedro
Montt 262, Puerto Natales (@ 56/61/
412000; www.australis.com). $$ El Reloj,

Ecosystems in Transition

Baquedano 828, Coyhaique (@ 56/67/
231108).

TOUR Mountain Travel Sobek (@ 888/
831-7526; www.mtsobek.com). H20
Patagonia (© 866/525-2395 in the U.S.
or 800/772-05820 in Europe; www.h20
patagonia.com). Patago (@ 800/373-5360
or 970/416-7411; www.patago.com).

The Three Gorges
The Rising River

Central Yangtze River, China

ONCE COMPLETE AND FULLY OPERATIONAL, THIS CONTROVERSIAL DAM IS EXPECTED TO GENERATE
as much energy as 15 nuclear power plants and control downstream flooding. However,
the Three Gorges Dam is altering entire ecosystems, threatening traditional fisheries,
and posing serious risks to human life and health for the millions of people who live in its

shadow.

Look at it one way and China’s massive
Three Gorges Dam—the world’s largest
hydroelectric plant—will be a boon to the
environment. This showcase project, a
stupendous curtain of concrete sealing off
the Yangtze River at Mount Wushan, will
supply the vast central Yangtze basin with
clean electric power, much less polluting
than the oil or coal power previously used.
The area’s stunning scenic views of moun-
tain peaks towering over steep chasms—
celebrated in Chinese poetry and paintings
since the 5th century a.o.—will still attract
sightseeing riverboats, officials predict;
the river will just be wider, and the peaks
won’'t seem quite so high.

But that’s by no means the only view of
this controversial dam. To many Chinese,
damming the Three Gorges is a sacrilege
on the scale of filling up the Grand Canyon
or turning off Niagara Falls. Though it was
first proposed by Sun Yat-Sen in 1919, the
project was hotly debated for years.
Despite considerable dissent, it was finally
pushed through the National People’s
Congress in 1992. As work on the dam
progressed, environmental red flags have
been raised continually.

Onthe cultural side, several towns were
flooded over, a million-and-a-half people
relocated, and many archaeological sites
submerged. With the Yangtze widened
above the dam, shipping traffic is increas-
ing on the already-congested river. The
dam’s role in preventing seasonal floods
(like the disasters of 1911, 1931, 1935,
1954, and 1998) has also been questioned,
since the basin’s draining network of tribu-
tary rivers and more than 100 freshwater
lakes was compromised by haphazard
erection of earlier dams and dykes. Mas-
sive deforestation has left the riverbanks
vulnerable to erosion and landslides; silt
that used to be deposited downstream in
the delta may now plug up the reservoir.
The dam’s location on a seismic fault trou-
bles many observers, though it did suc-
cessfully weather the disastrous May 2008
earthquake.

Already the reservoir is grossly pol-
luted, full of backed-up toxins and efflu-
ents from upstream areas, especially
industrialized Hubei. The impact on wild-
life is incalculable. The critically endan-
gered Siberian crane has lost its principal
winter habitat as wetlands above the dam



are being wiped out. Four endemic Yang-
tze species teeter on the verge of extinc-
tion—the Chinese alligator, the Chinese
paddlefish, the Chinese finless porpoise,
and the baiji or Chinese river dolphin
(which has already been ruled extinct).
With the river's reduced flow of fresh
water, algae are blooming at a fearsome
rate downstream, and fishermen already
report drastically smaller catches.

It’s too late to turn back now; most of
the dam’s 26 hydroturbines are already in
operation, and the reservoir is filling up.
Belatedly, however, Chinese top officials
have sought to distance themselves from
the project, and they’re hastily slapping
bandages on the ravaged landscape. A
new nature reserve in the Tian’ezhou
oxbow lake has been stocked with the last
few finless porpoises, as well as a herd of
600 Pere David’s deer, formerly native
to the Yangtze wetlands and long extinct
in China. Dykes have been removed,

© THE WinomiLLs oF KINDERDIIK

reconnecting lakes to the Yangtze; trees
are being replanted on denuded river-
banks; waste treatment plants are being
installed in populous urban areas. But is all
this too little, too late?

@ Hubei Tian’e-zhou Oxbow Wetland
Center (© 86/27/8274-3845). Interna-
tional Rivers (© 510/848-1155; www.
internationalrivers.org).

k= $$$ Xierdun Jiudian (Hilton),
Zhongshan San Lu 139, Chongging (@ 800/
820-0600 or 86/23/6903-9999; www.
hilton.com). $$ Qing Chuan Jiari Jiudian
(Riverside Holiday Inn), Xima Chang Jie
88, Wuhan (@ 86/27/8471-6688; www.
sixcontinentshotels.com).

TOUR Yangtze River Cruise (© 800/305-
1213 or 86/717/625-1390; www.china-
tourism.org). China Odyssey Tours
(@® 800/773-0862; www.chinaodyssey
tours.com).
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The Windmills of Kinderdijk
The Dutch War Against the Elements

Alblasserwaard, South Holland, the Netherlands

THE HISTORIC WINDMILLS AT KINDERDUK, BUILT TO PUMP EXCESS WATER FROM LAND THE
Dutch had reclaimed from the sea, are retired now, but the ocean still threatens the low
country of the Netherlands. Although the Netherlands has the world’s most sophisti-
cated flood-control system, the nation is particularly vulnerable to rising sea levels
caused by global warming; about 65% of its land is already below sea level.

This is what you get when you start fooling
around with nature. The very name “Neth-
erlands” means “low country,” and
nowhere else has man so radically trans-
formed the landscape. As every school-
child knows, ever since the Middle Ages
dikes have been built here to turn coastal
marshes into solid arable land. But it isn’t
just a question of stealing terrain for agri-
culture; in this flat, treeless region, vast
inland seas rise and fall, peninsulas turn
into islands and then submerge com-
pletely, and even in the 19th and 20th

centuries, disastrous floods have periodi-
cally gushed in to reclaim the land.

Once the Dutch began to play with
nature, an inevitable cycle of events began
to play out. As people drained swampland
for agricultural use, the layers of boggy
peat would eventually compress and the
ground level drop even further, requiring
further drainage—making the underlying
peat compress even more. (It didn’t help
that peat was also being dug up, dried,
and used for fuel, up until the 19th c.)
Whereas in other countries, mills were
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built to grind corn or power factories;
however, the chief purpose of Holland’s
iconic windmills was to control seasonal
fluctuations in water level, pumping excess
water from the below-sea-level polder
lands to protect its settlements from
destruction.

To appreciate this arrangement, come
to the tidy Dutch village of Kinderdijk, on
the Alblasserwaard polders near Rotter-
dam. Kinderdijk (the name means “chil-
dren’s dike”) has 19 historic windmills—all
dating from around 1740—set in a wind-
mill park along a branching canal. Their
powerful mill sails (each sail is around
14m/46 ft. long) harness the force of the
wind to turn large paddlewheels, which
scoop up water and sluice it into the
canals, draining into a reservoir and then
the nearby River Lek. One windmill’s
interior has been fitted with period furnish-
ings; a miller is on hand to operate the mill
and explain its technology. Though they’re
turned on for effect on summer Saturdays,
the windmills were retired during World
War I, after diesel-driven pumping engines
built in the 1920s took over the job.

Half-hour canal cruises drift through the
windmill park April to September, but
you'll get a better perspective up close by
cycling along the canal paths, laid out
along the absolutely flat polder embank-
ments. It's an evocative sight, worthy of
the Dutch masters, with the flat North Sea
sunlight shimmering on the polders’ vivid
green grass under a mackerel-colored sky.
Peaceful, rural, traditional—who knows
what this land would have been like other-
wise? It hardly matters whether those
Dutch ancestors ever had a right to master
the sea like this; it's been going on too
long for them to turn back now.

)-)- Rotterdam

k== $$$ Westin Rotterdam, Weena
686, Rotterdam (@ 31/10/430-2000; www.
westin.com). $ Hotel Kinderdijk, West-
kinderdijk 361, Albasserdam (@ 31/78/
691-2425). $ Het Wapen van Alblasser-
dam, Dam 24, Alblasserdam (@& 31/78/
691-4711).
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At Water’s Edge

Delaware Bayshores
Atlantic Flyway Hot Spot

New Jersey/Pennsylvania/Delaware

SHORELINE EROSION, INVASIVE REEDS, OIL SPILLS, FARMING, AND HUMAN AND ANIMAL ACTIVITY
at popular beaches all threaten nesting and foraging habitat for migratory birds on this
major migration route. While much of this region is protected, remaining areas are

increasingly threatened by urban sprawl.

For more than a million neotropical birds,
migrating every spring from South Amer-
ica to Canada, the Delaware Bayshores
beckons like a big Holiday Inn. Special buf-
fet tonight: tiny green horseshoe crab
eggs, freshly laid and served right on the
beach! Every May and June the birds feast
greedily, doubling their weight before
heading on to higher latitudes.

But now this great migratory rest stop
along the Atlantic Flyway is in trouble.
Once it held one of the country’s greatest
oyster beds; ravaged in the 1950s and
1990s by parasites, the bay’s oyster popu-
lation is still in critical condition. Horse-
shoe crabs, more abundant here than
anywhere else in the U.S., have been so
drastically overharvested that migrating
birds dependent on their eggs (most nota-
bly the endangered red knot) are dying off.
The recent arrival of the alien Chinese mit-
ten crab threatens to push out what’s left
of the crabs. Residential development
around the bay reduces habitat and pol-
lutes the water. And then there’s climate
change, with milder winters and rising sea
levels throwing traditional migratory pat-
terns out of whack.

Lying between the Delmarva Peninsula
(“del” for Delaware, “mar” for Maryland,
“va” for Virginia) and New Jersey’s south-
ern shore, Delaware Bay is not as big as its
neighbor, Chesapeake Bay, but it's the
culmination of a vast watershed that runs
upstream through Pennsylvania to Han-
cock, New York, the longest undammed
main-stem river east of the Mississippi

(and spawning grounds for species such
as the American eel, American shad,
Atlantic sturgeon, and shortnose stur-
geon). This great interdependent water
system doesn’t care where state boundar-
ies fall. But thanks to coordination by the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Nature
Conservancy, and local Audubon society
chapters, a patchwork of local parks
preserves as much of this landscape as
possible—not an easy task in this thickly
settled Northeast corridor.

A mile from Philadelphia International
Airport lies the shimmering tidal marsh of
the John Heinz National Wildlife Ref-
uge, 8601 Lindbergh Blvd., Philadelphia
(@ 215/365-3118, http://heinz.fws.gov).
Two major wildlife refuges in Delaware
State are at Bombay Hook, 2591 White-
hall Neck Rd., Smyrna (@ 302/653-9345,
http://lbombayhook.fws.gov), whose tidal
salt marshes are prime nesting grounds
for wood ducks, bluebirds, purple martins,
barn owls, and eastern screech owls; and
10,000-acre (4,046-hectare) Prime Hook,
11978 Turkle Pond Rd., Milton (@ 302/684-
8419, http://primehook.fws.gov), with its
wide mix of woodland and wetland habi-
tats where bald eagles nest, peregrine
falcons stop over, and the endangered
Delmarva fox squirrel makes its last stand.
Also, check out the New Jersey Audubon
Society’s online guide to popular bird-
watching sites in the state’s marshlands,
forests, and beaches (www.njwildlifetrails.
org/dbloops.htm), including Cape May.




@ Delaware Bayshore Center, 2350
Rte. 47, Delmont, NJ (@ 609/861-0600;
www.nature.org/newjersey)

)-)- Philadelphia or Dover, DE

@ Care Cob NATIONAL SEASHORE

== $$ Sandpiper Beach Inn, 11 Beach
Dr., Cape May (@© 609/884-4256; www.
capemaysandpiper.com). $ Best Western
Smyrna Inn, 190 Stadium St., Smyrna
(@ 302/659-3635; www.bestwestern.com).

At Water’s Edge

Cape Cod National Seashore

Turtle Time on the Outer Cape
Chatham to Provincetown, Massachusetts

AS HOUSING GROWTH ON THE CAPE CONTINUES TOWARD CAPACITY, PESTICIDES, NITRATES,
and phosphates leaching from residential septic systems and other pollution have taken
a toll on threatened species such as the diamondback terrapin, along with hundreds of
other native species. However, efforts are underway to restore more than 2,500 estuar-
ies that were degraded by salt-marsh ditching and dikes.

Inthe old children’s tale, “slow and steady
wins the race”—but slow and steady
hasn’t worked so well for turtles lately.
Complex factors—habitat loss, pollution,
disease, global climate change—have
reduced their numbers, both in the U.S.
and around the world. Although several
marine turtles swim offshore (logger-
heads, leatherbacks, ridleys, hawksbills,
green turtles), Cape Cod naturalists are
more concerned about the turtles who
live on the edge of the Atlantic, where
beach meets estuary meets creek—
hibernating in tidal mudflats in winter,
mating in the salt marshes in spring, nest-
ing in the sand dunes come summer (that
is, if raccoons don’t steal their eggs).
On this narrow, low-lying barrier strip,
bisected by busy Route 6, just imagine
how hard it is for a little spotted turtle to
cross from ocean to bay without becom-
ing road Kkill.

Running for 30 miles (48km) along the
Atlantic coast of Cape Cod, the Cape Cod
National Seashore was set aside in 1961 to
preserve the magnificent white sands of
the Outer Cape, where the dunes stand
50 to 150 feet (15-46m) high. A string of

awesome beaches, all well marked off of
Route 6, include Coast Guard and Nauset
Light beaches in Eastham, Marconi Beach
in Wellfleet, Head of the Meadow Beach in
Truro, and Provincetown’s Race Point and
Herring Cove beaches. You can also bicycle
up the Cape Cod Rail Trail, which goes as
far as Wellfleet, and walk onto the beach.

Severed from the mainland by the Cape
Cod Canal, Cape Cod has a limited range
of habitats, and in general has fewer spe-
cies than the mainland does. Yet just yards
away from white sand and surf lies a whole
other natural world, with its own medita-
tive rhythms: a rich wilderness of marsh
and wetlands tucked away behind the
beach. Here, the seashore’s rangers care-
fully monitor not only the threatened
northern diamondback terrapin and east-
ern box turtle, but even common freshwa-
ter species like painted turtles and
snapping turtles, and the less common
pond-dwelling musk turtle and spotted
turtle.

At the Salt Pond Visitor Center (just east
of Rte. 6 in Eastham), you can pick up a
brochure identifying the turtles, then walk
the splendid Nauset Marsh Trail, where
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you're likely to spot painted turtles basking
on logs. The Wellfleet Bay Wildlife Sanc-
tuary, off Route 6, South Wellfleet (©) 508/
349-2615; www.wellfleetbay.org), a 1,000-
acre (405-hectare) refuge run by the Mas-
sachusetts Audubon Society, has no fewer
than 5 miles (8km) of trails through pine
forests, moors, and salt marsh, a favored
habitat for diamondback terrapins. And for
box turtles, who prefer fields and forest,
the town of Wellfleet has set aside a 6'/>-acre
(2.6-hectare) parcel in the middle of the

At Water’s Edge

intertidal marsh, designated—what else?—
Box Turtle Woods.

(@ cape Cod National Seashore (@ 508/
255-3421; www.nps.gov/caco)

)-)- Hyannis

k== $$ Viking Shores Motor Lodge,
Rte. 6, Eastham (@ 800/242-2131; www.
vikingshores.com). $$ Even’tide, 650 Rte.
6, South Wellfleet (@ 800/368-0007 or
508/349-3410; www.eventidemotel.com).

Blowing Rocks Preserve

If These Rocks Could Talk . . .
Hobe Sound, Florida

OCEAN POLLUTION AND DUMPING ARE A SERIOUS THREAT TO THE SURVIVAL OF REMAINING SEA
turtle populations. Closer to home, pollution, eroding dunes, marauding predators such
as dogs and birds, and beachfront lighting (which confuses the hatchlings) all contribute
to the demise of these endangered species. Asian snakewood, an aggressively invasive

plant, threatens native vegetation.

Up at the north end of the Miami sprawl,
nature finally gets room to breathe again—
and that’s good news for endangered sea
turtles. On the beaches of North Palm
Beach County, the turtles swim ashore to
lay clutches of eggs from May to August,
burying them in the warm sand. It’s hard
to believe that this all happens only 20
miles (32km) away from glitzy Palm Beach,
but it does—and preservationists are
determined to keep those nesting beaches
safe from high-rise developers.

The Marinelife Center of Juno Beach,
14200U.5.1,JunoBeach (©561/627-8280),
will quickly get you up to speed on the local
habitats with its hands-on exhibits about
Florida’s tropical ecosystems. Visitors can
also walk interpretive trails through the
sand dunes; in June and July, the peak of
turtle-breeding season, guided walks take
you to a nearby beach where the nests are

laid. These walks are so popular, they often
book up as soon as reservations are taken,
beginning May 1, so call early.

North of Jupiter lies a protected sliver
of barrier island between the Atlantic and
Indian River Lagoon. This sanctuary is
named Blowing Rocks after its distinctive
limestone ridge, formed from compacted
seashells and sand, that guards the ocean
shore. In rough weather, waves forced
through erosion holes in the rock are sent
whistling sky high—quite a dramatic sight.
Despite this wall, some 600 loggerhead
turtles crawl onto the beach in summer to
lay their eggs; nesting areas are roped off
and must be strictly observed.

Entering through a tunnel of thick ever-
green sea grapes, you can take a mile-
long (1.6km) hike along the ridge through
the oceanfront dunes. Coastal hammocks
are planted with local sabal palms and the



distinctive gumbo-limbo tree (nicknamed
the “tourist tree” because its peeling red
bark looks like a sunburned tourist), gradu-
ally replacing the invasive Australian pines
that overran the beach before it was
donated to the Nature Conservancy in
1969. Across the highway the preserve
backs onto the Indian River Lagoon, a
threatened estuary 156 miles (251km)
long that is slowly being coaxed back to
health after decades of pollution and over-
development. Here a boardwalk trail
passes mangrove wetlands and oak ham-
mock, which shelter fiddler crabs and,
occasionally, manatees. It's like a mini-
course in Florida habitats; there’s even a
butterfly garden featuring native plants.
Though many visitors come here in
summer to see the loggerheads, Blowing

® Care HATTERAS NATIONAL SEASHORE

Rocks is also delightful in the fall, when the
southward bird migration flies through—
warblers, offshore pelagic birds, hawks,
and falcons stop off to feast on the abun-
dant sea grapes’ juicy berries. Springtime
buzzes with butterflies and hummingbirds
visiting beach wildflowers. It’s generally a
cool place to hang out anytime of year—
just ask the turtles.

@ Blowing Rocks Preserve, 574 S. Beach
Rd., State Rd. A1A (@) 561/744-6668)

)} Palm Beach

k== $$$ Jupiter Beach Resort, 5 N.
A1A, Jupiter (@© 800/228-8810 or 561/
746-2511; www.jupiterbeachresort.com).
$ Baron’s Landing Motel, 18125 Ocean
Blvd., Jupiter (@ 561/746-8757).
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Cape Hatteras National Seashore

A Battered Barrier Island
Outer Banks, North Carolina

CLIMATE CHANGE HAS INCREASED OCEAN LEVELS AND STORM SEVERITY, CONTRIBUTING TO THE
increasing erosion of these fragile beaches. As many as 2,200 vehicles park on Outer
Banks beaches during the peak summer season, driving through nesting shorebird habi-
tat on the way—and contributing to an 86% decline in shorebird populations over the
past decade. Some species are no longer seen in the area.

Rising oceans and eroding beaches—they
go hand in hand, and anyone who's ever
stood on the barrier islands of North
America’s Atlantic coast knows how frag-
ile those strips of sand seem, frail bits of
land holding off the pounding surf. Add to
that the increasing frequency of tropical
storms and hurricanes ravaging this part
of the world, and those barrier islands
could disappear any day now. Oh, solu-
tions have been proposed—there was a
plan in 2001, for instance, to dredge off-
shore sand and pump it back onto Nags
Head Beach—but they’re expensive, may

not have any long-term effect, and could
damage fragile seashore ecosystems.

On this 70-mile (113km) strand of Outer
Banks barrier islands—also known as “the
Graveyard of the Atlantic” for its treacherous
waters and shifting shoals—summer thun-
derstorms can sweep inatamoment’s notice.
Its riptides and currents are so strong, dab-
bling in the surf is better than really swim-
ming. But repeat visitors are hooked on the
land’s-end vibe of the Outer Banks, its edgy
wind-scoured beauty and promise of drama.

Cape Hatteras Seashore is an informal,
barefoot hangout—you can easily beach
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Cape Hatteras Lighthouse.

hop, pulling into one of many beach-access
parking lots, crossing a small boardwalk
over dunes of sea oats, and plopping down
in the tawny sand. North Carolina Highway
12 runs along the national seashore, linking
its four long narrow islands—from north to
south, Bodie Island, Hatteras Island, Ocra-
coke, and Cedar Island (a car ferry links
Hatteras to Ocracoke and Ocracoke to
Cedar Island). Among the endangered spe-
cies that thrive here are piping plovers;

seabeach amaranth; and leatherback, log-
gerhead, and green sea turtles (pay atten-
tion to beach closures during nesting
season). At the north end, on Bodie Island,
guided ranger walks along Coquina Beach
explore this delicate ecosystem, home to
blue crabs and sea turtles. Across the
bridge on Hatteras Island, you can bird-
watch on a nature trail at the Pea Island
Wildlife Refuge (@ 252/473-1131); on
Ocracoke Island, you can visit the island’s
wild ponies, just like those up the coast on
Assateague Island.

As you'd expect, each island has its
own substantial lighthouse, the tallest
being the black-and-white diagonally
striped Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, built in
1870. At 208 feet (63m), it's the tallest
brick lighthouse in the United States; visi-
tors can climb 268 steps to the top for an
awesome view. In 1999, however, the
beach had eroded to within 100 feet (30m)
of the lighthouse. To protect it, engineers
moved the lighthouse inland 2,900 feet
(884m)—only to lose another 1,400 feet
(427m) of sand since then, mostly due to
2003’s Hurricane Isabel. The lighthouse
now stands 1,500 feet (457m) from the
water. But for how long?

@ Hatteras Island Visitor Center, Buxton
(@ 252/995-4474; www.nps.gov/caha)

)-} Norfolk International

k== $$ Cape Hatteras Bed & Break-
fast, 4223 Old Lighthouse Rd., Buxton
(@ 800/252-3316). $$ Okracoke Harbor
Inn, 135 Silver Lake Rd., Okracoke (@ 888/
456-1998 or 252/928-5731; www.ocracoke
harborinn.com).
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The Shores of Biscayne Bay

Last Stand of the Mangroves
Homestead, Florida

IMANGROVES ARE A CRUCIAL ELEMENT OF FLORIDA’S ECOSYSTEM. IMANGROVE STANDS USED TO
line the coast, until hotel developers started ripping them out to gain access to the shores
for high-rises and swimming beaches. Today, it’s illegal to cut down mangroves, but the
damage is already done. Biscayne’s forest is one of the last great stands in the state.

Snorkelers and scuba divers are so eager
to get down to Biscayne Bay’s enormous
coral reef, they often miss the park’s most
spectacular secret: its shoreline. In these
surprisingly shallow waters—Biscayne
Bay is actually an estuary, a gradual transi-
tion zone from freshwater to saline sea—
an overwhelming variety of life thrives in
pillowy seagrass beds and tangled man-
grove stands.

Mangroves love estuaries; they are
uniquely adapted to handle saltwater,
through either salt-blocking root systems
or leaves that secrete excess salt. Canoe or
kayak along the western shore of Biscayne
Bay and you'll see three species—red,
black, and white mangroves—all with dis-
tinctive arching prop roots, cigar-shaped
seed pods, and thick-bladed leaves. Those
dense above-water roots trap the waters
flowing into the bay and let sediment settle
out; they also shelter the smallest marine
organisms, which feed on disintegrated
leaves (and then provide food themselves
for fish, pink shrimp, crabs, and the Florida
spiny lobster—it’s the circle of life). The
treetops create a canopy where many
birds, including the endangered brown
pelican, breed and nest.

Sediments settling onto the shallow
floor of the bay make an ideal base for
flowering seagrasses, which depend on
the shallows’ plentiful sunlight. Seagrass
beds produce loads of oxygen and stabi-
lize sediments; they also feed and shelter

myriad sea creatures, especially juveniles
that aren’t ready for open water. Even
from a kayak, you can look down through
the amazingly clear water and identify the
three major types of seagrasses: shoal
grass in the shallowest waters; wide-
leaved turtlegrass, the most common; and
cylindrical-leaved manatee grass. Packed
white-sand floors may be great for swim-
ming beaches, but these oozy bottoms
are a vital source of marine health.

If you don’t bring your own canoe or
kayak, Biscayne National Underwater
Park, Inc. (@ 305/230-1100) rents them
for use within sight of the Convoy Point
visitor center. Some small creeks and chan-
nels just north of Convoy Point are fun to
explore, prime spots for glimpsing an
American crocodile or manatee. An even
better option for exploring the shoreline
may be ranger-led canoe tours (@ 305/
230-1100 for information).

Unlike land-based parks, which can erect
barriers to keep out invaders and pollut-
ants, an underwater park like Biscayne has
to deal with whatever flows in. The man-
groves and seagrass can only do so much
to clean south Florida’s water. As it is, imag-
ine what would have happened if develop-
ers had been allowed to dredge the bay
and build resortsin the early 1960s. Instead,
conservationists fought to preserve the bay
and its 44 tiny islands as a national park.
Their victory was a win for all of us.
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@ Biscayne National Park, 9700 SW
328th St., Homestead, FL (@® 305/230-
7275; www.nps.gov/bisc)

))- Miami International

k= $%% Sonesta Beach Resort Key
Biscayne, 350 Ocean Dr., Key Biscayne

At Water’s Edge

(@® 800/SONESTA [766-3782] or 305/
361-2021; www.sonesta.com). $$ Indian
Creek Hotel, 2727 Indian Creek Dr., Miami
Beach (@ 800/491-2772 or 305/531-2727;
www.indiancreekhotel.com).

The Mink River Estuary
Blending the Great Lakes Shore

Door County, Wisconsin

A MIGRATORY STOPOVER FOR MORE THAN 200 SPECIES OF BIRDS, THIS AREA IS ALSO HOME TO
two species on the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service’s threatened and endangered list: the
Hine’s emerald dragonfly and the dwarf lake iris. Saved by government and conservation
groups from residential and commercial development, the Mink River Estuary is being
protected as one of the most pristine estuaries in the struggling Great Lakes region.

Some estuaries lie between fresh and salt
water, but not up in the Great Lakes. Here,
they’re a vital transition point between
freshwater river and freshwater lake. The
salinity of the water may not vary, but their
ebb and flow still makes them dramatic,
dynamic places—and often very fragile. In
a popular vacation destination like Door
County, tourist development has put such
pressure on shoreline habitats that the
Mink River—one of the last and most pris-
tine estuaries—is more important than
ever. Where else can lake fish come to
spawn? Where else would migrating birds
rest before and after crossing those huge
lakes?

For such a significant body of water, the
Mink River isn’t very long, running from
alkaline springs in the central Door Penin-
sula just a few miles to Rowley’s Bay on
Lake Michigan. Most of it is estuary, where
the lake and river waters surge and flush
together. At some seasons it's an expanse

of flooded marshes; at others, the marshes
are dry, with just a few distinct spring chan-
nels running through. Whatever grows here
must be adaptable—like the sedges, blue-
joint grass, and reed grass at the marshy
river's edge, backed by taller water-loving
shrubs like willows, red osier dogwood,
and alder. Going deeper into the marsh,
you'll fight your way through thick stands of
bulrushes, wild rice, narrow-leaved cat-tail,
and bur-reed. The wettest areas display
waterlilies and water milfoil. A low-lying
white cedar swamp borders the marshes,
and a small beach runs along Rowley’s Bay,
where threatened dune thistle clings to the
sand.

Numerous birds nest in these wet-
lands—bitterns, loons, ducks, great blue
herons, marsh hawks, and threatened
species like the yellow rail, black duck,
black tern, black-crowned night heron,
northern harrier, and—rarely—a sandhill
crane or two. In late summer and fall, you



may even spot double-crested cormorants
and red-breasted mergansers on their
seasonal visits. And then there are, of
course, the sort of mammals that thrive
happily at water’s edge—beaver, porcu-
pine, and muskrat.

There are few trails through this soggy
landscape, but the best way to explore it is
by canoe. Pause often to let the silence
descend around you, to hunt for birds
with your binoculars. Let yourself lap and
drift with the water, feeling the subtle

interchange of waters. That's what an
estuary’s all about.

® Govben GATE NATIONAL RECREATION AREA

@ Wisconsin’s Nature Conservancy
(@ 608/251-8140)

)-)- Green Bay

k= $ Wagon Trail Resort & Camp-
grounds, 1041 C. Rd. ZZ, Ellison Bay
(@® 888/559-2466, 920/854-2385 lodge,
or 920/854-4818 campground; www.
wagontrail.com)
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Golden Gate National Recreation Area

Where San Francisco Left Its Heart
San Francisco, California

SANDWICHED BETWEEN SOME OF THE COUNTRY’S MOST EXPENSIVE REAL ESTATE, THE LARGEST
urban park in the United States aims to save native habitat and no less than 33 threatened
or endangered species. Climate change, pollution, surrounding development, and recre-
ational activities are some of the stressors that this urban sanctuary faces every day.

Now this is a national park that’s focused
on saving the environment. Just a stone’s
throw from bustling San Francisco, the
Golden Gate National Recreation Area
(GGNRA) is a surprising biological hot
spot—and saving it has become the GGN-
RA’s top priority.

Most of the GGNRA consists of narrow
strips of coastal naturelands, snapped up
before real-estate development could ruin
them. It includes the Presidio, Land’s End,
and Ocean Beach in San Francisco itself;
Angel Island; oceanfront points and ridges
down in San Mateo County; and across the
Golden Gate Bridge, the Marin headlands,
Stinson Beach, Muir Woods, and an inland
corridor bordering Point Reyes National
Seashore. The “R” in GGNRA stands for
recreation, however, and considering the

huge urban population, these sites get a
lot of traffic. With habitat destruction the
biggest factor in species loss here, GGNRA
rangers have to be vigilant about keeping
visitors on roadways and trails, controlling
predators like foxes and feral cats, and
organizing volunteer crews to do beach
clean-ups and habitat replanting.

Five of the birds on the GGNRA’s watch
list are water birds—the marsh-dwelling
California clapper rail, shore-dwelling
western snowy plover, California least
tern, marbled murrelet, and brown peli-
can. The northern spotted owl, which
requires old-growth conifers like Muir
Woods’ magnificent redwoods, rounds
out the avian list. The brown pelican in
particular looks to be on its way back from
near extinction caused by industrial DDT
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Stellar sea lions.

runoff in Southern California; on any
coastal drive you should see these long-
winged, long-billed birds flapping lazily
around the shoreline. Of course, the list
also includes six fishes: tidewater goby,
Coho salmon, two species of Chinook
salmon, and two species of steelhead,
which winter in the Pacific before their
spring or summer spawning runs up cen-
tral California rivers. Southern sea otters
and Steller sea lions bask on the rocky
shores year-round, while the magnificent
humpback whale sails past on its annual
migrations.

But besides seashore, the Golden Gate
area includes marshes and grasslands,
where you'll find the salt-marsh harvest
mouse, the San Francisco garter snake,
the California red-legged frog, and three
types of butterflies—the delicate Mission

blue, the gaudy bay checkerspot, and the
dusty-brown San Bruno elfin. Those brown
hills just north of the Golden Gate Bridge
are spangled with wildflowers in spring,
no less than 11 of them threatened spe-
cies. From beachy dune flowers (California
seablite, San Francisco lessingia) to desert-
like plants (fountain thistle, Tiburon paint-
brush) to tiny hillside blossoms of yellow
(San Mateo woolly sunflower) or pink
and white (white-rayed pentachaeta,
Marin dwarf-flax, Presidio Clarkia, San
Mateo thornmint), these surviving flowers
take a little time to spot but are worth the
effort.

There’s only one plant left of the Presi-
dio Manzanita, and because it doesn’t
self-pollinate, it’s most likely the last of its
species. But then, the 2-foot-tall (.6m)
showy Indian clover was considered



extinct in the wild, and now it’s been rein-
troduced to these Marin County slopes.
Anything is possible.

@ www.nps.gov/goga
)-)- San Francisco International

@ Kenail Fiorps

== $$ Cartwright Hotel, 24 Sutter St.
(@ 800/227-3844 or 415/421-2865; www.
cartwrighthotel.com). $$$ The Argonaut,
495 Jefferson St. (@ 866/415-0704 or 415/
563-0800; www.argonauthotel.com).
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Kenai Fjords

Where Mountains Slide into the Sea
Seward, Alaska

EARTHQUAKES, RISING OCEAN TIDES, AND THE RELENTLESS SEA ARE CHANGING THE TOPOGRAPHY
of the Kenai Mountains. Environmental disasters, such as Exxon Valdez oil spill in 1989,
are a constant threat. Strong population growth has increased logging and residential,
commercial, and recreational development, which are destroying the habitat of many
native species, including the Kenai Peninsula brown bear.

It's hard to imagine anything more perma-
nent than a mountain—unless you're talking
about the Kenai Mountains in south-central
Alaska. Right at this very minute, colliding
tectonic plates are pulling the Kenai range
into the sea. And the deep coastal fjords that
make this area a must-see Alaska cruise stop
were once alpine valleys, with glaciers nes-
tled inside. In the spring of 1964, an earth-
quake dropped this dynamic bit of Alaska
shoreline 6 feet (1.8m) further underwater in
just 1 day.

The glaciers in the Alps and the Rockies
are valley or piedmont glaciers; in Kenai
Fjords National Park you'll see much rarer
tidewater glaciers, massive cliffs of ice as
high as 1,000 feet (305m), dropping abruptly
into the icy Gulf of Alaska. Huge chunks of ice
sheer off frequently, with puffs of frozen mist
mixed with sea spray. As they break off, they
resound with a boom that can be heard 20
miles (32km) away. Though Kenai Fjords has
inland glaciers, too—notably Exit Glacier

and the vast Harding Icefield—which you
can hike up to (Exit Glacier can even be
reached by car), the coastal glaciers are the
star attraction.

To view this dramatic coast from the
water, several companies offer day tours
out of nearby Seward Harbor. These tours
are the best way to see a lot of wildlife in a
short time—nesting colonies of black-
legged kittiwakes, cormorants, murres,
and puffins; frolicking sea lions and sea
otters; resident orcas and Dall’s porpoises;
migrating humpback and gray whales.
(Half-day tours stick to Resurrection Bay,
where you'll see much of the same wildlife
but no tidewater glaciers.) Those who
want a little more adventure can explore
by sea kayak. To kayak around the fjord
glaciers, take a water taxi or charter boat
from Seward to Aialik Bay or Northwestern
Lagoon and then launch your kayak; other-
wise stay in Resurrection Bay, because it's
not a good idea to round turbulent Aialik
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Cape in such a small craft. Along the coast-
line, there’s another sobering sight: “ghost
forests” of dead trees, still standing,
whose roots were submerged in saltwater
during the tumult in 1964.

The drive to Kenai Fjords is memorable
in itself, taking the scenic Seward Highway
with its jaw-dropping views of Turnagain
Arm, Kenai Lake, glaciers, wetlands, and
rugged mountains. It takes about 2'/> hours
from Anchorage. There’s also a scenic train
ride on the Alaska Railroad, which takes 4
hours from Anchorage. Kenai Fjords is open
year-round, but most services shut down
between October and April. The only part
of the park accessible by road is Exit Gla-
cier, and that road is only open in sum-
mer—the rest of the year you'll need skis, a
snowmobile, or a dogsled.
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(@ Kenai Fjords National Park, Seward
(@ 907/224-7500; www.nps.gov/kefj)

)-} Anchorage

k= $$$ Seward Windsong Lodge,
Mile 0.5, Herman Leirer Rd. (@ 888/959-
9590 or 907/265-4501; www.sewardwind
song.com). $$ Holiday Inn Express,
Seward Harbor, 1412 4th Ave., Seward
(@ 888/465-4329 or 907/224-2550; www.
ichotelsgroup.com).

TOUR Major Marine (@ 800/764-7300,
907/274-7300, or 907/224-8030; www.
majormarine.com). Renown Tours (@ 888/
514-8687 or 907/224-3806; www.renown
tours.com). Kayak Adventures World-
wide (@ 907/224-3960; www.kayakak.
com). Sunny Cove Sea Kayaking Co.
(@ 907/224-8810; www.sunnycove.com).

The Birds of Lyme Bay

Oil Hits Jurassic Coast
East Devon/Dorset, England

LYME BAY IS A VICTIM OF COMMERCE. THE NAPOLI OIL SPILL IS AN EXTREME EXAMPLE OF THE
pollution and devastation that threaten any region near a shipping channel. In addition,
some of the bay’s famed coral reefs have been ravaged by scallop-dredging operations.

It would have been an environmental hor-
ror story no matter where it happened—
the wreck of a huge commercial container
ship carrying 3,500 tons of oil. But what
made it even worse was where the Napoli
went down in January 2007: right off the
pebbled coast of Dorset and East Devon,
England’s foremost World Heritage Site.
After its hull split in an English Channel
storm, the foundering Napoli was being
towed to Portland for salvage when it
began to leak so badly, it was deliberately
run aground on Branscome Beach in Lyme
Bay—a baffling decision, considering Lyme

Bay’s importance as a wildlife habitat. Leak-
ing oil formed a 8km (5-mile) slick, and the
air reeked of gasoline, residents reported.
Hundreds of guillemots, gulls, and razor-
bills were washed ashore covered in tarry
oil; five dolphins were found dead; and
mounds of rotting fish and oil-coated debris
accumulated on beaches.

The oil slick was sprayed with dispersant
and the rest of the ship’s oil was eventually
pumped out, but the long-term effects on
local wildlife are incalculable. This stretch of
English coastline is often called the Jurassic
Coast because of the wealth of fossils in its



rocky shingle beaches and colorful cliffs—
red Triassic-era cliffs, darker gray cliffs from
the swampy Jurassic Age, and white chalk
cliffs formed underwater in the Cretaceous
era. Butit's also a haven for seabirds, espe-
cially around the Exe estuary, just west of
the wreck site. At low tide, the Dawlish War-
ren Nature Reserve’s enormous mudflats
are vital feeding grounds for all sorts of
shorebirds; ringed plovers and Sandwich
terns breed on the shore, and larks and lin-
nets nest in the reserve’s dunes and grass-
lands. Footpaths through the Exminster
and Bowling Green marshes along the river
are breeding grounds for waders such as
lapwings and redshanks, as well as winter
homes for wigeons, curlews, and godwits.

Along the bay’s eastern curve lies the
grand panorama of Chesil Beach, a 29km-
long (18-mile) pebbled bank that shelters a
large brackish lagoon. Known as the Fleet,
it's one of Europe’s most important tidal
and semitidal natural habitats. Telescopes
at the Chesil Beach Centre (@ 01305/
760579) let visitors study from a distance

® 1SiMaANGALISO WETLANDS PARK

the little terns, ringed plovers, Brent geese,
and hosts of other birds who breed or win-
ter in the Fleet; check for guided tours as
well. Just east of Chesil Bank, the spectacu-
lar sea cliffs of the Isle of Portland are rid-
dled with shelves where gulls, guillemots,
and kittiwakes nest; it's such an ornitho-
logical hot spot, the old lighthouse here has
been converted to a bird-watching center
(see “Lodging,” below). Walking atop the
sea cliffs, fragrant with rare wildflowers and
butterflies, is a glorious experience indeed.
It's no wonder the birds like it here—if they
can survive.

(D The Jurassic Coast World Heritage
Site (www.jurassiccoast.com)

=== Dorchester or Axminster

k== The Royal Lion Hotel, Broad St.,
Lyme Regis (© 44/1297/445622; www.
royallionhotel.com). Portland Bird Obser-
vatory, the Old Lower Light, Portland Bill
(@® 44/1305/820553; www.portlandbird
obs.org.uk).

At Water’s Edge

iSimangaliso Wetlands Park

Zulu Zoo Supreme
Zululand, South Africa

ISIMANGALISO WETLANDS PARK, SOUTH AFRICA’S FIRST WORLD HERITAGE SITE, IS A HAVEN FOR
many species of threatened and endangered plants and animals, although climate
change threatens the fragile balance in the park’s five ecosystems. Park rangers are
working to stop illegal poaching of black and white rhinos, both endangered species.

iSimangaliso means “miracle” in Zulu—
that’s how King Shaka’s trusted advisor
Ujege described this stretch of coastland
when he first wandered into it (on the run
from his enemies, but that’s another
story). Formerly known as the Greater St.
Lucia Wetlands Park, iSimangaliso truly is a
miraculous, Noah’s Ark sort of place. Tropi-
cal Africa merges into subtropical Africa

here, yielding five distinct ecosystems; it
also sits on several migration routes, add-
ing up to a mind-boggling total of species—
over 100 different butterflies and some
530 types of birds alone.

At the park’s heart lies Lake St. Lucia,
which is really a vast estuary—Africa’s
largest—teeming with hippos, Nile croco-
diles, and flamingos. Even when severe
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drought hits the rest of Africa, there’s water
here, so it’s a vital bird migration spot. You
can take guided tours on the Santa Lucia
lake cruiser (@® 035/590-1340), and at the
mouth of the St. Lucia River, visit the Croco-
dile Centre, McKenzie Street, St. Lucia Vil-
lage (@ 035/590-1387)—it’s not just some
tourist trap but a significant research cen-
ter with fine exhibits about Africa’s many
crocodile species.

On the lake’s western shores you can
drive into the Mkhuze savanna and thorn-
veld, where kudu, nyala, impala, duiker,
and reedbuck roam. Even more unusual
are the wooded hills on the lake’s eastern
shores—the world’s largest vegetated
sand dunes. Conservationists recently
fought to prevent mining companies from
digging up the rich titanium and zirconium
deposits under these rare dunes; follow a
trail through their peaceful dusky gloom
and marvel at what might have been lost.
At the end of that road is Cape Vidal
beach, where you can watch migrating
whales from an observation tower from
July to November. Scuba divers head far-
ther north for warm Sodwana Bay, which
has almost as many varieties of fish as the
Great Barrier Reef; north of there, the min-
eral-rich sands of Kosi Bay Nature preserve
are protected nesting grounds in summer
(Dec-Mar) for loggerhead and leatherback

sea turtles, endangered elsewhere by
poaching and by 4-wheel-drive vehicles on
beaches (banned here since 2006).

If bird-watching is your passion, head
for the Mkhuze Game Reserve (© 035/
573-9004), where at least 430 species of
birds have been recorded. Mkhuze is like a
greatest-hits version of the rest of the
park, with a little of every habitat: moun-
tain slopes, acacia savanna, swamps, riv-
erine forest. In winter (June-Sept) you can
settle into game viewing hides next to the
Kubube, Kamasinga, and Kwamalibala
watering holes and see black and white
rhinoceros, elephant, giraffe, blue wilde-
beest, warthog, and myriad antelopes.
Two bird hides at Nsumo Pan afford a
spectacular year-round view of pelicans,
ducks, and geese on the waterway; from
here you can also take a guided walk
through the lovely, rare Mkhuze Fig For-
est. Ujeqge had it right—the whole place is
a miracle indeed.

@ St. Lucia Publicity Association (© 27/
35/550-4059)

)-)- Richard’s Bay

k= $$$ Makakatana Bay Lodge (® 27/
35/550-4189; www.makakatana.co.za). $
Cape Vidal Camp, c/o KZN Wildlife (@ 27/
33/845-1000; www.kznwildlife.com).
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At Water’s Edge

Shiretoko National Park

Japan’s Last Frontier
Hokkaido, Japan

HARSH WEATHER CONDITIONS PROTECT THIS REGION FROM THE RAVAGES OF HUMAN DEVELOPMENT,
and it provides such abundant resources that a wide range of species, including the brown
bear, are able to thrive in small habitats. But the fragile balance between terrestrial and
marine ecosystems is dependent upon the stability of sea ice, which climate change may

affect.

The ancient Ainu people called it Shiretoko,
“End of the Earth,” and that’s what this
peninsula still feels like—remote, rugged,
uninhabited, set at the farthest tip of Japan’s
farthest north island. Its virgin forests are
home to Yezo sika deer and one of the last
large populations of Hokkaido brown bears
(watch out for them in spring, when they
grumpily emerge from hibernation); its
extensive wetlands attract droves of migra-
tory birds. Cormorants, white-tailed sea
eagles, and the Blackiston’s fish owl hover
watchfully over its waters, while seals and
seal lions flop around its rocky coves.

Though most visitors come here in sum-
mer, what makes Shiretoko unique is the
sea ice drifting offshore in winter in the
Sea of Orkhost—it’s the farthest south
that ice floes are found in the Northern
Hemisphere. The combination of sea ice
and a relatively temperate latitude makes
it a virtual resort destination for marine
mammals like fur seals and Steller’s sea
lions; whales frequently circle around the
headlands.

There are no roads at all in the northern
quarter of the peninsula—to explore its
beauty, you need to hike and camp, or
else take a boat tour around the western
coast, leaving from the gateway town of
Utoro. While the western coast’s dramatic
waterfalls can be viewed on any of the
various tours, the longer cruises—3 to 4
hours—go all the way to the tip of the
peninsula, where your wildlife-spotting
opportunities are best.

It would be a shame, though, to come
here and not walk through the picturesque
woodlands, even if you don’t attempt a
strenuous wilderness trek. Easy walking
trails circle the peaceful forested Five Lakes,
only 15km (9'/s miles) from Utoro. An even
more special experience is wading up a
warm mountain stream to Kamuikukka
Falls, where you can bask in the hot springs
basin at its base. Even if you don’t reach the
main falls—stretches of the river may be
closed due to falling rocks—slipping around
the algae-coated rocks and plunging into
warm pools along the way is exhilarating.

Rugged volcanic ridges kept out human
settlers for centuries, protecting the wild-
life; nowadays it’s up to park management
to protect this rare marine/alpine ecosys-
tem. And sometimes politics intrude—
UNESCO has informed Japan and Russia
that they’re jointly responsible for one
hotly disputed section, the offshore Kurile
Islands, which the former Soviet Union
invaded 2 weeks after V-J Day ended World
War II. Territorial disputes or not, this wild-
life haven must be kept pristine. It’s one of
those frontier spots that nobody paid
attention to for years—which is just what
makes it so worth saving.

@Www.shiretoko.or.jp

))- Metambetsu

=y $$$ Hotel Shiretoko, 37 Utoroka-
gawa, Shari Cho (@ 81/152/24-2131). §
Shiretoko-lwaobetsu Youth Hostel, at
lawaobetsu bus stop (@ 81/152/24-2311).
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ﬂ @ Disappearing Beaches

When seas rise, beaches disappear. And even setting climate change aside, scien-
tists predict a 10-to 12-inch (25-30cm) rise in ocean levels by the end of this century.
And for each inch (2.5cm) the ocean rises, a beach gets on average 3'/s feet (1m)
narrower. Add to that sinking coastal lands, increasing violent storms, and humans
interfering with natural beach architecture by dredging channels and building sea-
walls and jetties, and it's a recipe for disaster.

Here are 10 notable beaches in need of saving:

@ The Hamptons, New York Although the beaches in the Hamptons are only
eroding half a foot per year—less than most Atlantic beaches—with its multimillion-
dollar beachfront retreats the impact of coastal storms on Long Island’s south shore
gets plenty of press. A key problem has been groynes (beach-stabilizing jetties) in Geor-
gica Pond, which block sand migration to down-current beaches. Warning signs include
dwindling dunes from Sagaponack to Westhampton and storm damage to houses
now sitting only 50 feet (15m) from the high tide line. www.hamptonsweb.com/beaches.

@ Cape May Beach, New Jersey Jetties built at the mouth of the Cape May
Channel have accelerated sand deposits at busy North Wildwood, making it New
Jersey’s widest beach; but meanwhile south of the jetty, charming Cape May, Amer-
ica’s oldest seaside resort, has had to restock the sand on its quiet beaches—an
expensive, and generally short-term, remedy. www.njcapemay.com.

@ Miami Beach, Florida Really a barrier island, Miami Beach has been pumping
up its high-profile beach since 1976, spending millions of dollars to preserve the
10-mile-long (16km) strand lined with high-rise hotels. Tropical storms are a constant
concern, but years of building seawalls and “borrowing” sand from the sea floor
have accelerated beach erosion. www.ecomb.org.

@ Galveston, Texas On the hurricane-prone Gulf
Coast, Galveston has monitored beach width ever since
a disastrous 1900 storm drowned more than 6,000 people.
A historic 10-mile (16km) seawall protects the resort town’s
Victorian architecture, but the soft tan sand of its public
"“"——--

beaches—a major weekend getaway for Houstonians—
> has suffered serious erosion, as has two-thirds of Tex-
Galveston beach. as’s 350-mile (563km) coastline. www.galveston.com.

@ Santa Barbara, California The “American Riviera,” Santa Barbara is known for its
Spanish-Mediterranean architecture and well-groomed, palm-lined, white beaches. But
battered by periodic El Nifio events, armored with seawalls that only intensify wave
action, and robbed of replenishing sediments by several upriver dams, Santa Barbara’s
beaches are in trouble. Goleta Beach Park has been severely reduced, and in a domino
effect, Arroyo Burro Beach is following suit. www.santabarbaraca.gov.
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@ Playa del Carmen, Mexico Protected by offshore coral reefs, the northern
stretch of the Yucatan’s Caribbean coast naturally develops lovely beaches wherever
there are gaps in the reefs. But because a unique confluence of changing winds and
strong offshore currents make this coast’s beaches dwindle or grow almost on a day-to-
day basis, the inviting beach pictured in resort brochures may not be there when you
arrive. If the one by your hotel has turned narrow and rocky, you may need to head
north, to less developed beaches with more sand—and more entangling seagrass. www.
playadelcarmen.com.

@ Negril, Jamaica Starting in the 1970s, a wave of resort building along Negril’s
popular Seven-Mile Beach capitalized on its glorious sand. But degraded offshore coral
reefs and the dredging of seagrass beds left the existing sand vulnerable to wave ero-
sion. Tropical storms periodically pummel this flat, low-lying area, and every year,
natural processes have a harder time replenishing the slowly-but-steadily eroding
beach. www.negril.com.

@ The Holderness Coast, Northeast England The
fastest-eroding coastline in Europe is this 62km (39 miles)
stretch north of the Humber Estuary, where soft clay cliffs
are battered by powerful North Sea waves. Beaches at the
foot of those low crumbling cliffs lose nearly 2m (6 ft.) per
year. Groynes and other manmade revetments protect
the holiday sands at resort towns like Hornsea and Map-

pleton, but steal sand from otherareas. www.i-know-yorkshire.
co.uk. Holderness Coast.

@ Gold Coast, Australia Ever since 1967, Australia’s heavily developed Gold
Coast—an artificially maintained 69km (43-mile) barrier strip south of Brisbane—has
battled beach erosion. An oceanfront boulder wall protects shoreline buildings, but
prevents production of new sand; after storms, inland waterways are dredged for
sand to be pumped back onto the beaches. However, a new technique was pio-
neered in 1999: An artificial reef was built to stabilize the beach at Narrowneck,
which happily also created a new surfing spot—always a plus here in this surfing
mecca. www.goldcoastaustralia.com.

@ Banda Aceh, Indonesia The worst-hit spot in the December 2004 tsunami
was this city on the north tip of Sumatra. With beaches submerged, coastal villages
flooded, and mud deposited everywhere, the disaster required massive rebuilding.
But while buildings and roads were reconstructed on the same vulnerable coastal
areas—often on raised roadbeds or stilts—damaged offshore reef and shoreline
mangroves, which provide protection from further storms, still need to be restored.
www.indonesia-tourism.com/aceh.
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At Water’s Edge

Peninsula Valdés

A Home Where the Guanacos Roam
Argentina

AN ESTIMATED 507% OF THE WORLD'S ENDANGERED SOUTHERN RIGHT WHALES PASS THROUGH
these waters each year along with a year-round population of orcas, and conservation-
ists are concerned about the impact of water pollution, increased oil tanker traffic, and
tourism on whale habitat and breeding. The area is also an important habitat for the

southern elephant seal and native penguins.

Snuggled into the long curve of Argen-
tina’s Atlantic coast, far south of Buenos
Aires and a long way from desolated Tierra
Del Fuego, Peninsula Valdés—virtually an
island, connected to the mainland by the
slenderest of isthmuses—is not the sort of
destination travelers stumble onto acci-
dentally. Those who do come have one
item on their agenda: viewing wildlife.

At first you may be shocked by how bar-
ren this peninsula seems. You can drive
the gravel roads for hours through the
relatively treeless coastal plateau without
seeing another soul. Oh, you'll spot guana-
cos, the llama’s small Patagonian cousins,
running in panic away from your car. You
may see choiques (ostrichlike birds); the
strange-looking mara, a hare that runs on
four legs like a dog; armadillos and foxes;
and lots of grazing sheep, property of the
few family-run ranches still permitted to
operate here. In the middle of the penin-
sula, three giant salt flats appear like
mirages on the horizon.

But it's the coasts you’ve come for, the
rugged cliffs and gravelly beaches that
meet the unusually calm, mild gulfs shel-
tered by the peninsula on either side. Five
kilometers (3 miles) past the park entrance,
which has an excellent interpretive exhibit,
you head down a track to Isla de los P&jaros,
where you can observe an important sea-
bird colony through binoculars. Another
20km (12 miles) east on Ruta 2, the tiny vil-
lage of Puerto Piramides is home base for
whale-watching tours, from April to late

December. Once nearly hunted to extinc-
tion, southern right whales come to these
protected gulfs to breed after feeding for 3
months in Antarctic summer seas.

From Puerto Piramides, head either
east to Punta Delgada or north to Caleta
Valdés to see beaches swarming with ele-
phant seals from mid-June to late Decem-
ber. The rest of the year, when the seals
decamp, head for the northeastern tip of
the peninsula, Punta Norte, where hun-
dreds of sea lions congregate from Janu-
ary to June. Just west of Punta Norte,
Estancia San Lorenzo (@ 54/2965/458-
444) offers tours of a huge colony of
Magellan penguins September to March.
As for the orcas—uwell, they tend to lurk
offshore year-round, shifting their hunting
to wherever vulnerable babies are being
tended: off Punta Norte for sea lions in
March and April, and off Caleta Valdes in
September, waiting for young elephant
seals.

Because different species show up at
different seasons, timing is critical if you're
intent on viewing one particular species.
All things considered, the ideal time to
visit is October or November, when the
penguins are guarding their nests, whales
and their new calves are swimming in the
bays, and the elephant seals mass on the
beaches with their pups. But there’s
always something happening on the
beaches of Peninsula Valdés—it just takes
a little traveling to get here, that’s all.




@ www.peninsulavaldes.org.ar

)-)- Puerto Madryn

k= $$$ Faro Punta Delgada Country
Hotel, Punta Delgada (@ 54/2965/458-444;

@ SHARk Bay

www.puntadelgada.com). $$$ Estancia
La Elvira, inland from Caleta Valdés (@ 54/
2065/474-248; www.laelvira.com.ar). $$$
Rincon Chico (@ 54/2965/471-733; www.
rinconchico.com.ar).

At Water’s Edge

Shark Bay
Dolphins & Dugongs & Sharks, Oh My!

Northwest Cape, Western Australia

OFF SHORE, TOUGH FISHING LAWS HELP REVERSE THE DECIMATION OF PINK SNAPPER, POPULAR FOR
commercial and recreational fishing. On shore, trampling and overgrazing of natural habi-
tats by livestock have caused significant soil erosion and destroyed natural habitats.

You’ve gotta love that name. Shark Bay—
how much more adventurous could a
place sound? But the truth is, most visitors
come here not to see bloodthirsty sharks
but to ooh and aah over the bottlenose
dolphins that cruise into the shallow water
every morning. Rangers instruct visitors to
stand still in the knee-deep water while the
dolphins glide past; you're not even
allowed to pet them, though they playfully
nudge the tourists from time to time.

But there’s so much more to Shark Bay.
Its waters heave with fish, turtles, manta
rays, sea snakes, the world’s largest popu-
lation of dugongs (aka manatees), and
migrating humpback whales (June-Oct).
You can see it all on a 2'/>-hour cruise on
the sailing catamaran Shotover (© 61/8/
9948 1481), leaving from the Monkey
Mia resort. Sometimes you see dozens of
dugongs, though they leave the area mid-
May through August.

On the harsh Peron Peninsula, which
juts out into Shark Bay, even the beach is
amazing—what looks like white sand turns
out to be billions of tiny white seashells,
along with stromatolites, foot-high rock
formations that are really ancient fossils.
On guided walks along the dunes and
coastal cliffs of Francois Peron National
Park, you'll probably encounter wallabies

and emus (just to remind you that you're in
Australia), and may even spot dolphins,
dugongs, and whales out in the water.

So where are the sharks in all this? Up
on the Northwest Cape. In Exmouth, 87km
(54 miles) north of Monkey Mia, from late
March to June tour boats take people out
to snorkel with gentle whale sharks, the
world’s largest fish (true whales are big-
ger, but they’re mammals). If manta rays
are more your style, you can swim with
them, too, in the deeper waters off the
town of Coral Bay, on the other side of the
cape. What’s more, from November
through late February, green and logger-
head turtles nest on the cape’s beaches,
which you can see on nighttime turtle-
watch tours.

The Ningaloo Reef lies just a few steps
off the beaches of the Northwest Cape,
offering divers 250 species of coral and
450 kinds of fish to marvel at—grouper,
manta rays, octopus, morays, potato cod,
false killer whales, and large sharks. The
seas seem to teem with life in this
unspoiled setting, much less crowded
than the Great Barrier Reef. The main
drawbacks—and they’re significant—are
how long it takes to get anywhere, and
how insufferably hot it gets between
November and March. But plan your trip
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accordingly, and it may be the best ocean
experience of your life.
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(@ www.sharkbay.asn.au

))- Shark Bay or Exmouth

=4 $-$$ Monkey Mia Dolphin Resort,
Monkey Mia Rd. (@ 61/8/9948 1320; www.

At Water’s Edge

monkeymia.com.au). $-$$ Ningaloo Reef
Resort, Robinson St., Coral Bay (@ 61/8/
9942 5934; www.coralbay.org/resort.htm).
TOUR Exmouth Diving Centre (© 61/8/
9949 1201; www.exmouthdiving.com.au).
Ningaloo Reef Diving Centre (© 61/8/
9942 5824; www.ningalooreefdive.com).

Mirror Lake
A Cloudy Mirror for Nature’s Majesty

Yosemite National Park, California

EVERY SPRING, THE TENAYA CREEK WASHES TONS OF SILT AND MUD DOWN THE CANYON AND
into Mirror Lake, and in summer the lake dries up. Until the early 1970s, the National Park
Service dredged the lake periodically to preserve it as a popular tourist attraction, but
since then the lake has been rapidly filling up with silt; it's destined to become what it
once was—a small forest with a creek running through it.

Every American should visit Yosemite
National Park at least once. But some sum-
mer weekends, it seems they've all
decided to come at the same time. The
park is only 3'/> hours from San Francisco
and 6 from Los Angeles, and that accessi-
bility, coupled with the park’s justly famous
natural beauty, spells tourist crowds.
There’s no two ways about it.

Air pollution is the gravest environmen-
tal threat Yosemite faces (auto emissions
on the crowded park roads are only one
cause). Ozone damages the foliage of cer-
tain sensitive pine trees, and acid deposits
in the snow or rain periodically overwhelm
the lakes and rivers. Still, you can’t blame
pollution for what’s happening to the post-
card view at Mirror Lake.

The Yosemite Valley loop road visits
several iconic vistas—Bridalveil Falls, the
great Glacier Point overlook, the rounded
summit of Half Dome, Yosemite Falls, and

the awesome 7,549-foot-high (2,300m)
sheer rock face called El Capitan, the
world’s tallest granite monolith. As snows
melt from the surrounding peaks, the crys-
tal-clear waters spill over the canyon walls
in some of the most spectacular waterfalls
on earth. (Upper Yosemite Falls is the tall-
est waterfall in North America; Ribbon Fall
and Sentinel Falls join it on the list of the
world’s 10 tallest falls.) Among these, Mir-
ror Lake is a particularly beloved sight.
Like the name says, it offers up a near-
perfect reflection of the surrounding
mountain scenery, your classic Yosemite
photo op. The trouble is, these days it's
rapidly filling up with silt, and shrinking
every year. Soon it may be more appropri-
ate to call it Mirror Meadow.

To understand what’s happening,
remember that glaciers carved this valley
out of the Sierra Nevada range, shearing
vertical faces in the granite and scooping



Mirror Lake.

out lake beds. Formations like El Capitan
and Half Dome are made of granite, a par-
ticular durable rock—that's why they
thrust out so dramatically from the land-
scape. But as glacial ice moved through

® Mono LAk

this valley eons ago, it also carried along
rubble and debris, some of which still lies
loosely scattered around the park. Carried
off the peaks in snowmelt, this rubble and
debris eventually ends up in the lakes.
Ages ago, this already happened in many
spots; Yosemite Valley itself used to be a
lake. And in our lifetimes, Mirror Lake is
doomed to follow this same fate.

You can’t park a car at the trail head to
Mirror Lake, so take the shuttle bus (Valley
Stables stop) and follow the trail for 1 mile
(1.6km) to the lake. From the shore you
can still get a breathtaking view of Half
Dome when spring snowmelt raises the
water high enough. The sooner you get
here, the better.

(D Yosemite National Park, entrances
onCA41,CA 120, and CA 140 (@© 209/372-
0200; www.nps.gov/yose)

))- Fresno-Yosemite International

== $$$ The Ahwanee, Yosemite Valley
(@ 559/252-4848). $ Tuolumne Mead-

ows Campground (© 800/436-7275;
http://reservations.nps.gov).

At Water’s Edge

Mono Lake
Who Stole the Water?

Lee Vining, California

MoNo LAKE WAS ON ITS WAY TO BECOMING A DRY SALT BED SURROUNDED BY A BARREN
landscape after much of the water that once flowed into the lake was diverted to supply
the growing population of Los Angeles. Fortunately, the alarm was raised in time, and
today the state is managing the water supply and rebuilding the wetlands at Mono Lake.

Just east of Yosemite, another California lake
has gone missing—and this time humans
are to blame. Back in 1941, four of the five
rivers that feed Mono Lake, California’s
largest natural body of water, were diverted
to provide water for the population boom

in Los Angeles. Not surprisingly, this desert
salt lake’s water level began to drop drasti-
cally. Visitors began to notice islands
emerging in the center. A creepy complex
of tufa towers, previously submerged, rose
above the surface like the bleached bones
of a skeleton.
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Environmental protests and lawsuits
throughout the 1970s and 1980s finally
forced the state to reverse its water policy,
and new, more efficient river dams now
send regulated amounts of water back into
Mono (pronounced Mow-no) Lake. Since
their lowest point in 1982, the waters are
slowly rising; the goal, set in a 1994 court
decision, is to bring it up another 7 feet
(2.1m), which may take 10 to 20 years. The
60-square-mile (155-sg.-km) lake was natu-
rally twice as salty as ocean water, but at its
worst it became three times saltier than the
ocean. Recent saline levels are back to 79
grams per liter, about 10 grams per liter
more than the eventual goal. The willows
and cottonwood forests that once lined
the lake’s freshwater tributaries are on the
rebound, now that water flows in those
channels again. It's all great progress, but
Mono Lake will never be what it was.

The ultimate irony is that those risen-
from-the-dead tufa towers—limestone
deposits formed by underground springs—
have become an attraction in themselves.
The Mono Basin Scenic Area Visitors Cen-
ter runs guided tours of the area and has a
terrific historical display telling the Mono
Lake story. With its wetlands restored,
Mono Lake is a major bird-watching area,
with about 300 species either resident or
migrating through; ospreys and rare Cali-
fornia gulls nest on those accidentalislands.

At Water’s Edge

Since no native fish can survive in this alka-
line lake, birds don’t have to compete for
food, especially their favorite treat, Mono’s
endemic brine shrimp. Thick swarms of
alkali flies on the lakeshore (the name Mono
actually means “flies” in the native Yokut
language) may be annoying to humans but
they’re a feast for birds, especially for the
tiny Wilson’s phalarope, which gorges on
them every August before migrating back
to South America.

On summer weekends, guided canoe
tours (@ 760/647-6595) explore the tufa
towers, the wetlands of the creek delta,
and the underground springs that fed the
lake all those years when the streams
were sent elsewhere. Thank God for those
springs, which kept Mono Lake just barely
alive, long enough for humans finally to do
the right thing.

@ Mono Basin Scenic Area Visitors
Center, Hwy. 39 (@© 760/647-3044). Mono
Lake (www.monolake.org).

)-)- Reno-Tahoe or Fresno-Yosemite

k= $$ Tamarack Lodge & Resort,
Twin Lakes Rd., Mammoth Lakes (@ 800/
626-6684 or 760/934-2442; www.tamarack
lodge.com). $§ Fern Creek Lodge, 4628
Hwy. 158, June Lake (@ 800/621-9146 or
760/648-7722; www.ferncreeklodge.com).

Lake Baikal

How Low Can You Go?
Southwestern Siberia

STILL CONSIDERED ONE OF THE WORLD'S MOST PRISTINE BODIES OF WATER, LAKE BAIKAL IS5 AT
risk from pollution that threatens to despoil its clear waters and destroy its abundant
plant and animal life, including some species found nowhere else in the world. Some
conservation efforts have been taken—such as prohibiting logging operations on rivers
leading into Lake Baikal—but risks from both air and water pollution remain high.



Lake Baikal.

Is Lake Baikal secretly an ocean in training?
Sure, on the surface it's only the world’s
seventh-largest lake, but with depths of
1,500m (5,000 ft.) or more, it’s by far the
deepest—nothing else even comes close.
A full 20% of the world’s unfrozen fresh
water is found here, as much water as in
all the Great Lakes put together. Scientists
also say it's probably the world’s oldest
lake, almost 25 million years old. And since
it happens to be located on a widening
continental rift, it's actually getting bigger
every year, by about 2cm (3 inch).

Set in a bowl of mountains and thick for-
ests, Lake Baikal is aptly nicknamed “the
Blue Eye of Siberia.” Far from any ocean, it's
fed by more than 330 rivers and streams,
though only one, the Angara River, runs
out, flowing 2,414km (1,500 miles) to the
Arctic Ocean. The waters are so clear, you
can see down hundreds of feet (it's said
that some boaters get vertigo from looking
over the side). Almost 1,800 species of flora
and fauna live here, two-thirds of them

@ Lake BaikaL

indigenous. Granted, many of those are
microscopic invertebrates, including zil-
lions of tiny crustaceans that filter and oxy-
genate the water, giving it its astonishing
clarity. But the plump little Baikal seal—the
world’s only entirely freshwater seal—is
cute enough to make up for that, and typi-
cally Siberian brown bear, elk, moose, and
deer roam the woods on its shores.

Baikal contains such attractions as the
Ushkaniye Islands, a preserve for the Bai-
kal seals; Chivirkuisky Bay, a prime site for
kayaking; the lakeside Circum-Baikal Rail-
way, a former section of the Trans-Siberian
Railway; and rugged Olkhon Island. Lake
cruisers ply its waters, and it's a popular
destination for Russian hikers, anglers,
rock climbers, and skiers.

Until the Trans-Siberian Railway was
built through here in the 1890s, Baikal lay
relatively isolated, but in recent times pol-
lution has become more and more of a
threat. Since the early 1900s, lumber com-
panies have been hauling out vast tracts of
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the trees that once anchored silt and sedi-
ment on the slopes. Heavy industry has
created an even worse problem, particu-
larly chlorine runoff from a pulp factory
built in 1966 right on the lakeshore. Then
there’s air pollution from the nearest cit-
ies, Irkutsk and Ulan Ulde, and from coal-
burning power plants near to the lake.
With only one river flowing out, contami-
nated water can sit for a long time in Lake
Baikal.

Anti-pollution laws are on the books, but
customarily in Russia there’s little enforce-
ment if industry could be hampered. In

At Water’s Edge

2006, however, President Putin vetoed a
proposed East Siberian oil pipeline nearby,
after environmentalists warned it could
burst, given the area’s seismic activity. It's a
sign of hope for preserving this peerless,
magical lake.

(@ www.irkutsk.org/baikal

)-} Irkutsk

k== $$ Mayak Hotel, 84A Gorkiy St.,
Listvyanka (@ 7/395/4596910). $$ Hotel
Angara, 7 Suhe Bator, Irkutsk (@ 7/395/2/
255106).

Chilka Lake Bird Sanctuary

Flaming with Flamingoes
Orissa, India

CHILKA LAKE IS A LARGE BRACKISH WATER ECOSYSTEM AND AN INTERNATIONALLY IMPORTANT
wetlands area. In 2001, hoping to promote more tourism, the Indian government cut a
passage for tour boats through a sandbar, altering the exchange of freshwater and salt-
water that gave the lake its special quality, endangering fish habitat, and putting the

entire lake at risk.

While there are many awe-inspiring tem-
ples in this east Indian province—the Sri
Jagannath Temple in Puri, the Sun Temple
of Konark—one of the most charming is
the modest Kalijai temple, set on its own
tiny island in the middle of a vast brackish
lagoon. It's the setting that makes it so
special: the impossible blue of the water,
the craggy backdrop of mountains, and
most of all, the number of colorful birds
drawn to this rich feeding ground.

A seasonal push and pull rules the
waters here in India’s largest coastal lake.
Fresh water pours in from the Mahanadi
River in monsoon season, salt currents
flush back from the Bay of Bengal during
the dry season, and a long silted-up sand-
bar traps the waters in place. Some 225
species of fish have been counted in Chilka
Lake, and where there’s that many fish,

there are bound to be loads of aquatic
birds: white-bellied sea eagles, greyleg
geese, purple moorhens, jacana, herons,
and the world’s largest breeding colonies
of flamingoes, their vivid orange-pink
flocks hard to miss. Migratory birds arrive
October to March as well, from as far away
as Siberia’s Lake Baikal and the Himalayas.
Though poaching has been a persistent
problem—up to 20,000 birds a year may
be killed—the government is now working
hard to educate local villages in the impor-
tance of protecting the birds.

Reedy Nalaban Island is a sanctuary for
migratory birds, especially dense flocks of
all sorts of ducks and geese. You can visit
Nalaban by boat, but it takes as long as 90
minutes, with no other land in sight for
much of the trip. Guides know they have to
cut their engines once they get near; they



paddle closer, and you wade through the
last stretch of 1.2m-deep (4-ft.) swampy
water to get to an observation tower. Sat-
apadalslandis knownforits rare Irrawaddy
dolphins, but sightings are increasingly
rare, as more and more dolphins have
been fatally caught in fishing nets.

The local economy is based on fishing—
it’s quite a sight to see, as scores of small
fishing craft steer out on the lake at sunrise
in pursuit of mackerel, crabs, and prawn.
The lake’s so fertile, the fisherman and the
birds have always shared in its bounty—
until now. But with the traditional currents

@ Lake CHAPALA

altered because of the new channel,
weeds have begun to take over areas of
the lake, and the fishermen are suffering.
Kalijai, the goddess of the lake, must be
weeping.

@www.tourismoforissa.com
)*- Bhubaneswar

== $$$ The Trident, C.B.-1, Nayapalli,
Bhubaneswar (@ 91/674/230-1010; www.
oberoihotels.com). $$ Mayfair Beach
Resort, Chakratirtha Rd., Puri (@ 91/675/
222).

At Water’s Edge

Lake Chapala
The Incredible Shrinking Lake

Southwestern Mexico

RUNAWAY DEVELOPMENT AND UPSTREAM POLLUTION HAVE NEARLY DESTROYED LAKE CHAPALA,
which is an important wildlife habitat for native species and millions of migrating birds.
Much of its water has been drained over the past 3 decades to supply Guadalajara,
Mexico’s second-largest city, as well as several nearby resort towns.

It seems like the ideal retirement spot—
Mexico’s largest freshwater lake, a serene
alpine lake set amid gently rounded green
mountains. Cool breezes, balmy winters,
spectacular sunsets, and a cheap cost of
living, yet only 45km (28 miles) south of
the amenities of Guadalajara—how could
you beat that?

The trouble was a lot of people got the
same notion. Since 1975, the real estate
boom in the Lake Chapala area, led by a
flood of retirees from colder parts of North
America, helped swell the population five-
fold in the Guadalajara area. A string of
resort towns along the north shore
became known as the Chapala Riviera, an
English-speaking haven for expatriate
snowbirds in southwestern Mexico, land
of mariachis and tequila.

Such unbridled growth could spoil any
paradise. Guadalajara’s mushrooming need

for fresh water began to drain the lake, and
it didn’t help that faulty city water mains
lose nearly half the water pumped out of
the lake. Meanwhile, upstream communi-
ties built unauthorized dams to tap rivers
flowing into the lake, and released sewage
and chemical runoff to pollute the remain-
ing water. By 2002, the lake had shrunk to
one quarter of its original volume. Some
lakeside villages now barely had water
views, and coastal marshes became solid
land that farmers promptly took over.
Though rainy seasons in 2003 and 2004
raised the water levels back to almost half
of its capacity (reflooding the marshes in
the process), Lake Chapala’s fate still lies
in the balance. The fish population is dwin-
dling, and huge masses of water hyacinth
coat the lake’s shallow surface. To make
matters worse, solutions get lost in politi-
cal standoffs between the two states that
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verge on the lake, Jalisco and Michoacan.
Jalisco has proposed an expensive dam
just above the lake, which might artificially
raise lake levels, but the root problems
would remain.

Central Mexico needs Lake Chapala
more than ever, and not just as a weekend
getaway spot or a reservoir for drinking
water. Many other local lakes and ponds
have dried up in the past couple of
decades, leaving Chapala a vital wildlife
habitat. Some two million migratory birds
have been counted here in recent years,
including yellow robins, snowy egrets,
great egrets, and a significant population
of American white pelicans.

Too shallow for serious watersports, too
polluted for fishing, Lake Chapala is the sort

A River Runs Through It

of destination where typical outdoor excur-
sions may be a gentle shoreline hike or a
boat tour to a midlake island. Despite an
Anglo invasion, the Chapala Riviera has
managed to preserve its old-fashioned
Mexican quaintness, with cobblestoned
streets, hand-carved wooden gates, and
brilliant little gardens. If only the lake itself
could preserve its old-fashioned health.

)-)- Guadalajara

== $$$ Quinta Real, Av. Mexico 2727,
Guadalajara (@ 800/445-4565 or 33/
3669-0600; www.quintareal.com). $$ La
Villa del Ensuefio, Florida 305, Tlapeque
(@ 800/220-8689 or 33/3635-8792; www.
villadelensueno.com).

Nassawango Creek Preserve

The Chocolate Bog
Snow Hill, Maryland

WHILE MUCH OF NASSAWANGO CREEK PRESERVE IS PROTECTED, AGRICULTURAL RUNOFF, INCREASED
residential development, and wetland alterations continue to threaten this area. The
Swainson’s Warbler remains on the state endangered list, and bald cypress trees are
protected because they are so rare in this part of the country.

Don’t worry if Nassawango Creek’s waters
look chocolate brown—they’'ve looked
that way since Pocahontas’s friend Cap-
tain John Smith first canoed up this stream
in 1608. Naturally darkened by tannin from
fallen leaves, Nassawango Creek is actu-
ally one of the most pristine tributaries of
the equally dark Pokomoke River, which
starts out in Delaware’s Great Cypress
Swamp and ends up in Chesapeake Bay.
It's one of the Eastern Shore’s most tran-
quil and unspoiled corridors, spooling its
way through rare bald cypress swamp and
forests of Atlantic white cedar, loblolly
pines, and seaside elder, where a profu-
sion of orchids bloom and warblers sing.
Captain John Smith had one thing
right—canoeing is the best way to explore

Nassawango Creek. This 18-mile (29km)
stretch of water is part of a network of
canoe routes called the Bogiron Water
Trail, in honor of the iron-rich bogs around
here, which gave rise to a thriving iron-
smelting industry in the early 19th cen-
tury. (The historic village of Furnace Town,
center of that industry from 1828-50, lies
inside the preserve boundary—informa-
tion is available at the visitor center.)
Rental canoes are available in Snow Hill.
Turn off Route 12 onto Red House Road,
drive 1 mile (1.6km) and turn right, where
there’s a designated parking area. Launch
on the west side of the creek (look for yel-
low nature sanctuary signs); you can canoe
all the way to the Pokomoke River.



As you paddle along the creek, keep an
eye out for river otters and painted turtles,
and for white-tailed deer and gray foxes in
the woods around you; listen for the rat-
tat-tat of the pileated woodpecker. In fall
the marsh blazes red and gold with cardi-
nal flowers and spotted jewelweed. You
can also take a short, easy hike on the
Paul Leifer Trail through those woods,
where you'll see wildflowers like pink
lady’s slipper, mayapple, wild lupine, and
jack-in-the-pulpit in spring.

Of course, when John Smith steered
through here, there was nothing special
about Nassawango Creek except its natural
dark color. But these days, bald cypress for-
ests rarely grow this far north, and many of

THE WALLS oF JERICHO

those orchids and warblers are threatened
species. Nassawango Creek shows us what
the eastern shore was like, once upon a
time. Nature can be hardy: Despite the years
of iron smelting, the bog habitat replenished
itself. But if this last sliver of the old woods
goes, we'll never see its like again.

@ Nassawango Creek Nature Preserve,
Old Furnace Rd. (© 410/632-2032)

)-} Baltimore/Washington International

== $$$ River House Inn, 201 E. Market
St., Show Hill (@ 410/632-2722; www.river
houseinn.com). $$ Days Inn, 1540 Ocean
Hwy., Pocomoke City (@ 410/957-3000;
www.daysinn.com).

A River Runs Through It

The Walls of Jericho
The Grand Canyon of the East

Alabama/Tennessee

THIS RICH HABITAT SUPPORTS THE RARE LIMEROCK ARROWWOOD AND IS HOME TO THREE GLOBALLY
imperiled fish species and 45 species of mussels, including the pale lilliput and the Ala-
bama lampshell, which are found nowhere else in the world. The Walls of Jericho links
other large tracts of forest in Tennessee and Alabama, and protects the headwaters of

the Paint Rock River.

Once upon a time, famed woodsman Davy
Crockett hunted in these rich woods. In
the late 1800s, an awestruck traveling
minister gave its cathedral-like limestone
gorge the biblical nickname the Walls of
Jericho. When it was owned by a family
named Carter, they left the land open to
cavers and hikers. But in 1977 a lumber
company bought the area, closed it off,
and began to hack down the forest that
had kept the Paint Rock River headwaters
so clean and clear.

Enter the Nature Conservancy and For-
ever Wild Alabama, two conservation
organizations who finally purchased the
Walls of Jericho in 2004. Now visitors can
see this beautiful rock formation again,

explore its intricate cave systems—a vital
habitat for rare bats and even rarer
salamanders—and hike or ride horses
through its leafy upland forest and serene
wooded ponds. Canoers know it as a fine
wild whitewater run, one of the cleanest in
Tennessee, with Category IV cascades
and some portaging required to pass chat-
tering waterfalls. Bird-watchers come in
spring to hear a host of migratory warblers
and other songbirds. Photographers come
to discover a delicate wealth of Appala-
chian wildflowers—yellow and pink lady
slippers, showy orchid, white fringeless
orchids, white nodding trillium, Cumber-
land rosinweed, limerock arrowwood,
bloodroot, and Dutchman’s-breeches.
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The purchase came just in time. The
upper Paint Rock River—which is formed
by the gorge’s Hurricane Creek merging
with the Estil Fork—is one of the largest
watersheds in the southeast that is still
intact and functional, home to 100 fish
species (including the imperiled snail
darter, sawfin shiner, and blotchside log-
perch) and an impressive 45 different spe-
cies of mussels, including two (pale lilliput
and Alabama lampshell) that occur nowhere
else.

The trail to the Walls is about 3 miles
(4.8km) each way, crossing lots of little
streams that quickly swell in rainstorms,
leaving the trail muddy for days. You'll be
hiking through a variegated forest of maple,
oak, hickory, beech, eastern red cedar, and
tulip tree, passing rock outcroppings that
may conceal caves, springs, or sinkholes. A
separate access point down the road leads
to an 8.3-mile (13km) horse trail. Farther up
the narrow gorge (you'll be crossing the

A River Runs Through It

state line into Tennessee), past beautiful
waterfalls, you'll reach a large, bowl-shaped
natural amphitheater, 150 feet (46m) wide
with sheer 200-foot-high (61m) walls. As
Turkey Creek cascades through the Walls,
on its way to join Hurricane Creek, water
spurts out of big holes and cracks in the
canyon wall during heavy rains or the big
spring flows. You'd almost swear the can-
yon was spouting for joy, so glad that it and
its woods have been saved.

@ Walls of Jericho, Hwy. 79, Hytop, AL
(@ 615/781-6622)

>-)- Huntsville, AL

k=4 $$ Comfort Inn, 23518 John T. Reid
Pkwy., Scottsboro, AL (© 256/574-6740;
www.choicehotels.com). $$ Jameson Inn
Scottsboro, 208 Micah Way, Scottsboro,
AL (@ 800/JAMESON [526-3766] or 256/
574-6666; www.jamesoninns.com).

Buffalo River
The National River That Started It All

Arkansas

PoPULATION GROWTH IN THE OZARKS HAS INCREASED RESIDENTIAL, AGRICULTURAL, AND TIMBER
development, along with the construction of additional water reservoirs, which reduce
the number of natural caves. The resulting loss of foraging space and habitat threaten
the Ozark big-eared bat, which plays a vital role in controlling moths and other insects.

In 1972, the early days of the environmen-
tal movement, Congress did a radical
thing: It declared this backwoods Ozark
waterway America’s first national river.
That meant that its 150 miles (241km)
would never be dammed or dredged, sim-
ply allowed to flow as nature intended. It
was a bold experiment—and it worked.

Beginning in the remote and rugged
Ponca wilderness, the Buffalo cuts a wind-
ing descent through tall limestone bluffs
forested with deciduous trees—oaks,
locust, sweet gum trees—then meanders
into the White River, leading to the Arkan-
sas River, then the Mississippi, and finally
the Gulf of Mexico. It’s not totally unspoiled



wilderness—evidence suggests that the
ancient Rock Shelter People dwelt in caves
in those bluffs, and 19th-century farm-
houses scattered around the park recall
an era of hardscrabble homesteading. In
the 20th century, first mining and then log-
ging companies set up operations for a
time. But since 1972, the preserve has
returned to its natural state, with clear
water and healthy woodlands.

The prime way to enjoy the Buffalo
River is on the water, whether you shoot
the swift rapids in the upper river or take
an easy float on the peaceful middle
stretches, stopping off at sandbars and
swimming holes or fishing for plentiful
smallmouth bass or catfish. Check out
river conditions before you go, since they
vary widely from section to section (like
rivers are supposed to). But don’t over-
look what’s on shore, with over 100 miles
(160km) of hiking trails and several dis-
used roads converted to horse trails.
Tucked around those riverside bluffs are
caves, natural springs, waterfalls, and rock
arches to explore, and you'll have a very
good chance of spotting elk, with nearly
500 individuals living along the river. Elk
this far east? Yes. The native elk disap-
peared as long ago as 1840, but a diligent
restocking program in the early 1980s has
restored them to the Ozarks. (Stop by the
Elk Education Center in Ponca, @ 870/
861-2432, or the Hilary Jones Wildlife
Museum on Hwy. 7 in Jasper, @ 870/446-
6180.) It's just too bad that the American
bison for which the river was named are
long gone.

But black bears still inhabit the woods,
and great blue, little green, and white her-
ons stalk along the banks. The woods
are full of songbirds—finches, cardinals,
mockingbirds, wrens, and thrushes. In
spring, flowering trees—sarvis, redbud,
dogwood—blossom in the woods, with
wildflowers, ferns, and azalea bushes fill-
ing out the understory. Fall foliage is noth-
ing short of spectacular.

® BurraLo RiVER

Buffalo River.

Backcountry camping is allowed any-
where along the river, and rustic cabins
built during the 1940s by the Civilian Con-
servation Corps are available for over-
night stays. Waking up to a superb Ozark
landscape—that’s priceless.

(D Tyler Bend Visitor Center, Hwy. 65,
St. Joe, AR (@ 870/439-2502; www.nps.
gov/buff)

))- Harrison, AR

k== $$$ River Wind Lodge, Jct. Ark Hwy.
43 & Hwy. 74, Ponca, AR (@ 800/221-5514;
www.buffaloriver.com). $ Buffalo Point
Lodge & Cabins, Hwy. 268E, Yellville, AR
(@ 870/449-6206; www.buffalopoint.com).

TOUR Buffalo River Outfitters, St. Joe,
AR (@ 800/582-2244 or 870/439-2244;
www.buffaloriveroutfitters.com). Buffalo
Adventures Canoe Rental, Jasper, AR
(@® 870/446-5406). Silver Hill Canoe
Rental, St. Joe, AR (@ 870/439-2372).
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San Miguel River Preserve
The River Nobody Messed With

Telluride, Colorado

THE SAN MIGUEL IS HOME TO ONE OF THE BEST KNOWN EXAMPLES OF THE GLOBALLY RARE
narrowleaf cottonwood, Colorado blue spruce, and thinleaf alder riverfront plant com-
munities. The Nature Conservancy protects more than 30 miles (48km) of the San Miguel
River, keeping many parts of the waterway pristine.

There’s been so much tinkering with the
Colorado River Basin, it’s a relief to find a
river like the San Miguel. There are no
dams along the San Miguel River; it hasn’t
been dredged or rerouted. It flows just as
nature intended it, 72 miles (116km) from
its source above Telluride, in the San Juan
Mountains, down into the Dolores River, in
the southwestern Colorado Desert.

Preserving rivers like the San Miguel not
only protects the water supply system of the
West, it also protects the wildlife that lives
alongside rivers—which happens to be
more than 80% of the wildlife in Rocky Moun-
tain Colorado. Along the San Miguel—where
there’s been almost no human develop-
ment—the riverside forests reflect the rising
levels of the river’s natural flood cycles. Walk
the boardwalk trail through the South Fork
Preserve, just northwest of Telluride. The
interpretive signs point out a unique combi-
nation of trees living together: Colorado blue
spruce, black twinberry, and narrowleaf cot-
tonwood. (Upstream in the San Miguel River
Canyon Preserve, northwest of Norwood,
another unusual forest mix replaces the
twinberry with thinleaf alder.)

Impressive stands of Ponderosa pines,
aspen groves, and water birches occupy
other stretches of the riverbank. These
great forests attract so many species of
birds—including the endangered pere-
grine falcon, Swainson’s thrush, fox spar-
row, and American dipper—that it's been
designated as an Important Bird Area by

the Audubon Society. You may not see the
black bears and mountain lion that still
prow! around here, but you'll see signs of
beaver activity, and you'll probably spot
river otters in the water—a species that
had once nearly disappeared from the San
Miguel, until conservationists successfully
reintroduced them.

It's a rugged landscape, no question
about it—look upward from the South
Fork Preserve and you'll see 14,000-foot
(4,267m) Wilson Peak of the western San
Juan Mountains. Other nearby landmarks
are Ophir Needles, a granite pillar topped
with jagged outcroppings that's a desig-
nated National Natural Landmark, and
Ames Wall, a shingled rock face composed
of stratified rock types (granite, sandstone,
and shale). In this untamed mountain wil-
derness, an untamed river flowing through
it may hold the key to restoring the Ameri-
can West's rivers.

@ South Fork Preserve, Ilium Valley Rd.,
Telluride, CO. San Miguel River Canyon
Preserve, State Rd. 145, Norwood, CO.

)-)» Telluride

k= $$$ New Sheridan Inn, 231 W.
Colorado Ave., Telluride (@ 800/200-1891
or 970/728-4351). $$ The Victorian Inn,
401 W. Pacific Ave., Telluride (@ 800/611-
9893 or 970/728-6601; www.tellurideinn.
com).
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Swan River Oxbow Preserve

Vanishing Flower of the Marshes
Swan Lake, Montana

LL0SS OF HABITAT DUE TO TIMBER HARVEST DEFORESTATION AND RUNOFF, DRAINAGE FOR RESIDENTIAL
and agricultural development, removal of native vegetation, and the invasion of noxious
weeds threaten the Swan River Oxbow Preserve. In addition, climate change (too many
wet or dry seasons) prevents the natural recharging process that wetlands need.

Such a tiny, unassuming little flower, the
Howellia Aquatilis. A delicate white-blos-
somed annual, it likes to be submerged in
water, like the marshy ponds nestled
inside the swan’s neck curve of Montana’s
Swan River. But there’s just one catch: The
water howelia’s seeds only germinate on
dry land. In order to reproduce, it needs a
marsh that dries up in summer—like the
ones inside the curve of the Swan River. In
California, Oregon, Idaho, and Washing-
ton, the water howelia’s special wetlands
are being drained or flooded; in other loca-
tions, it's being choked out by reed canary
grass, a hardy intruder that likes exactly
the same growing conditions. In order to
save the water howelia, we need the Swan
River Oxbow Preserve.

So who cares about one little aquatic
flower? Well, the water howelia is an indica-
tor of wetlands health; the same marshes
that nurture it are ideal for many other
flowers—round-leafed pondweed, small
yellow lady’s slipper—as well as water
birds such as the common loon, ring-
necked duck, mallard, cinnamon teal, spot-
ted sandpiper, common goldeneye, and
Canada goose. Marsh wrens, song spar-
rows, and yellow-headed blackbirds dabble
at water’s edge, and neotropical migrants
like the western tanager, Swainson’s
thrush, red-eyed vireo, and Lincoln’s spar-
row have been known to visit. It's not only
the wetlands, but the entire mosaic of habi-
tats: It's an important grizzly bear corridor
between mountain ranges (you may want
to avoid peak grizzly season, mid-Apr to

mid-June); elk, moose, and deer graze in
adjoining sedge fens and meadows; and
bald eagles, red-tailed hawks, and osprey
roost in the cottonwood trees to the west.
It's a quiet, undeveloped place, with no
spectacular sights to see.

Yet the Swan River Oxbow is a para-
digm of change—in a good, natural,
untampered-with way. In this steep-sided
glacial valley, the Swan River gradually
shifted course over the years, forced by
accumulations of silt to curve westward.
The land inside the curve—the “oxbow”—
floods in late spring, when the river is
swollen with snowmelt, and hidden springs
and water seeping up through the lime-
stone till keep the water table high. In
effect it’s an inland delta, and one with
remarkably pure water. As you walk
through it on the nature trail (stay on the
path—it passes through some very boggy
patches), you may not notice the water
howelia at all. But you’re bound to see
something else subtle and beautiful.

(D Sswan River Oxbow Preserve, off
Porcupine Creek Rd., 21/> miles (4km) south
of Swan Lake, MT (@ 406/644-2211)

))- Kalispell

k= $$ Bridge Street Cottages, 300
Bridge St., Bigfork (© 888/264-4974 or
406/837-2785; www.bridgestreetcottages.
com). $$ La Quinta Inn and Suites Kal-
ispell, 255 Montclair Dr., Kalispell (© 406/
257-5255; www.lq.com).
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Kootenai River

Damming the Sacred River
Idaho/Montana/British Columbia

KOOTENAI WETLANDS IN IDAHO WERE ALMOST DECIMATED BY AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT; PART
of the wetlands is now being restored by environmental groups. In Montana, the endan-
gered and aging white sturgeon population has stopped spawning due to loss of habitat
caused by the Libby Dam; unless young fish live to spawning age the species is expected

to be extinct in as few as 20 years.

The Kootenai River’s other name is the Flat
Bow River—perfectly apt, considering the
wide loop it makes, an international arc
from British Columbia, down the Rocky
Mountain Trench into Montana, then
swinging westward into Idaho and back
north to Kootenay Lake in British Colum-
bia. Eventually those waters make their
way into the Columbia River, but they sure
take their time getting there.

Humans just can’t keep from messing
around with the Kootenai, though. In the
Idaho valley, its attendant wetlands were
drained in the 1920s to create farmland,
despite the fact that it’s a significant migra-
tory stopover for some 200,000 birds,
including about 67,000 ducks and geese.
It’s only in the past few years that those
migrating water birds have had a chunk of
protected habitat to rest in, thanks to
aggressive wetlands restoration by the
Nature Conservancy and local partners.

In Montana, spectacular Kootenai Falls—
a site sacred to the Kootenai Tribe—remains
the last major waterfall on a northwest river
wherethere’s no hydroelectric plant. Despite
protests by the tribe, several dam projects
have been planned over the past century,
with some still on the drawing boards. And
only 31 miles (50km) upstream, Libby Dam
was built in 1975, altering river flows and
temperatures so significantly that the Koote-
nai's white sturgeon population—one of the
few landlocked populations, and genetically

unique—may not survive another 30 years.
The sturgeon are now confined to a slug-
gish, silty section of river below the falls,
where spawning seems to have fallen off
drastically.

Looking at Kootenai Falls, it makes per-
fect sense that the Kootenai consider it
the center of the world, a vortex for spiri-
tual forces. Its vivid green waters crash
violently over boulders, dropping 300 feet
(91m) in just a few hundred yards. No won-
der the filmmakers of The River Wild used
this location for the dreaded whitewater
called the Gauntlet in the film (after com-
plex negotiations with the tribe for permis-
sion to film this holy place).

Arriving on U.S. Highway 2, you can
view them from picnic grounds at the
county park above the falls, and even step
out on a swinging bridge spanning the
gorge. A narrow path leads through the
woods down to the river, to those incred-
ible falls. Be glad there’s no power plant
desecrating the rugged walls of this
gorge—and hope that it stays that way.

))- Kalispell

= $ Caboose Motel, 714 W. 9th St,,
Libby, MT (@ 800/627-0206 or 406/293-
6201; www.mtwilderness.com). $ The
Ranch Motel, 914 E. Missoula Ave., Troy,
MT (@ 406/295-4332).



Kootenai River.

@ DunsTAN HoMESTEAD

A River Runs Through It

Dunstan Homestead
A Spawning Odyssey

Middle Fork John Day River, Oregon

EFFORTS BY CONSERVATION GROUPS ARE UNDERWAY TO REVERSE DAMAGE FROM UNMANAGED
gold mining in the 1940s, which turned part of the river into a rocky channel without the
river bends and pools necessary for trout and salmon to spawn. Soil erosion in the mead-
ows and along the riverbanks, also a result of mining, removed habitat and many of the
nutrients and habitat necessary to support trees, shrubs, and fish.

First of all, you have to get the right river—
there are two John Day Rivers in Oregon.
And then you have to locate the proper
fork, since the big John Day has four major
tributaries: the mainstem John Day, the
North Fork John Day, the South Fork John
Day, and the Middle Fork John Day. They’re
all named after John Day, an early-19th-
century explorer who wandered around
this arid part of Oregon between the Blue
Mountains and the Cascade range in the
winter of 1811 to 1812. It’s kind of a strange

choice, naming so many rivers after a guy
who got lost.

Maybe Oregon has a lack of imagination
when it comes to naming rivers, but they
got everything else right. The John Day is
the second-longest dam-free river in the
United States, and it's never had fish
hatcheries—which means it’s like a para-
dise for Chinook salmon and steelhead.
Unlike John Day, these magnificent fish
don’t need maps; they simply wrestle
upstream for 484 miles (779km) from the
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Pacific to get to the gravel shallows of the
Middle Fork John Day River, where they
spend their summers getting ready to
spawn. It isn’'t easy—they have to get
around three major Columbia River dams
en route—but they persist, faithful to
some age-old instinct.

Named for the homesteading family
who owned the land, the Dunstan refuge
is run by a collaboration of conservation-
ists who've taken over 4'/> miles (7.2km) of
the river, on former ranch land. This
stretch of the Middle Fork is a major breed-
ing ground for redband trout, bull trout,
and Pacific lamprey as well as the steel-
head and salmon. The first challenge is to
get the river back to its original meander-
ing course, altered by gold miners in the
early 1940s. The straightened river just
doesn’t have the shallows and pools in
which fish spawn best, and it’s not as good
for growing the alders, cottonwoods, and
willows that shade the river waters to
keep them cool. Along with that rechan-
neling, ecologists are clearing the loose
rock detritus that the miners left, which
ruined several riverside meadows. They’re
also thinning the tangled upland forests of
ponderosa pines and Douglas firs, where

A River Runs Through It

you may be able to spot Rocky Mountain
elk, mule deer, white-tailed deer, grouse,
sandhill cranes, Canada geese, and Colum-
bia spotted frogs. Park your car anywhere
along the highway and venture on foot
into the woods, or find your way to the
river's banks and peer into the teeming
shallows.

There have been setbacks—a 1996 wild-
fire, a court fight over plans to allow cattle
grazing in nearby national forests, and
record-high summer temperatures in 2007,
which killed many salmon. But encouraged
by increasing numbers of redds (salmon
spawning nests) every year, the conserva-
tionists fight on—it’s the least they can do
for the salmon and steelhead.

@ C.R. 20, mileposts 13—17, near Austin, OR

)-)- John Day

k= $$ Dreamer’s Lodge, 144 N. Can-
yon Blvd., John Day (@ 800/654-2849 or
541/575-0526). $ Middle Fork Camp-
ground, Malheur National Forest, C.R. 20,
9 miles (15km) west of Austin Junction
(@ 541/575-3000).

Anavilhanas Ecological Station
Hiding Place of the Jungle Manatee

Novo Airdo, Brazil

THE AMAZONIAN MANATEE, ENDEMIC TO THIS REGION, FACES A HIGH RATE OF EXTINCTION IN
the wild. Anavilhanas is also home to other threatened species, including the giant ara-
paima fish, black caiman, and two species of river dolphin. While this area is protected by
government decree, hunting and pollution from ships traveling the Rio Negro put the

area at risk.

All manatees are not created equal. Take
the Amazonian manatee, for example. It's
the only freshwater manatee, and it's
smaller than the other two species, on
average only 3m (9 ft) long and 450kg

(992 Ib.; granted, that’s still big). A timid
creature, it minds its own business in the
backwaters of Amazon basin rivers. Since
it only has molar teeth, its diet is limited to
soft aquatic plants. Mothers only have one



calf at a time, which they nurse for up to 2
years. So when the natives hunt them for
meat and leather, invade their waterways
with motorboats, and destroy their spe-
cialized habitat—well, it’s hard for the
manatees to hold their own.

The Amazonian manatee is just one spe-
cies being studied and protected at the
Anavilhanas Ecological Station, a Brazilian
government nature reserve just northwest
of Manaus (access is through the lodge of
the same name). Set in the Rio Negro, a
major Amazon tributary, it encompasses
some 400 islands and hundreds of lakes,
rivers, swamps, and sandbanks, the world’s
largest archipelago in a river. Since the
reserve was created in 1981, it has relo-
cated nearly all the inhabitants of the archi-
pelago. And still, residents of Novo Airdo
and Manaus visit the islands to fish, hunt,
and cut wood; Manaus building companies
take sand and stones from the riverside,
though rangers are monitoring this activity
closely. Ships cruising the Rio Negro add
pollution to the equation. And, of course,
politics snarl up everything, with many
locals increasingly resistant to international
“interference” by conservation groups.

Though the islands of Anavilhanas are
covered with forests, these are special for-
ests, adapted to the fact that the islands are
largely submerged during the high-water

@ THE OkAVANGA DELTA

period, April to June. Notice, for example,
the tree’s aerial roots as you navigate
around the islands in small boats—those
come in handy when a tree is flooded for
months at a time You'll see a lot of palm-
trees, orchids, lichens, and on some islands,
straggly shrublands; a lot of trees have
curved, thin trunks and leathery leaves that
can store water for the dry months. Ani-
mals are driven to higher ground, too, until
the waters recede, revealing beaches and
deeper channels. September and October
may be your best months if you want to see
wildlife.

Given the changing conditions of the
river, the landscape is constantly shape-
shifting, with islands relocating and chan-
nels altering their courses. A local guide,
however, can help you keep your bear-
ings, as well as identify the flora and fauna,
most of which are unique to this one-of-a-
kind environment. As you maneuver
around its labyrinth of channels, lakes, and
island, keep an eye peeled for those elu-
sive manatees—or at least the playful
river dolphins.

))- Manaus

== Anavilhanas Jungle Lodge (@ 55/
92/3622-8996; www.anavilhanaslodge.
com)

A River Runs Through It

The Okavanga Delta

Mokoro Cruising
Botswana

THE BOTSWANA GOVERNMENT HAS APPROVED SPRAYING INSECTICIDES TO CONTROL THE TSETSE
fly population, and studies are underway to determine the effects of spraying on other
insects, birds, and fish. As global temperatures rise, the delta’s abundant water at cer-
tain times of the year makes this area vulnerable to pipeline drainage used to supply

water to parched desert communities.
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Okavango Delta.

Every winter—which in Botswana begins
in July—the Okavango River flows south
out of the uplands of Angola, its waters
swollen to bursting by the rainy season. By
the time it gets to this vast bowl in
Botswana, it has overrun its banks, spread-
ing out throughout the delta. Crystal-clear
pools, channels, and lagoons spring up
everywhere, playing host to a rich diver-
sity of wildlife, who flock here in grateful
escape from the adjacent Kalahari Desert.

Game lodges in the delta are classified
as “wet” or “dry” according to whether or
not they are surrounded by water during
flood season, but it's not as if being sur-
rounded is a problem—it just means you’ll
do all your traveling around by mokoro, a
narrow canoelike boat propelled through
the water by a human with a long pole.
(Traditionally carved out of tree trunks,
nowadays most are made from fiberglass.)
These silent, shallow craft make it possible
to get really close to birds and animals for
wildlife viewing. As you glide along, the air
is filled with the sounds of birds calling,
frogs trilling, and antelope rustling in the
reeds. Wildebeest, hartebeest, buffalo,
and zebra roam the islands before you;
elephants wade across channels guarded
by hippos and crocs.

Game camps in the Okavango are gener-
ally tented affairs, since the operators are
required to make no permanent marks on
the land, but some of these are quite luxuri-
ous tents indeed. Most of the camps are set
within the Moremi Game Reserve, in the
northeastern segment of the delta, which is
marketed as the “Predator Capital of Africa”
for the number of lions and leopards you
can sight. Given the complexities of travel
within Botswana, it's best to book your
lodgings as part of a package trip through a
safari specialist company (see “Tour,”
below). They’re pricey, yes, but the experi-
ence is once-in-a-lifetime special.

@ Moremi Game Reserve, Botswana
(http://moremi.botswana.co.za)

)-)» Maun Airport

TOUR Abercrombie & Kent (@ 800/554-
7016 in the U.S., 27/11/781-0740 in South
Africa; www.abercrombiekent.com). Con-
servation Corporation Africa (© 27/11/
809-4300 in South Africa, 27/267/661-979
in Botswana; www.ccafrica.com). Wilder-
ness Safaris (@ 27/11/895-0862 in South
Africa; www.wilderness-safaris.com).



@ NaTioNAL CHAMBAL SANCTUARY

A River Runs Through It

National Chambal Sanctuary

Bloody River in the Land of Taj Mahal
Uttar Pradesh, India

DESTROYED HABITATS AND THE INADVERTENT VICTIMS OF ILLEGAL NET FISHING, GHARIAL ALLIGATORS,
called the monarchs of Indian rivers, are critically in danger of extinction. In the past few
years, conservationists have stepped up efforts to stem the mass deaths of gharials,
believed to be poisoned by lead and chromium in the water.

Ancient Indian myth gives the Chambal
River some pretty bloody origins—created
supposedly by the gushing blood of thou-
sands of holy cows, cruelly slaughtered by
the Aryan King Rantideva. But this unholy
reputation turned out to be lucky for the
Chambal River. Unlike the Ganges and
other nearby rivers, it was left alone—and
therefore unspoiled. Nowadays it's one of
India’s most pristine rivers, a crystal-clear
waterway winding through Rajasthan,
Mayar Pradesh, and Uttar Pradesh.

This long, narrow nature preserve lies
only a couple hours’ drive from the fabled
Taj Mahal, but it seems a world unto itself.
It's a toss-up as to which rare wildlife spot-
tings are the most exciting along this calm,
wide, shallow river. Is it the sight of enor-
mous, narrow-snouted brown gharial alliga-
tors, basking on rocky islands? Or is it a
flashing glimpse of Ganges River dolphins
(practically vanished from the Ganges), arc-
ing playfully from the shimmering blue-gray
surface? Bird-watchers might claim it's the
chance to see flocks of beautiful Indian skim-
mers hunting for fish, dipping their long
curved orange bills into the water. Or maybe
it's abrown hawk owl, roosting in the fig tree
over your head, the marsh crocodiles lazing
on the mud banks, or smooth-coated otters
sliding into the water’s edge.

The dry season (Oct-Apr) is the best
time to visit, when the raging monsoon
waters recede to leave dazzling white
sand beaches and grassy spits along the
river, and migratory birds settle in the
shallows and marshes for the mild winter.
Nature hikes, jeep tours, and even camel
safaris are available, but the best way to
explore the sanctuary is via motorboat,
cruising through a mazy series of eroded
sandy ravines thickly planted with acacias
and other thorny tropical scrub thickets.
Those forests are full of sambar, nilgiri,
blackbuck, wolves, wild boars, and the
dreaded dacoits (go with an armed guide
for safety). You can also visit a nearby
wetlands area that’s an important breed-
ing ground for the stately, elegant gray
Sarus cranes. You won't see the blood of
Rantideva’s slaughtered cows, but you
won't see pollution or overdevelopment,
either.

@ National Chambal Sanctuary, access
points near Bah or Nandagaon, Uttar
Pradesh

))- Agra

k= $$ Chambal Safari Lodge, Jarar
(Oct=Apr only; @ 91/94126 51921; www.
chambalsafari.com)
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Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge

Warm Winter Waters for Manatees
Crystal River, Florida

CRrysTAL RIVER NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE PROVIDES CRITICAL WARM-WATER HABITAT FOR
15% to 20% of the entire U.S. manatee population. However, manatees, which breed infre-
quently and are often injured or killed in boating accidents, could be headed for extinction.
Yet the tourist industry consistently resists proposals for further restrictions on recre-
ational access and boating speeds that pose serious risks to these gentle giants.

It's an image out of Miami Vice: the ciga-
rette boat slicing cleanly through Florida’s
warm coastal shallows. But the TV show
never dealt with what happens when a
speedboat collides with a nearsighted,
10-foot-long (3m), 1,200-pound (544kg)
manatee. One thing is certain: It's a duel
that the manatee never wins.

Between speedboat injuries and dwin-
dling habitat, America’s West Indian man-
atee population has shrunk to about 1,200

Manatee swimming in the Crystal River.

individuals, nearly a fourth of who winter
in the same prime spot: the protected
natural springs of King Bay in the Crystal
River National Wildlife Refuge. Created
specifically for manatees, the refuge fea-
tures ideal manatee conditions: clear,
warm, coastal shallows and spring-fed
rivers where the temperature generally
stays a steady 72°F (22°C; in warmer
weather, manatees migrate north as far as
Virginia or North Carolina). The refuge is
only reachable by boat, usually on a guided
excursion. Several approved local opera-
tors (see below) lead daily boat tours out
into the manatees’ favorite waters to let
human swimmers and snorkelers interact
with the manatees.

There are also manatee tours 7 miles
(11km) south of Crystal River in the Homo-
sassa Springs Wildlife State Park, where
the waters are even shallower—only 4 feet
(1.2m) deep. Manatees may even come
close enough for you to pet their sleek gray-
brown skin and feel the whiskers on their
droopy snouts. Tours begin as early as
7am, when the manatees are around in
greatest numbers; you'll be back at the
dock by late morning.

After your face-to-face manatee encoun-
ter, you can go underwater in a floating
observatory in Homosassa Springs Wildlife
State Park to watch manatees in action,
with thousands of fresh- and saltwater fish
darting around them. As you'll notice
through the observation glass, this is a
rehabilitation facility that nurses manatees
that have been injured by boat propellers.



The sight of their scarred bodies, missing
fins, and truncated tails is a sad reminder of
the threat of their extinction.

(@ crystal River National Wildlife Ref-
uge (@ 352/563-2088; www.fws.gov/
crystalriver). Homosassa Springs Wild-
life State Park, 4150 S. Suncoast Blvd.,
Homosassa Springs, FL (@ 352/628-5343;
www.floridastateparks.org/homosassa
springs).

)-)- Tampa International

@ OTTeR IsLanD

== $$$ Plantation Inn, 9301 W. Fort
Island Trail (® 352/795-4211; www.
plantationinn.com). $$ Best Western
Crystal River Resort, 614 NW U.S. 19
(@©.800/435-4409 or 352/795-3171; www.
crystalriverresort.com).

TOUR American Pro Dive, 821 SE U.S.
19, Crystal River (@ 800/291-3483 or 352/
563-0041; www.americanprodive.com).
Sunshine River Tours (© 800/645-5727
or 352/628-3450; www.sunshinerivertours.
com).

Denizens of the Deep

Otter Island
Loggerhead Getaway

ACE Basin, South Carolina

COASTLINE DEVELOPMENT, FISHING, HUMAN DISTURBANCE OF NESTING AREAS, AND POLLUTION
have hastened the decline of loggerhead populations. And because loggerheads range
throughout the world’s oceans during their long lives, they are a resource shared by
many nations and owned by none. As a result, activities in one country may undermine

conservation efforts in another.

Hear mention of the barrier islands of
South Carolina, and what do you think of?
Well-groomed golf courses, white beaches,
million-dollar luxury homes—and logger-
head turtles?

Tucked in between the resort islands
like Kiawah, Seabrook, and Hilton Head,
there’s another world, centered around
the ACE Basin watershed, where the Ashe-
poo, Combahee, and Edisto rivers empty
into St. Helena Sound. You'd never expect
140,000 acres (56,650 hectares) of unde-
veloped tidal marshes, upland forest, peat
bogs, and barrier islands so close to Savan-
nah and Charleston. The state runs it as a
National Estuarine Research Reserve, pro-
tecting vital habitats for waterfowl and
migratory birds along the Atlantic Flyway,
that sky-high expressway for birds. Exhibits
at the education center at Edisto Beach

State Park, at the south end of Edisto
Island, will swiftly bring you up to speed
on the ecology of this critical watershed.
There are no bridges or ferries to unin-
habited Otter Island, a marshy 2,000-acre
(809-hectare) barrier island just south of
Edisto Island, but you can get there by boat
from Bennett’s Point, on Mosquito Creek at
the end of Highway 26. (Head south from the
boat landing into the Ashepoo River, then
east about 6 miles/9.7km to Day Marker
#2—-O0tter Island will be on your left.) Despite
the name, otters aren’t the main attraction
here—it's loggerhead sea turtles, which
swim in at night to deposit their eggs on its
dark, protected beaches between May and
September every year. With their big heads
and powerful jaws, loggerheads munch on
mollusks and crabs out in the ocean; their
reddish-brown shells may measure as much
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as 3 feet (1m) long, and the turtles weigh up
to 350 pounds (160kg). The hatchlings, how-
ever, are only about 2 inches (5cm) long
when they emerge from the sand (again,
usually at night) and, by the light of the
moon, return to the water. Screens are put
up to keep predators like raccoons away
from the beaches when the eggs are incu-
bating in the sand.

Isolated by open water, Otter Island has
intentionally been left in a primitive state,
but visitors are welcome; you can even
camp overnight, with a permit, November
to April. Fishing and bow-and-arrow hunt-
ing are also allowed with permits. The
shoreline, with its narrow quartz-sand
beaches, is fronted by a ridge of old sand
dunes, now covered with forest scrub.
Anchor your boat (a canoe or a motorboat
less than 20 ft. long is ideal) along the
shore and hike into its pine forests, follow-
ing trickling creeks or the trails left by
white-tailed deer (there are no formal

Denizens of the Deep

trails). Raccoons, deer, feral hogs, and
songbirds live in these woods, and you
may even be able to spot a nesting pair of
bald eagles, but watch out for ever-pres-
ent rattlesnakes. Find your way to the
fringe of a windswept marsh and, depend-
ing on the season, you may see wood
storks and other wading birds. Chances
are it'll be just you and the birds.

@ ACE Basin National Estuarine
Research Reserve, Bennett’s Point, at the
end of Hwy. 26, off Hwy. 17 (@ 843/844-
8822; www.nerrs.noaa.gov/acebasin)

>)- Charleston

k= $$ Andrew Pinckney Inn, 40 Pinck-
ney St., Charleston (@ 800/505-8983 or
843/937-8800; www.andrewpinckneyinn.
com). $$ Wyndham Ocean Ridge Resort,
1King Cotton Rd., Edisto Beach (@ 843/869-
2561; www.fairfieldresorts.com).
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Ano Nuevo State Reserve

Love & Sex & the Elephant Seal
Half Moon Bay, California

ELEPHANT SEALS SPEND MOST OF THEIR LIVES AT SEA—THEY EVEN SLEEP UNDERWATER—BUT
they mate and bear their young on land. Once hunted for their oil, by the late 1800s the
world population of northern elephant seals numbered less than 100. Today, elephant
seals are no longer on the brink of extinction, but they are still at risk from development

and commercial fishing.

Surfers dig shooting the curls at crescent-
curved Half Moon Bay, an hour south of
San Francisco. Yet how many of them real-
ize that there’s a primal scene of sex,
blood, and pain a stone’s throw away on
low, rocky Ano Nuevo Point?

It starts every November—the annual
mating and birthing of the northern elephant
seals. You can only witness this spectacle on

a guided walk (daily Dec 15-Mar 15), which
should be reserved months in advance.
Nearly extinct until recently, these 3-ton
(2,700kg) marine mammals (one look at their
pendulous upper lips and you'll know why
they're called elephant seals) live on the
open sea for 10 months a year. When they
start coming ashore in November, in such
numbers that they carpet the beach, the



Elephant seals at Ano Nuevo.

females are already pregnant. From a dis-
tance (you really don’t want to get too close
to an elephant seal) you may see one bull
seal protecting a harem of females as a few
bachelors hang hopefully on the fringes. It's
not a sight for the squeamish: Males clash in
often-bloody mating battles, they mate
frankly on the open sands, and females give
birth on the dunes—all redeemed by the
tender sight of mother seals cuddling their
young.

The mating season runs from Novem-
ber until March, when the adults swim
back to sea, leaving weaned pups to
mature (by now, approximately 2,000 are
born here each season). After April, the
youngsters leave too, and the beaches are
open to the public again. In spring and
summer, however, adults occasionally
return to the beach to molt; if you're lucky
you'll see some then, but it's nothing like
the massed bodies of winter.

Otherwise, you can enjoy the sight of
smaller California seals sunning themselves

@ Ano Nuevo STATE RESERVE

year-round at Seal Cove Beach; in early
spring and fall, look for migrating whales
from the bluffs above Princeton-by-the-Sea.
Birders know to hunt for rare loons, great
blue herons, red-tailed hawks, and brown
pelicans. Numerous hummingbirds carry
out their own elaborate courtship ritual in
the spring—but let’s face it, that'll never be
quite as big an attraction as the elephant
seals mating.

@ Ano Nuevo State Reserve, New
Year’s Creek Rd, Hwy. 1, Pescadero (@ 800/
444-4445, 650/879-0227)

)-} San Francisco International

k= $$$ Seal Cove Inn, 221 Cypress
Ave., Half Moon Bay (@ 650/728-4114;
www.sealcoveinn.com). $$$ Beach House
Inn, 4100 N. Cabrillo Hwy. (Hwy. 1), Half
Moon Bay (@ 800/315-9366 or 650/712-
0220; www.beach-house.com).
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Mosquito Bay
The Incredible Glowing Biobay

Vieques, Puerto Rico

WHeN THE U.S. NAavy puLLED ouT IN 2003, 807% oF VIEQUES WAS SUDDENLY TRANSFORMED
into the Caribbean’s largest wildlife refuge. Today, development and tourism could
endanger Vieques’ natural wonders, including the magical bioluminescence in Mosquito

Bay.

It's almost like something out of a horror
movie—the eerie blue-green glow of the
waters around you, responding to every
flitting fish and swirling oar. But far from
being a ghastly environmental freak, the
phosphorescence of Vieques Bay is a 100%
natural phenomenon, and one you have to
see to believe.

In 2003, the U.S. Navy closed its instal-
lation on the island of Vieques, off the
coast of Puerto Rico, and since then
Vieques has begun to boom as an eco-
friendly—and still charmingly scruffy—
destination. With some 40 palm-lined
white-sand beaches, and reefs of snorkel-
worthy antler coral off shore, Vieques—
7 miles (11km) off the big island’s east
coast, only an hour by ferry—has an obvi-
ous sand-and-sun appeal. But so have
many other Puerto Rican beaches; what
makes Vieques special is Mosquito Bay,
just west of the main town, Isabel Segunda.
It's nickname is Phosphorescent Bay for
the way its waters glow in the dark, thanks
to millions of tiny bioluminescent organ-
isms called pyrodiniums (translation from
science-speak: “whirling fire”). They're
only about '/se Of an inch in size, but when
these tiny swimming creatures are dis-
turbed (by, for example, a hovering tour
boat), they dart away and light up like fire-
flies, leaving eerie blue-white trails of
phosphorescence.

These pyrodiniums exist elsewhere, but
not in such amazing concentrations: A gal-
lon of water in Mosquito Bay may contain
upwards of three-quarters of a million such
creatures. The local newspaper Vieques
Times perhaps says it best: “By any name
the bay can be a magical, psychedelic
experience.” You can even swim in these
glowing waters, a sensation that’s incredi-
bly eerie and cool.

Don’t make the mistake of coming here
on a full moon, however—the glow of the
pyrodiniums is only discernible on a
cloudy, moonless night. If the moon’s out,
you can save your money, because you'll
see almost nothing. (Warning: Some tour
boats go out to the bay regardless of the
full moon—and you won’t get your money
back if you're disappointed).

)-)- Vieques

k= $$ wWyndham Martineau Bay
Resort, Rte. 200 (@ 787/741-4100; www.
wyndham.com). $$ Hacienda Tama-
rindo, Rte. 996, Barrio Puerto Real (@ 787/

741-8525; www.enchanted-isle.com/
tamarindo).
TOUR Island Adventures (©® 787/

741-0720). Blue Caribe Kayak (@ 787/
741-2522).
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Tortuguero

The Sea Turtles’ Secret Getaway
Tortuguero, Costa Rica

SecLUbeD TORTUGUERO IN CoSTA RICA PROVIDES IDEAL NESTING CONDITIONS FOR FOUR
endangered turtle species. Sea turtles are in constant danger of drowning after become
tangled in commercial fishing nets or lines. Egg-laying females are extremely sensitive to
light and sound, so any development near their nesting sites threatens to disrupt the

turtles’ reproductive cycle.

Tortuguero—the very name refers to sea
turtles, or tortugas in Spanish, so it's an
apt name indeed for this park, the top tur-
tle-nesting site on Costa Rica’s Caribbean
coast. Luckily for the turtles, it's not easy
for humans to get there; there are no
roads, only a labyrinthine series of rivers
and canals linking it to the port city of
Limdén, 80km (50 miles) away. Gliding on a
boat through this dense green rainforest
populated by howler and spider monkeys,
three-toed sloths, toucans, and great
green macaws is almost like a minicruise
up the Amazon.

This undeveloped region’s greatest
resource is its wildlife, as nature lovers
visit in ever greater numbers, putting a
new stress on the fragile coastal ecosys-
tem. A number of lodges perch on the hills
around the tiny village of Tortuguero, all
catering to the eco-tourist trade. Generally
visitors book a package from one of those
lodges that includes a bus from San José
to Limén, the boat trip from Limon, rooms,
and meals. Local guides are available to
take you by dugout canoe up murky water-
ways into the rainforest, where you may
see crocodiles, caimans, monkeys, her-
ons, pygmy kingfishers, or river otters
(jaguars and ocelots rarely come in view).
Unfortunately, the native manatee popula-
tion is nearly extinct, due to hunting and
to chemical runoff from nearby banana
plantations.

Packages also include the starring attrac-
tion: a guided 2-to-4-hour nighttime visit to
the beach to watch sea turtles wade onto
the volcanic black sand to lay their eggs. In
fact, the only beach access at night is with an
approved nature guide. Darkness and quiet
are essential—if a female turtle detects any
lights or movements, she will return to the
sea without laying her eggs. (And given the
increasing development of the Caribbean,
there are fewer and fewer sufficiently dark,
quiet coasts.) The mother crawls onto the
beach, digs a huge pit, and then lays her
eggs, as many as 100 at a time. Then she
covers the pit in sand and crawls back into
the ocean, never to see these offspring
again.

Small sea turtles at Tortuguero.
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Protected from local poachers, four
species of turtles nest on this 35km-long
(22-mile) stretch of black sand—the green
turtle, the hawksbill, the loggerhead, and
the world’s largest turtle, the giant leath-
erback. Considering its great size (up to
2m/6 ft. long and weighing as much as
450kg/1,000 Ib.), the giant leatherback is
truly a spectacular turtle to see if you get
the chance (Mar-May). From July through
mid-October, it's more likely that you will
spot green turtles. They are an endan-
gered species all right, but that's hard to

Denizens of the Deep

believe when you see massing by the
thousands on Tortuguero beach.

(@ Tortuguero National Park, Tortu-
guero, Costa Rica (@ 506/709-8091)

)-)- San José

k== $$$ Tortuga Lodge, Tortuguero
(@ 506/257-0766 in San José, 506/710-
8016 in Tortuguero, www.costarica
expeditions.com). $$ Pachira Lodge,
Tortuguero (@ 506/256-7080; www.
pachiralodge.com).

Turtle Islands Park
From Egg to Hatchling in the South China Sea

Sabah, Malaysia (Borneo)

V/ISITORS GET A FRONT-ROW SEAT HERE TO WATCH FEMALE TURTLES LAY THEIR EGGS IN THE SAND,
and even take part in the action—helping park rangers gather eggs for incubation and
releasing baby turtles into the sea. The turtles face the same dangers as other turtles
worldwide. Many adult turtles are accidentally caught by fishing boats and drowned; and
the survival rate of turtle hatchlings at most nesting sites is very low.

Like a marine version of Cirque Du Soleil,
the sea turtles seem to have taken this
extraordinary egg-laying act of theirs on
the road. Halfway round the globe, the
very same drama in Tortuguero is enacted
every night on a tiny tropical island, off the
coast of exotic Borneo.

Pulau Selligan is one of three islands in
this state-run nature sanctuary in the
Malaysian part of Borneo, that bigisland in
the South China Sea. (Borneo itself is div-
vied up between Brunei, Malaysia, and
Indonesia). Lying 40km (25 miles) offshore
from the town of Sandakan, the sanctuary
only accepts 50 tourists per night (book
with a local tour company). Accommoda-
tions are extremely basic, and you have to
stay overnight—because this spectacular
show only plays nighttime performances.

After arriving by speedboat from Sanda-
kan, you're free to laze around on the
beach all afternoon, lulled by the tropical
sun and the beautiful blue waters of the
Sulu Sea. Here’s the extent of your day-
time entertainment options: study turtle
exhibits in the park headquarters (two
species nest here, green turtles and
hawksbills), visit turtle hatchlings being
raised in an outdoor nursery, or snorkel on
the shallow coral reef that surrounds the
island, busy with tropical fish. (Borneo in
general is a fantastic scuba destination,
though its most renowned site, Sipadan,
has recently had resorts removed to pre-
vent further degradation.) On the soft
white-sand beaches, you may notice some
curious tracks, evidence of last night's
turtleinvasion—deep round flipper scoops



on either side of a wide shallow groove
where the shell drags along.

As darkness falls, all visitors are con-
fined to the park headquarters, waiting for
a signal from a ranger. Curtain time could
be anywhere from dusk until dawn, and
you can’t wait on the beach—if the turtles
detect humans when they crawl ashore,
they turn right around and swim away.
Once the signal comes, guests go with a
guide down to the beach to watch the
female turtles deposit their ping-pong ball-
shaped eggs into a hole they’ve scooped
in the sand. They lay anywhere from 50 to
200 eggs at a time, trying to overcome
with sheer numbers the vast odds against
any one egg’s surviving.

The next act is even more memorable—
the audience-participation part of the show.

@ Gracier Bay

Rangers move the new-laid eggs to a
nursery to incubate for the next 60 days—
a measure that has dramatically increased
the survival of these endangered crea-
tures—and then a number of already-
hatched baby turtles are brought down
from the nursery for guests to release back
into the sea. You actually get to hold a
sturdy little hatchling, set it down on the
beach, and watch it hustle back into the
sea. It's completing the cycle of life—and
you helped!

(® www.malaysiasite.nl/turtle.ntm

))- Sandakan

TOUR Discovery Tours, Wisma Sabah,
Lot G22, Jalan Haji Saman (@ 60/88/221-
244; www.discoverytours.com.my)
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Glacier Bay

Some Like It Cold
Alaska

GLACIER BAY IS A SAFE HAVEN FOR MANY THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES. BUT THE
protection offered by this famous fjord in southeast Alaska can’t safeguard animals that
migrate or wander beyond its borders, nor can it shield them from the damaging effects
of disappearing habitat or depleted food supplies in other areas.

You can’t blame global warming for what’s
been happening at Glacier Bay—this gla-
cier’s been receding for at least 2 centu-
ries. When Captain George Vancouver
visited this southeastern Alaska coast in
1794, he described the bay as a mere
5-mile (8km) notch in a massive 20-mile-
wide (32km) glacier that reached more
than 100 miles (160km) to the St. Elias
Mountains. Fast-forward 85 years and you
get naturalist John Muir’s 1879 account of
a bay more than 30 miles (48km) long. By
1916, it was 60 miles (97km) deep; it's now

a 65-mile-long (105km) fjord. At its mouth,
mature spruce forests have been long
established, but moving deeper into the
fjord, you'll see the vegetation gradually
become smaller and sparser, according to
how many years that terrain has been
exposed, until finally you reach a band of
mosses, lichen, and loose rocky scree—
and then a stark curtain of ice.

You can only stare at ice so long before
you get distracted by the animals. Glacier
Bay lies in one of the world’s largest pro-
tected biosphere reserves. Humpback
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Glacier Bay.

whales make it their summer home, while
minke whales, orcas, Dall’s porpoises, and
harbor porpoises feed in the icy waters
offshore. It’s easy to view the harbor seals
raising their families on the ice floes of St.
John’s Inlet, and huge, tawny Steller sea
lions and their pups on rocky islets at the
mouth of the bay. The Steller sea lion
population in Alaska is inexplicably declin-
ing, perhaps because their favorite food—
walleye pollack and herring—have been
overfished. It's heartening to see such a
healthy community in these protected
waters.

You may find moose and brown bears
swimming across stretches of the bay, too.

Retreating glaciers are good news for these
animals, as well as mountain goats, coy-
otes, and wolves, whose territory just keeps
growing. Arctic terns, jaegers, and puffins
nest in the barren cliffs nearest to the gla-
ciers, but as the hillsides become more
vegetated, neotropical songbirds arrive
in increasing numbers for their summer
pilgrimage.

If you're like most visitors, you'll view
the park from the water, either from the
deck of a big cruise ship (park rangers
come aboard to point out natural features)
or on day cruises on a catamaran that can
drop off hikers, kayakers, and campers at
certain locations. Kayaking is a perfect
way to get close to the park’s wildlife, with
surprisingly calm, sheltered waters for
those who aren’'t experienced paddlers.
For some serious bird-watching, come
May through September—there’s any
number of great spots to hike to around
Bartlett Cove, or you can kayak to the
Beardslee Islands or Point Gustavus. The
more you put into exploring, the more
you'll see.

@ Glacier Bay National Park, Bartlett
Cove (® 907/697-2230; www.nps.gov/
glba)

)-)—Juneau

k= $$$ Glacier Bay Lodge, Bartlett
Cove, Glacier Bay National Park (@ 888/
BAY-TOUR [229-8687] or 907/264-4600;
www.visitglacierbay.com)

TOUR Glacier Bay Tours (@ 888/BAY-
TOUR [229-8687] or 907/264-4600; www.
visitglacierbay.com). Glacier Bay Sea
Kayaks (® 907/697-2257; www.glacier
bayseakayaks.com). Alaska Discovery
Inc. (@ 800/780-6505; www.akdiscovery.
com).
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Cocos Island Marine Park

Cuckoo for Cocos Island
Costa Rica

WHILE ITS REMOTE LOCATION HAS PROTECTED COCOS ISLAND FROM HUMAN DEVELOPMENT, MANY
rare and endemic plant species are endangered by feral pigs, deer, and rats. Pollution
and climate change affect both land and marine habitats.

After a day-and-a-half boat ride, any spot
of land would look good—but when Cocos
Island rises out of the Pacific, a lush green
tropical Eden with waterfalls spilling from
its jungle cliffs, it's easy to think you've
come to paradise.

Well, don’t get carried away. This moun-
tainous former pirate hideout, 482km (300
miles) southwest of the Costa Rican coast,
has defeated settlers for centuries. (Though
there are no native mammals on the iso-
lated island, feral pigs, goats, rats, cats, and
deer roam the wild interior, abandoned by
residents who gave up years ago.) The
rainfall is prodigious (600cm/240 in. a year),
the high-altitude cloud forest is impenetra-
ble; landslides carry off chunks of the coast
when you least expect it. Today the only
sign of civilization is a tin-roofed ranger sta-
tion with a handful of rangers. The govern-
ment forbids any land-based tourism at all,
but that's okay—most people who come
here are more interested in strapping on a
tank and mask and heading under water.

To limit environmental damage, at pres-
ent only three tour companies are regularly
allowed to bring dive boats to Cocos Island,
anchoring in one of its two large beach-
fringed bays (Chatham and Wafer Bay)
before heading for the offshore dive sites.
Rather than exquisite coral reefs, the under-
water terrain here is on an epic scale—
huge jagged basaltic ridges, violent chasms,
abrupt cliffs, boulders as big as a bronto-
saurus. The marine life is on an equally
large scale: giant moray eels, whitetip reef

sharks, droves of hammerhead sharks, dol-
phins, sailfish, hefty tuna and marlin, and
occasionally the world’s largest fish, the
whale shark. A manta ray gliding overhead
casts an immense shadow, momentarily
blocking out the sun. Round a corner and
you'll run into an octopus, lazily extending
its fleshy tentacles.

With so many species crowding these
fertile waters, it should come as no surprise
that Cocos Island would also have a pack of
its own homegrown endemic fish species,
27 at last count. Very few creatures in the
sea look as weird as the red-lipped batfish,
for example, with its pale triangular fore-
head, bulbous eyes, and scarlet kisser.

While you’re anchored off Cocos Island,
you may take a shore excursion to hike
into the jungle, swim in a crystalline water-
fall, or observe rare exotic birds like the
Cocos Island cuckoo, the Cocos Island fly-
catcher, or the Cocos Island finch—a rela-
tive of Darwin’s finch, from the nearby
Galapagos Islands. Sure, the Galapagos
are a few hundred miles away, but for
Cocos Island, that qualifies as a next-door
neighbor.

))- San José

TOUR Undersea Hunter (@ 800/203-
2120; www.underseahunter.com). Okeanos
Aggressor () 800/348-2628 or 985/385-
2628; www.aggressor.com). Dive Discov-
ery (@ 800/886-7321 or 415/444-5100;
www.divediscovery.com).
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Malpelo Fauna & Floral Sanctuary
Get a Piece of the Rock

Malpelo, Colombia

POLLUTION THREATENS TERRESTRIAL WILDLIFE ON THE ISLAND, AND ILLEGAL POACHING—ESPECIALLY
by hunters seeking shark fins—threatens sharks and other marine life in this sanctuary for
many rare and endangered species. The Sea Shepherd Conservation Society and other
groups support underequipped park rangers in their efforts to enforce the fishing ban.

By itself, Malpelo Island is nothing—three
naked stubs of gray volcanic rock sticking
out of the Pacific Ocean. There isn’t a sin-
gle hotel or restaurant or even a beach
shack, nothing but a crowd of masked
boobies huddling on the lichened rocks
and a half-deserted army base, 515km
(320 miles) from the nearest mainland. If it
weren’t for the waters around the island,
nobody would come here. Nobody would
even have heard of it.

But those waters have been declared a
9.7km-wide (6-mile) no-fishing zone, a
strictly patrolled sanctuary where all sorts
of fish prosper. Here they can revert to
natural patterns of behavior that have
grown increasingly rare in Earth’s over-
fished oceans. The density of smaller fish
draws astonishing numbers of sharks,
giant grouper, and billfish, making this a
site scuba divers speak of with awe. Fre-
quently divers see groups of 300 hammer-
head sharks at a time, and over 1,000 silky
sharks at once. Hordes of angelfish, creole
fish, and jacks flutter in formation, filtered
sunlight glinting off their fins. Moray eels
seem to be everywhere. Manta rays flutter
gracefully around; dolphins skim deftly
through the water. There have even been
occasional sightings of the short-nosed
ragged-toothed shark, a deepwater spe-
cies so rare it wasn't even known to exist
before Malpelo divers recorded it.

Malpelo is so far out in the ocean, so far
from all development, that the waters are
breathtakingly clear, and sunlight can pen-
etrate much deeper than usual. Divers also
love the steep underwater walls and beau-
tiful caves around Malpelo. One favorite
site, an outcropping of rocks called Three
Musketeers, leads to an underwater laby-
rinth of caverns and tunnels fittingly named
the Cathedral, where huge schools of fish
dart about. The waters are warm, though
often turbulent; because the currents are
so tricky, every dive here is a drift dive. It's
not for inexperienced divers.

Divers need government permission to
visit the sanctuary, which tour organizers
will arrange for you. You'll need to travel
on a boat with sleeping accommodations,
anyway, since no tourists are permitted on
the island itself. The island is way too far
from shore for a day trip; expeditions last
at least a week, and some are done in
conjunction with Cocos Island (above).
But, hey, it seems only fair to put in some
effort, if you want to have the diving trip of
a lifetime.

)-)» Buenaventura Airport

TOUR Undersea Hunter (@ 800/203-
2120; www.underseahunter.com). Dofa
Mariela, Wilfried Ellmer (www.imulead.
com/tolimared/malpelo).
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Baja California

A Whale of a Time in Mexico
Bahia Magdalena & El Vizcaino, Mexico

AFTER BEING HUNTED TO NEAR EXTINCTION IN THE 18505 AND AGAIN IN THE EARLY 1900s,
gray whales were the first whales put on the endangered species list. They made a
remarkable comeback, but now numbers are dwindling again due to climate change that
is warming the ocean and reducing their food supply. Oil exploration and seismic testing
in the Bering Strait during calving season have placed the gray whale at further risk.

Seeing a gray whale close up can be a
mystical, almost spiritual experience. It's
not just that they’re so big. It's not even
their air of regal calm, or the effortless way
their long mottled bodies slide through
the water, mastering the sea. It's some-
thing more, something primordial in their
meditative gaze and upcurved baleen
smile, almost as if they possess some
ancient secret wisdom.

At 14 to 15m (45-50 ft.) long and weigh-
ing 27,000 to 36,000kg (30-40 tons), gray
whales are way too big for any aquarium—
you've got to see them in their native
habitat, the open sea. This eastern north
Pacific population is by far the most
numerous (they died out in the Atlantic a
long time ago). As many as 3,000 to 5,000
individuals travel their long-haul migration
route, from the Bering Strait where they
spend summers to their winter home off of
Mexico’s Baja California peninsula. Down
in Mexico, they’ll spend January through
March in warm protected bays, mating or
giving birth.

Perhaps the best base for whale-watching
is funky laid-back Loreto, an old colonial
town on the Sea of Cortez that's popular
with kayakers, sailors, and divers. From here,
it's a couple hours’ overland drive to Bahia
Magdalena, where you can board a light skiff
called a panga and spend about 3 hours in
the coastal lagoon, getting close to the gray
whales, and possibly a few humpbacks as

well. If you're lucky, you'll encounter
“friendlies”—whales who'll swim right up to
your tour boat and hang out for a while,
even letting people pet them. Just don’t do
anything that might look like you're menac-
ing the calves—mother gray whales turn
violent quickly when it comes to protecting
their babies.

Up the coast from Bahia Magdalena,
just off the Transpeninsular Highway in the
El Vizcaino Biosphere Reserve, lie three
other important gray whale refuges: Ojo
de Liebre (aka Scammon’s Lagoon, where
nearly 1,000 whales may congregate at
one time), Guerrero Negro, and Laguna
San Ignacio. Inland, El Vizcaino is an arid,
windswept desert, home to pronghorn

Gray whales breaching at Baja.
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antelopes and bighorn sheep and spiny
cacti, but its narrow strip of coastline is
much more temperate. It's a popular win-
tering site for harbor seals, California sea
lions, northern elephant seals, and blue
whales, as well as osprey, brown pelicans,
and terns. Bobbing around the lagoonin a
panga, you can not only get close to the
whales but you can also observe the
shorebirds in their wetlands and the seals’
rocky islands.

El Vizcaino's future is shaky, however,
with expanding agriculture, oil drilling, high-
way construction, and boat traffic putting
pressure on its already fragile environment.

Denizens of the Deep

So much has already been done to bring
these whales back from the brink of extinc-
tion—if they lose these vital mating grounds,
where can they turn next?

)-)- Loreto

== $$$ Posada Las Flores, Salvatierra
and Francisco |. Madera, Loreto (@ 877/
245-2860in the U.S., 613/135-1162 in Mex-
ico; www.posadadelasflores.com). $$ Plaza
Loreto, Hidalgo 2, Loreto (@ 613/135-
0280; www.baja-web.com/loreto/loplaza.
htm).

TOUR Loreto Center (© 613/135-0798).
Las Parras Tours (@ 613/135-1010).

The Mekong River

King of the Golden Triangle
Chiang Saen/Chiang Khong, Thailand

SIX ADDITIONAL DAMS ON THE IMIEKONG RIVER, PROPOSED BY CHINA, THAILAND, AND VIETNAM
to provide energy for their growing economies, could debilitate a river already stressed
by earlier dams, pollution, and climate change. Many parts of the river would disappear
during the dry season, and threaten many native species, including the critically endan-
gered giant catfish and the Irrawaddy dolphin.

When it comes to growing huge fish, no
waterway even comes close to the Mekong
River. And among its monster fish, the
prize-winner is the Mekong Giant Catfish,
a sleek but toothless gray-and-white bot-
tom feeder. How big is big? Would you
believe nearly 2.7m long (9 ft.) and 293kg
(646 |b.)? That's the size of a female caught
near Chiang Khong in May 2005, officially
the largest freshwater fish ever caught.
Along the course of the Mekong, peo-
ple regard it as a sacred fish—this mystical

vegetarian that seems to meditate like a
Buddhist monk in the deep, stony pools of
the river. It even appears in cave paintings
in northeast Thailand dating over 3,500
years old. While Cambodians and some
Thai people believe that eating its flesh
brings bad luck, other Thais and the Chi-
nese believe it's good luck. Some fisher-
men pray every April to be allowed to
catch it, while others call in monks to lift
the curse if they happen to catch one
accidentally.
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Mekong catfish.

But the number of these proud giants—
“the king of fish,” according to its Cambo-
dian name—is falling, and falling fast.
Scientists estimate that the giant catfish’s
numbers have declined 80% in the past 15
years, due to overfishing, destruction of
habitat, river dredging, and the construc-
tion of dams upstream in China. Once
prevalent in Laos, Cambodia, Thailand,
Vietnam, and perhaps Myanmar and
southwest China, the giant catfish now
occurs only in the Golden Triangle, a small
area where Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar
meet. It's very likely that the giant catfish
may become the first Mekong species in
historic memory to go extinct.

@ THe MexonG RIVER

Though you may not glimpse a giant
catfish while you’re here, the northern
Thai border town of Chiang Khong will give
you a good idea of what’s happening to
the Mekong. Chiang Khong is definitely a
frontier town, popular with backpackers
en route to Laos. Though it has no special
attractions of its own, it’s close to several
waterfalls and rapids where various
Mekong giant fish breed. (Khon Phi Laung
are the rapids most linked with giant cat-
fish.) Head upstream 70km (43 miles) from
Chiang Khong and you'll reach the sleepy
village of Chiang Saen, where you can take
a longtail boat tour of the Golden Triangle,
at the junction of the Mae Ruak River and
the Mekong. (The Golden Triangle was
reputedly once a hotbed of the interna-
tional opium trade, which explains the Hall
of Opium museum located here.) Stand at
the crook of the river and you can see both
Laos and Myanmar from the Mekong’s
Thai shore.

The Mekong laces together so many
countries along its course—but given the
rocky state of regional politics, this has
only made conservation efforts harder.
Visiting this rural province, you'll under-
stand what a lifeline the Mekong River
provides for the local population. What are
they willing to sacrifice to save one fish—
especially one fish that could feed an
entire village?

)-)r Chiang Rai

k== $ Chiang Khong River View Hotel,
141 Moo 12, Chiang Khong (® 66/53/791
375; www.chiangkhong.com/riverview
hotel.htm). $$ Anantara Resort and Spa
Golden Triangle, 229 Moo 1, Chiang
Saen (@ 800/225-5843 in U.S., or 66/53/
784 084; www.anantara.com).
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Kennebunk Plains Preserve
Where Blazing Star Still Blazes

West Kennebunk, Maine

URBAN SPRAWL IS THE BIGGEST THREAT TO WILDLIFE AND NATIVE HABITATS IN MAINE, EVEN
with more than 440,000 acres (17,000 hectares) of land already protected. As long as
commercial and residential development can be controlled, the native habitats will be

preserved.

Come here in late summer and you can’t
miss it: a wide expanse of grassland span-
gled with vivid purple wildflowers. It's
known as the northern blazing star, and
you won't find it anywhere else in Maine—
or hardly anywhere else in the world. This
one 135-acre (56-hectare) parcel of land
holds a virtual monopoly on northern blaz-
ing star, with an estimated 90% of the
world’s specimens.

Kennebunk Plains is an oddball land-
scape for New England anyway. Such a
classic prairie habitat hardly ever exists so
close to the ocean—many of the plants
that thrive here, such as little bluestem
grass, are common out on the Great Plains
but unknown in Maine. And though this
protected parcel is open to the public to
walk around in, you’ll notice that the grass-
lands extend well beyond the preserve,
occupying some 2,000 acres (800 hect-
ares) of coastal plain with their deep
deposits of sand, not washed up from the
sea but dumped by ancient glaciers.

Working with the Maine Department of
Inland Fisheries and Wildlife, the Nature
Conservancy deliberately starts small
fires—known as “prescribed burns”—on
the preserve at periodic intervals, to scale
back outlying patches of pitch pine and

scrub oak forest. It's an ancient land-man-
agement strategy, the same used by
Native Americans when they raised blue-
berries on this plain. By preserving the old
ways, the Kennebunk Plains’ 21st-century
stewards hope to preserve this last rem-
nant of what once was a common ecosys-
tem.

Several rare or endangered bird spe-
cies have found a haven on these unusual
grasslands, including grasshopper spar-
rows, upland sandpipers, vesper spar-
rows, and horned larks. Black racer snakes
thrive here too, one of only two known
populations in the state. That's what hap-
pens when you get an oddball landscape—
it enables entirely different species to
thrive where they otherwise wouldn’t.
That’s what diversity’s all about.

@ Kennebunk Plains Preserve, Hwy.
99, West Kennebunk, ME

))- Portland

== $$$ The Tides Inn, 252 King’s Hwy.,
Goose Rocks Beach, Kennebunkport
(® 207/967-3757; www.tidesinnbythe
sea.com). $$ Yachtsman Lodge, Ocean
Ave., Kennebunkport (@ 207/967-2511;
www.yachtsmanlodge.com).
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Eshqua Bog & Chickering Bog

Two Fantastic Fens
Central Vermont

WHILE THESE FRAGILE HABITATS ARE PROTECTED, COMMERCIAL AND RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT
and the pollution of groundwater by septic systems and other contaminates still threaten
these preserves. In early 2008, for example, a gasoline storage tank in a central Vermont
village rusted out, spilling 2,300 gallons of gasoline into the surrounding area.

Everybody knows about the brilliant colors
Vermont puts on in autumn. Tour buses
clog routes 4 and 12 every October,
crammed with leaf-peeping tourists, and
hotel rates shoot sky high. But fewer tour-
ists know about Vermont’s other show—
in June, when its wildflowers finally burst
into bloom.

Only an hour’s drive apart (if you take
[-89—much longer if you enjoy yourself on
scenic Rte. 12), these two pocket preserves
rival each other in the wildflower depart-
ment. Though we usually think of orchids
in terms of big, dramatic tropical rainfor-
est blooms, New England has its own deli-
cate orchids, mostly growing in wetlands
like these. The first to show up every June
all happen to be pink: dragon’s mouth (also
sometimes called swamp pink, for obvious
reasons), grass pink, rose pogonia, and
pink lady’s slipper, which are more evident
at Chickering Bog. Soon after, the head-
liner comes on stage: the showy lady’s
slipper, with its waxy white petals and
curling purple underlip, standing up to a
yard high. Showy lady’s slippers are hard
to miss at either Eshqua or Chickering
when they erupt; Eshqua also has a few of
the smaller and rarer yellow lady’s slip-
pers, and in July yet another lovely orchid
blooms here, the white bog-candle.

Both preserves also feature the dra-
matic Northern pitcher plant, a purplish
flower with inward-curved petals that col-
lect water. It looks vaguely orchidlike, but
it’s got a deadly secret: Insects eventually
drown inside this “pitcher” and are quietly
digested by the plant. There’s another

insect-devourer in these fens, too: the
innocent-looking sundew with its tiny
white flowers—and sticky, bug-trapping
leaves.

If you want to get technical, neither
Eshqua Bog nor Chickering Bog is really a
bog—bogs get their water from acidic
sources, mostly rainwater, while fens are
fed by calcium-rich groundwater. And
because fens have more nutrients, you
can expect to see more diverse plant com-
munities there. There’s no question about
that at Eshqua Bog and Chickering Bog. A
marshy depression at the base of a long
hill, Eshqua has everything from blueber-
ries and cranberries to larches, buckthorn,
bunchberries, and cinquefoil; Chickering,
which is slowly filling in (it's really wet at
the north end), displays bog rosemary,
rhodora, leatherleaf, red chokeberry, and
blue flag iris. Just about every shrub and
tree seems to have some sort of flower,
and it’s all wondrously fragrant and cool.

Both preserves have a single short
walking trail, about a mile long, which is
often elevated on a boardwalk so that visi-
tors don't step on the fragile, peaty
ground. It's not to protect your shoes, but
to keep this exquisitely balanced habitat
from damage. After all, you can’t grow
flowers like this in a flowerbed; you've got
to have a bog. Or a fen.

@ Eshqua Bog Natural Area, Garvin Hill
Rd., Hartland, VT. Chickering Bog Natu-
ral Area, Lightening Ridge Rd., Calais, VT.
Nature Conservancy of Vermont (@ 802/
229-4425).



)-)— Rutland

k= $$ Kedron Valley Inn, Rte. 106,
South Woodstock, VT (@ 800/836-1193

@ GRANDFATHER MOUNTAIN

or 802/457-1473; www.kedronvalleyinn.
com). $$ Three Church St., 3 Church St,
Woodstock, VT (@) 802/457-1925).

Grandfather Mountain

Heavenly Flowers
Blue Ridge Mountains, North Carolina

HUMAN ACTIVITY IS THE BIGGEST THREAT TO GRANDFATHER MIOUNTAIN. NON-NATIVE PLANTS
and animals have destroyed some native resources, and non-native insects and forest

diseases have destroyed tree species.

“The face of all Heaven come to earth”—
that’s how naturalist John Muir described
Grandfather Mountain when he first
encountered it in 1898. Granted, Muir was
prone to rhapsodizing over natural won-
ders, but in the case of Grandfather Moun-
tain, he was right on the mark. One of the
world’s oldest peaks—geologists estimate

Flowers on Grandfather Mountain.

its glittering quartzite rock is more than a
billion years old—at 5,964 feet (1,818m),
Grandfather towers above its neighbors,
the patriarch of the Blue Ridge range.
Grandfather Mountain looks rugged
and forbidding, that's for sure—winters
can be harsh and snowy, and even in sum-
mer wind buffets the mountainside and
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thick fog rolls in regularly. Upland trees
and shrubs are stunted and hardy, creat-
ing a subalpine environment you'd never
expect this far south. Watchful hawks soar
on its updrafts—this is a significant site for
Cooper’s hawk, shark-shinned hawk,
migrating broad-winged hawks, and pere-
grine falcons. But get closer and you'll find
he has a softer side as well, sheltering
more globally rare species than any other
mountain east of the Rockies. Many are
liverworts, lichens, and mosses; the cool,
damp mountain climate is perfect for
these to grow on the jumbled rocks that
thrust out from Grandfather’s acidic soils.
Several others are delicate mountain
flowers, like the spreading avens, bent
avens, mountain bittercress, the roan
mountain bluet, Gray’s lily, Heller’s blazing
star, and late summer’s dainty Blue Ridge
goldenrod, which peep out of the crevices
and rock niches of the upper elevations.
While some of the park’s trails can be
very strenuous—in a couple of places
there are ladders built to scale steep
spots—you can see a great cross-sam-
pling of the preserve’s astonishing variety
of habitats on the 2.7-mile (4.3km) Profile
Trail (trail head off Hwy. 105 near Banner
Elk). This trail climbs gradually from
streambed forests with thickets of dense
rhododendron, up through hardwood and
hemlock forest and bald heath, to the
naked rock of high elevations where some

of those rare mountain flowers hide out.
Black Rock Nature Trail, just under 2
miles long (3km), offers a moderate walk
through northern hardwood (lots of beau-
tiful mountain ash and yellow birch) and
spruce forests, where bird-watchers can
hope to see some of the park’s resident
songbirds, like red-breasted nuthatches,
winter wrens, hermit thrush, magnolia
warbler, and chestnut-sided warblers, as
well as the yellow-bellied sapsucker. The
half-mile Bridge Trail climbs a series of
switchbacks to the park’s most popular
site: the Mile High Swinging Bridge, the
highest suspension footbridge in America,
poised over an 80-foot-deep (24m) ravine.
Along this trail in late spring you'll see bril-
liant pink Azalea vaseyi—not your garden-
variety azaleas but an endangered variant,
just another of Grandfather’s very special
flowers.

@ Grandfather Mountain, north side of
U.S. 221 between Blue Ridge Pkwy. and
Linville, NC (@ 800/468-7325 or 828/733-
2013; www.grandfather.com)

>-)- Asheville

k=4 $$ Holiday Inn Express, 1943
Blowing Rock Rd., Boone (@ 800/HOLI-
DAY [465-4329] or 828/264-2451). $$ Best
Western Mountain Lodge, 1615 Tyne-
castle Hwy., Banner Elk (@ 828/898-4571;
www.bestwesternnorthcarolina.com).

The Grand Bay Savanna

Delicate Death Traps
Mississippi & Alabama

RAPID POPULATION GROWTH THREATENS THIS SENSITIVE COASTAL WETLAND, HOME TO SOME
very unusual species, including several rare carnivorous plants. Fire suppression has
altered its natural evolution and allowed the proliferation of non-native plants. Water
quality continues to decline, although efforts are being made to restore savanna habitats

and to protect native plants.



Insects, beware—you do not want to drink
the water cupped so invitingly inside a
pitcher plant’s beautiful curved blossom.
Once you get trapped inside those slip-
pery petals, there’s no way out. Sooner or
later the deadly enzymes the flower
secretes will digest you. It’s a killer.

Down on the Gulf Coast, there used
to be a lot of wet pine savannas where
pitcher plants could lay their murderous
traps. Unfortunately, as roads were built
and land cleared for housing and/or indus-
try, that coastal plain was irrevocably
altered. Visit the Grand Bay Savanna, a
huge swath of nature reserves straddling
the border between lower Alabama and
lower Mississippi, to see the last vestiges
of what this land once looked like. Prime
sites are the Grand Bay National Wild-
life Refuge and the Mississippi Sandhill
Crane National Wildlife Refuge, both
on the Mississippi side of the reserve.

The funny thing is, when landowners
developed this area, they thought they
were doing the right thing by preventing
forest fires in the pine plantations border-
ing their bayou-front homes. Wrong.
Pitcher plants can only stand so much
shade; when the pine woods get too thick,
they die off. New shrubs invade, sucking
moisture out of the boggy ground and
turning it to solid land.

But pitcher plants do love bogs—and
so do sundews, bladderworts, orchids,
and snapdragons, all of which you'll see in
abundance on portions of the pine savan-
nas at Grand Bay. These wildflowers are
uniquely adapted to live where water is
close to the surface, there’s a fair amount
of sunlight, and the soil is nutrient poor.
(Who needs nutrients from the soil when

@ THe GranD BAY SAVANNA

you can eat insects, anyway?) Periodic
wildfires hold back invading trees and
shrubs and keep the bog just the way the
flowers like it. Now that this land has been
set aside for conservation purposes, ecol-
ogists are doing prescribed burns to keep
the ecosystems in balance.

Not only does Grand Bay Savanna have
a pitcher plant bog, it has rare regional
varieties of the sorts of flowers that inhabit
pitcher plant bogs—Texas pipewort, Wal-
ter's sedge, myrtle-leaved St. Johnswort,
coastal plain false-foxglove, thin-stemmed
false-foxglove, stalked adders-tongue—
plus a host of orchids: spreading pogonia,
large white fringed orchids, yellow fringe-
less orchids, and giant spiral ladies’-tresses.
While the beautiful, tall crimson pitcher
plant is well known, it's accompanied by
the much rarer yellow trumpet pitcher-
plant, the parrot pitcher-plant with its odd
hooked lips, the side-saddle pitcher-plant,
and another rare carnivore called Chap-
man’s butterwort. Bring your wildflower
field guides with you to identify what
you're seeing; some of these are so rare,
you may not even find them listed.

(D Grand Bay National Wildlife Refuge,
6005 Bayou Heron Rd., Moss Point, MS
(®© 228/475-7047; www.fws.gov/grandbay).
Mississippi Sandhill Crane National
Wwildlife Refuge, 7200 Crane Lane, Gau-
tier, MS (@ 228/497-6322; www.fws.gov/
mississippisandhillcrane).

)-)- Mobile

= $$ Radisson Admiral Semmes,
251 Government St., Mobile (@ 888/201-
1718 or 251/432-8000; www.radisson.
com/mobileal)
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Willow Creek Preserve
The Butterfly Effect

West Eugene, Oregon

DEVELOPMENT IS THE BIGGEST THREAT TO WHAT'S LEFT OF THIS NORTHWEST PRAIRIE, HOME TO
imperiled plant species like Bradshaw’s lomatium, the Willamette daisy, and Kincaid's
lupine. The Fender’s blue butterfly, once considered extinct, is dependent on lupines for
survival. Off-road activities disturb or destroy natural habitats, and introduced species

threaten to choke out rare native plants.

Until 1989, entomologists had crossed the
Fender’s blue butterfly off their lists. As far
as they could tell, it was gone. Kaput.
Finito. Extinct.

And then they found them again, in this
surviving sliver of native wet prairie on
former farmland remarkably close to
downtown Eugene, Oregon. Not surpris-
ingly, the butterflies were found close to
where the rare Kincaid’s blue lupine grows.
That makes perfect sense; the Kincaid’s
blue lupine is the only place where the
Fender’s blue will lay its eggs. Its larvae
remain there, feeding on the bright purple
flower spikes, for nearly a year. In late
spring, the larvae hatch into adults, beauti-
ful dark-blue butterflies about aninch long.
As adults, they will feed on a wider variety
of wildflowers. But that only lasts for 9
days before they lay their eggs—on the
lupine, of course—and then die. The new
larvae snuggle into the lupines, and the
whole cycle begins again.

That's what happens when you pre-
serve the old-time habitats. Spreading
over 508 acres (206 hectares), Willow
Creek Preserve is an intact remnant of the
upland grasslands, ash woods, and peren-
nial streams that used to cover this North-
west river valley. It's estimated that 99.8%
of the native wet prairie has been lost to
development since the 1940s. But here
along Willow Creek, more than 200 native
plant, 100 bird, and 25 butterfly species
survive in healthy diversity. In late spring
you'll find the starlike yellow clusters of
the endangered Bradshaw’s lomatium,

while tall feathery blue camas perfectly
complement snug yellow buttercups as
they grow side by side in an open meadow.
Inmidsummer, the endangered Willamette
Valley daisy arrives, with its fat yellow
center and pinkish ray petals. Lacy Oregon
white-topped asters come along at the
end of the summer.

In adjacent areas, trees and shrubs
have taken over the native prairie; at Wil-
low Creek, periodic burning holds them
back, as nature intended, and lets the sun-
loving flowers maintain their territory. (Brad-
shaw’s lomatium, in fact, has increased by
50% in the areas where fire has been used
to manage growth.) Non-native species
like Scotch broom and Himalayan black-
berry that have driven out the original
species are regularly cleared out. Where
the waist-high, fine-leaved tufted hairgrass
should dominate, volunteers tear out the
tough common teasel, an invasive thistle
that’s trying to take over. Sure, it takes a
lot of work—but one glimpse of a Fender’s
blue butterfly makes it all worthwhile.

@ Willow Creek Preserve, W. 18th Ave
at Willow Creek, West Eugene, OR (@ 503/
228-9561)

)-} Eugene

k= $$ Valley River Inn, 1000 Valley
River Way, Eugene (@ 800/543-8266 or
541/743-1000; www.valleyriverinn.com).
$$ The Secret Garden, 1910 University
St., Eugene (@ 888/484-6755 or 541/484-
6755; www.secretgardenbbinn.com).



® SanTA Rosa PLaTEAU

Santa Rosa Plateau
There’s Gold in Them Thar Hills

Riverside County, California

HUMAN ACTIVITIES HAVE ELIMINATED MOST OF CALIFORNIA’S VERNAL POOLS—FOUND ALMOST
nowhere else in the world. The state’s remaining vernal pools provide habitats for a wide
range of highly adapted organisms, including 27 species designated by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service as being of special concern. Pollution, fire, and invasive species continue

to threaten this fragile habitat.

Halfway between the congested urban
spraw!| of Los Angeles and the congested
urban sprawl of San Diego lies the only
slightly less congested urban sprawl of
inland Riverside County. And yet, aston-
ishingly enough, in the middle of all this—
right off of busy Interstate 15—lies an
8,000-acre (3,237-hectare) parcel of open
California natureland, a habitat for moun-
tain lions, mule deer, badgers, and bob-
cats tucked into the green and gold hills of
the Santa Ana mountains.

This mosaic of chaparral, sage scrub-
land, and live-oak woodlands looks so
typically Western, you’d almost expect the
Lone Ranger to come galloping around the
next hill. But it also includes one of the last
holdouts of native prairie remaining in
California. The Santa Rosa Plateau’s prairie
is the largest bunchgrass prairie in South-
ern California. Several trails lead through
tall stands of deep-rooted, fire-resistant
purple needlegrass, rippling in the wind.
Fire resistance is key; using controlled
burning, park rangers can stave off inva-
sion by trees and shrubs, leaving the ter-
rain to the hardy grass and to sun-loving
spring wildflowers. You'll see everything
from delicate little mariposa lilies, checker-
blooms, and shooting stars to the vibrant
Johnny jump-ups, lupines, and brilliant yel-
low California poppies. Look for the brown
drooping blossoms of the chocolate lily,
one of the world’s few brown flowers, but
sniff carefully—you’ll see why it's also
called the skunk lily.

Come in spring or early summer, espe-
cially if you want to appreciate the vernal
pools—huge season pools that collect
atop the plateau’s flat-topped basaltic out-
croppings in spring and vanish entirely by
summer’s end. When winter storms dump
rain on these mesas in January and Febru-
ary, their hard surface won’t absorb or
drain the rainfall, so it just sits there in
shallow declivities, waiting to evaporate.
We're not talking mere puddles, either—
the largest pool covers 39 acres (16 hect-
ares) at its fullest. It's enough of a wetland
to attract migrating water birds like green-
winged teals and Canada geese. As spring
warms up, though, the pools slowly begin
to shrink, revealing successive rings of
moist soil where flowers spring up from
May on. The Vernal Pool Trail is raised on
a boardwalk so you can closely observe
the tiny blooms of some incredibly rare
plants—California Orcutt grass, San Diego
button-celery, thread-leaf brodiaea, Orcutt’s
brodiaea, and Parish’s meadow foam—as
well as vivid carpets of the more common
yellow goldfields and purple downingia.
You'll be out of luck by July or August—all
that will be left is a naked scoop of dark
rock, a ghost of the lake that used to be.

@ Santa Rosa Plateau Ecological
Reserve, 39400 Clinton Keith Rd., Murri-
eta, CA (® 951/677-6951; www.santa
rosaplateau.org)

)-} Riverside
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The Slopes of Mount Haleakala

An Isle of Ephemeral Flowers
Maui, Hawaii

HALEAKALA NATIONAL PARK IS HOME TO MORE THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES THAN
any other U.S. national park. Invasive species are the biggest threat to the native plants
and animals. Mount Haleakala is also the proposed site for the Advanced Technology
Solar Telescope, a project that may cause irrevocable loss of its natural, cultural, and

scenic resources.

Don't let the lush plantings of its luxury
resorts fool you—Hawaii has more endan-
gered species than any other state. Most
of the frangipani and birds-of-paradise and
other tropical flowers around the swim-
ming pools are transplants from other
countries that have displaced native spe-
cies. Even worse, feral non-native pigs,

Mount Haleakala’s yellow hibiscus.

goats, and axis deer have browsed
unchecked for years, and, especially on
Maui, resort development has destroyed
habitat at a fearful rate. No wonder tourist
leis are generally made of silk or plastic
flowers these days.

Of course, with its isolated location in
the middle of the Pacific Ocean, the Hawai-
ian Islands had more endemic species to
lose in the first place. But the situation’s so
sad that even the state flower, the yellow
hibiscus—or, in Hawaii, pua aloalo—is
endangered. Growing on a shrub that can
reach tree height, its blossoms are bright
yellow with a maroon spot in the center.
They’re regarded by Hawaiians as symbols
of the human soul, because they bloom
pale yellow in the morning, darken in color
throughout the day, and wither by night-
time, to be replaced next morning by new
blooms. The yellow hibiscus now lives only
in three enclosed sites on Maui, where the
deer can't get to them, but slowly it's
being restored in the wild. Meanwhile, you
can view cultivated specimens, along with
other hibiscus, passion flowers, plumeria,
jade vine, trumpet vine, and orchids, at
the Kula Botanical Garden in the upcoun-
try town of Kula, Highway 377 (@ 808/878-
1715; www.flowersofmaui.com).

In the wild, however, there are other
rare native species to see. The most dra-
matic is the silversword, a tall spiky flower
with spear-sharp silvery leaves and a sun-
flower-like head of tiny purple blooms. For
years these curiosities were collected by
the sackful to be sold for Chinese potions,
specimen gardens, and amateur painters.



Unlike the here-today-gone-tomorrow
hibiscus, silverswords take their time—a
plant may wait 4 to 50 years before shoot-
ing up a 1- to 6-foot (.3-1.8m) stalk with a
flowering purple head, usually between
May and October. Rare as they are, they’re
fairly easy to spot in Haleakala National
Park, which mantles the slopes of the
world’s largest dormant volcano. If you
drive up zigzagging Haleakala Crater Road
to the summit (it’ll take at least an hour to
get to the top), on the way back down, pull
off at the Kalahaku Overlook to look for
silverswords. If you have more time, a
10-mile lower loop of the Halemau'u Trail
makes a round trip to Silversword Loop,
through jagged flats of red and black lava
rock.

@ BLueseLL ForesTs oF EAsT ANGLIA

For an even shorter hike, take the half-
mile Hosmer Grove Nature Trail through a
cool cloud forest. You won’t see hibiscus
or silverswords but you should see rare
native silver geraniums—in Hawaiian,
nohoanu—with their satiny white petals.
Aloha!

@ Haleakala National Park, Maui, Hwy.
378 (@ 808/572-4400; www.nps.gov/hale)

)-} Kahului

== $$ Banyan Tree House, 3265 Bald-
win Ave., Makawao (@ 808/572-9021;
www.hawaiimauirentals.com). $$ Olinda
Country Cottages, 2660 Olinda Rd.,
Makawao (@ 800/932-3435 or 808/572-
1453).

Bluebell Forests of East Anglia

The Essence of English Spring
Norfolk, England

THE DELICATE BLUEBELL'S ENORMOUS POPULARITY WAS ALMOST IT’S UNDOING, UNTIL LAWS
were enacted to protect it from human destruction. Now this fragile flower faces a bigger
threat from global warming, which makes spring arrive earlier each year. Without
enough time to mature and set seeds, the bluebell can’t survive. This deprives people of
one of spring’s greatest spectacles—the blue carpet of England’s favorite wildflower.

Like a watercolor by Beatrix Potter, it's the
quintessential English countryside—holly-
hocks and larkspur by the garden gate and
bluebells carpeting the woods. Imagine,
then, the public outcry in the United King-
dom in 1981 when conservationists
announced that they were putting the
English bluebell on the protected list.
Hybridization with the invasive alien Span-
ish bluebell has corrupted this woodland
beauty, turning its deep-violet tightly curl-
ing bells on a sweetly drooping stem into
flaccid, pale blue cones on a stiff stalk.
Worst of all, the new hybrids barely have
any scent. A true bluebell’s perfume,
though—that’s like the essence of spring.

In 1998, when reporters caught vandals
stealing 7,000 bluebell bulbs from the
ancient Thursford Wood in East Anglia, a
nationwide protest erupted. It's now
against the law to remove bluebells from
your land or to dig up its bulbs, and you
get the feeling that if anybody tried it, the
neighbors would be up in arms—that's
how strongly the British feel about these
iconic wild hyacinths.

In the Norfolk countryside, just a short
drive from Norwich, lie a pair of ancient
oak forests where you can still see old-
fashioned bluebells carpeting the ground
in April and May. Near Foxley Village,
24km (15 miles) northwest of Norwich on
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Fakenham Road, the 121-hectare (300-acre)
Foxley Wood National Nature Reserve
is the largest remaining ancient woodland
in Norfolk, so old that it was listed in the
Domesday Book. Though it's principally
oak, field maple, and birch, it also has such
rare trees as wild service, small-leaved
lime, and midland hawthorn. (Several coni-
fers, introduced years ago as timber
sources, are gradually being removed.)
Along with the bluebells you'll find early
purple orchid, dog’s mercury, and mead-
owsweet; the lazy drone of butterflies fills
the air in summer.

Drive another 10 miles or so to Faken-
ham and turn east 5km (3 miles) on A148
to find even older oaks at Thursford
Wood, a 10-hectare (25-acre) remnant of
original heath where some trees are 500
years old or more. The River Stiffkey runs
through this nook of forest, pasture, and
ponds. For centuries the oak trees have
been pollarded—their main branches cut
back to promote thicker foliage rather
than height—and their lumpy trunks are

covered with moss, lichens, and fungi.
Ferns and rhododendrons flourish in the
understory, heightening a distinctly Dru-
idic atmosphere.

English botanists generally judge ancient
woodlands by their profusion of blue-
bells—and Thursford lives up to that stan-
dard, for in May the ground here is
completely hazed over with drooping vio-
let bells. It would do Beatrix Potter’s heart
good.

(@ Foxley Wood National Nature
Reserve, Fakenham Rd., Foxley (access
off Tremelthorpe Rd. (@ 44/1362/688706).
Thursford Wood Nature Reserve, Holt
Rd., Little Snoring.

m==wm NOrwich

== $$ The Maid’s Head Hotel, Palace
St., Norwich (@ 44/870/609110; www.
corushotels.co.uk). $ Pearl Continental
Hotel, 116 Thorpe Rd., Norwich (@ 44/
1603/620302; www.pc-hotels.co.uk).

Ben Lawers

Where the Wild Mountain Thyme Grows
Perthshire, Scotland

THE EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE IN SCOTLAND—MORE FREQUENT AND VIOLENT STORMS,
dramatic temperature changes, winds of up to 80 mph, and rising sea levels—threaten
the future of birds and rare alpine plants on the Ben Lawers reserve. Reduced snow
cover and heavy rains are threatening fragile habitats and species, increasing the risk of

erosion.

Ben Lawers isn’'t the tallest mountain in
Scotland—in fact, it's not quite 1,220m
(4,000 ft.), though some sneaky locals in
the 19th century built a cairn on top to
boost it over that mark. Nor is