Navigating tradition and modernity
in the Cook Islands
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11 e're near the head of

the octopus,” says Deon
Charles Wong. a metaphor about whers
the Cook Islands are in relation tw the
rest of Polynesia. More literally, though,
we're sitling on the patic of Trader
Jacks, the wateralde restaurant, bar and
local mainstay in the heart of Avarua
on Rarcdongs, the capital tsland and
population centar af the Cook Islands.
The Martemarr Afea, 8 double-hulled
sailing vaka {cance) owned by the Cook
Ialands Voyaging Society (CIVS), 1s
moored at the edge of a conerete baoat
FAMP jusl oppasite the patio, A few
hundred yards offshore, past the rusted
remains of the cargo ship Maitad and
through a break in the island’s fringing
reef, is the decp blve sea. During
whale season, July through October,
homplacks are righr thore. Sometimes
at ndght, where the reef is even closer o
shore, you can hear them singing.

In June, Dheods and his wife,
Evangeline, will be among these in line
to sail the Marumary Afva (“Under the
Protection of God™) o Pape'ete and
then—after joining up with the Tahit
Voyaglng Society canoe Fa'afie—on
to Hawai'i, where voyagers from
throughout the Pacific will converge for
the Festival of Pacific Arts and Culture
[FESTPAC), Fitting, because CIVS
was founded in 1992, after Rarctonga
hosted FESTPAC, which takes place
every four years in a different Pacific
[sland group. CIVS president lan
harika is also here: he carries the
chiefly title kamoe mata'izpo and
helped build the Cook Islands’ lirst
moedern replica of a tradifional sailing
canae, Te Ao o Tongs, in 1994, Dean,
Evangeline and lan all have day jobs,
bt they've given over their lunch hour
o talk about thelr passion.

And passion is why we're heres
A5 a way of introducing these islands,

1 originally had in mind to tell vou &
stocy of Tangaroa, the improbably
well-endowed god of navigation and
fertitity whose image is everywhers on
Rarotongs: on coine and shop aigns:
museum brochures and (painted graffit-

siyle) on bus siop shelters: carved and
for sale in tourdiss shops.

But Tangaroa doeen't necessarily
represent all the other pa ‘enua, the
suter islands—"outer,” that is, relative
to Rarotonga—which are just as
cormplex {though likely more beautiful)
as anywhere else. The Cook's fifteen
islands and atells are divided into e
northern and aouthern groups, The
Spanish explorer Alvaro de Mendadia
de Meira was the first European o
sight any of the islands, in 1606,

Capt. James Cook, the archipelago's
namesake, first arrived n 1773, The
islands ware not unified under one
ruler at the time of European confact,
and which islands would eventually
congtitute the Cooks was setiled in
1915 by Mew Zealand's parliament

To this day there are variations

in language, history and cultural
practices throughout the islands.

With its gyms, beauty salons,
churches and restaurants, Rarotonga
is the most cosmopolitan. But each
P “enna has its own identity, its own
stories, Cook 1slands Maori all identify
with their island of Ancestry—overseas
they might refer o themseives as Cook
Islanders, but within the country they're
Rarotongan. Mangaian, Pukapukan, Is
Tangiroa in the beckground of life here?
Yes, But life bappens in the foreground,
Hemee, Trader Jecks: One way to learn a
hif about modern life in the Cook [slande
15 Lo spend some time listendng when
people talk about their passions, With
the oeean so close, it makes sense to
hear from canoe people,

The octopus that Deon refers o
is 8 motif among Pacific voyagers,
known from the earliest oral histories
of Polynesda, It refers 1o how the islands
of the Polynesian Triangle are orlented:
The head lics roughly seven hundred
miles eastnorthesst of Rarctonga,
in Raiatea, French Polynesia—the center
of gravity for voyagers anclent and
mipdern, The tentacles irace connecting
pathways sutward to Hawai'l, Aotearoa

{vew Lealand), Rapa Nui {Easter Island),

Samoa, Tonga and the rest of Polvnesia,

FEATURIG: PEQFLE OF THE YAKA

OPENING EFREAD | Betwesn S&moa and
Framch Palyradia lis the Cook Islands, an
mrchipelago of fiftean Hlands and atally
wihere Polynesian traditions remain strong.
Harw, the idlets of Horomérl, Onaros amd
Mokurtapuy In Mur Lagsan, Rarctomnga,

TGP / Ghristianity plays a majer rols in Gook
Islands life. Ebanezers, the church of the
Hgatangiin Oook lslands Chelstian Chiirch
congregation on Reretangs, will celebrate
Its néinatiath anniversary next year.

BOTTOM / The crew of Vaka Crulse's
Tiki-a-Tonge are true multltashers—
aooking, twaching anordeling and serenading
guests during the six-hour orulse of
isttutaki's lagoon.

FAGING PAGE J The teanty=-squana=

mile lagoon of Altutaki ia larger than the
imland itaelf and filled with gemiike islets,

A taur boat walts on an ampey strand at
Tapuastad {ak.a,, "One Foot lsland®; the
Asme derives from o Cook Islands Maari
lmgend), off Alutaki, The islet of Moturokau
15 in tha beckground.
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The: Cooks are a major waypaing
on these long-sailed pathways: The
legendary navigator Kupe, whose
father was from Rarotonga and mother
from Raiabea, is believed by many o
be the first to have reached Aotearos,
leading 1o its seftlement. Another fanved
navigator, Paikea, figures in stories
rasde popular by the film Whale Rider,
He is well knowmn in parts of Aotearoa,
but it i sometimes forgotien that he
has reots in Mauke, an island in the
Cooks' soudlern pa ‘eia., Two years
apo Tua Pittman and Peia Patai—master
navigalors trained weder the auspices of
Hawai'ts Polynesian Voyvaging Socicty—
founcded a second vavaging groap in
the Cook Islands, Te Puna Marama
Voyaging Foundation, which sails a vaka
named Paikes, Patai is himself from
Mauke; the canoe's name came in him in
& dream,

Deon and Evangeline are bound
up in the tentacles of the actopus,
There are roughly lifteen thousand
residents in all of the Cook Islands,
with the majority, just under eleven
thousand, on Earotonga. Meanwhile,
more than sighty thousand Cook
Islanders live in New Zealand. another
twenty thonsamd-plus in Australia, and
countless more scatiered throughout
the world, Some wags will tell you that
there are actually seventecn islands in
the Cooks, if you include Mew Zealand
and Australia, Though the Islands are
sellgoverning, they are ultimately part
of the Realm of New Zealand, which
means that all Cook Islands nationals
are dlso Mew Fealand citizens,
Depopulation has besn a concern in
the Cook Islande since at least the
19708, and the current governmeni
continues to scek wave to bring mors
working-age adulis back o the islands,
bt 1t's lbong been a reality that people
comme and go and come again.

"He's a Mew Zealand Maori and
't Arfian, so that's how we came back
here,” says Evangeline. "We started
sailing in Mew Zealand on anather
canae, Te Maraw a Mawd (the fishhook of
Mauil ... [n a way it was a meeting place
of both cur cultures: Whereas his marac
[eommumnity land] is bis marse, and my
Lamd is mp land™—she gnd Deon both
Laugh at her emphasis—"the vaka 13 a
place for both of our cultures to meet,”

o1

Evangeline's subtbe joke aboud
landownership is rooted in one of the
things thal sets the Cook Islands apart:
Lanmd cannot be bought and sold in the
Western sense. It's all & bil complicated,
but basically, the land remains in the
hands of Cook [slanders—people might
come and go, but there will always be
sosmething o cormse loame io.

“Rarotonga is Hawai‘i 100
VEATS Ao, and Aituiaki is Hawat'i
150 years age.” says Teanaroa Paka
Worthingieo, We're sitting on the
patic of the Lucky Rooster Eatery, a
few steps aoway from his Avaroa shop,
Paka's Pearis, talking story about the
similarities and differences between
Hawai'i and here,

Paka embaclies these differences:
His moither is Rarotongan and
Tahitian, and his Bther, the e Bobert
Worthington, was Hawalian, The elder
Worthmgton served s the Cook [slands
henorary consul to the Undted States
for thirtydive vears, doring which time
he was also the director of financial
and sclwdarship services af Ofahu's
Kamehameha Schools, Palka was born
on Baratonga, lived in Havai'i from age 6
to 18, carned a bachelor's and a master’s
in Washingion DC and then returmed o
winrk in the government of Prioee Minister
Sir Geoffrey Henry. Since leaving the
public secior, he has “for many moons,” &5
hees puuts it ddome: “a lictle: bie of this, a liggle
bt of that, a little bit of everything.”

Paka is a lifelong surfer and canoe
paddler, and for many years now alse an
avid kitesorfer, In a few days the annoal
Yaka Eiva will get underway: a wecklong
geries of guirigger canoe races held each
MNovember, which he conceived and that
first ran in 2004, He is also behind the
Manureva Aguafest, a weeklong series
of competitions esch August that brings
kitesurfers fo Aitutaki's twenty-square-
mile lagoon—eonaidered one of the hesi
venes in the warld for the sport, Both
Waka Eiva and Manoreva Aquafest are
global draws—this year's canoe races
browghi mare than 350 international
entrants—and both were conceived to be
a mix of serious competitson and even
mare serions fun,

“The difference over here,” Paka
continues, “is that you're nearly free of

ABOVE ! Pakn Worthington on the boardwalk
Tronting Paka's Paarks n downtawn Awaris,
Rarctonga’s pepulation center,

FACING PAGE ! The boat ramp opposite
Trader Jaoks restaurant in Avarun gets

sy ad vakia ara [autrigger canoed) lansh
during the ‘Yaks Eiva, an annusl autrigger
racing compatition that draws paddlers From
araund the world,

vrules and regulations, As long as vou
don't cross any lines, you can presty
much do whatever vou want, [n Hawab']
and other places, when a canoe race
finishes, everyone goes thetr own
direction. Chver here we purpossly broke
it all up so that you race one day and the
next day ofl. Everyone finishes ami stays
and parties together—you have a beer on
the beach, and no one says o thing-—-so
¥our can race, have a good time and don’t
huarve B worry abaout tomerroae”

These lese siringent rules arc

il lirmited fo canoe riacing and are
visible—or rather, not visible—pretty
mich everywhere you go in the islands,
starting with the warning you're given
when vou pick up a rental car at the
airport, "Don’t park under the coconut
irees.” Coconuts are a staple here, and
s |8 common sense: Unlike Hawal',
where coconuts are trimmed o prodect
passershy, here you're expected o look
up. Another example: On Rarotonga,
at Tumutoa Toors' Umu Feast, String
Band and Fire Show, Mgame and
Mania Mamanu lesd groups throwgh
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the entire process of producing a
treditional feasi—it's an enlightened
reversal of the standand Hawaiian
tourist [6'au, where islanders cook
and serve. Guests handle everything
from meat cleavers to red-hot rocks.
The evening is capped off with a fice-
Emife show that includes audience
paricipation—ithis might be the only
place in the world whers one can hand
a Maming baton bo a woman in rayon
and urge her to give it a whiel. If it
sonnds like I'm poking fun, 'm nots
[ grewr up in Hilo, when the drinking
age was 18, aerial fireworks were legal
and people figured how to mix those
things. The Cook [slands echo those
times, and 1 adore it
Yowi bear it said often that these
islands are years “behind” Hawal'l, and
itlways with price. If you fly the fifty
minubes to Aitutaki and tour the lagoon
with Waka Croises, tour legder Alistar
“Al" Maao will tell you that Aitutaki's
pristine waters are {iffy years behind
Henwai'i, “and we want to keep it that
way" On Atin, another short hop from
Rarotongs, Atiu Villas general manager
Jackey Tanga tobd me that the island,
with its population of 383, is somewheore
avpund Uity years behind Rarotonga,
“Atiu forces you to go back in time,” she
says. And this is a good thing: Going
back in time means knowlng and caring
for each other, Several years apgo Roger
and Kura Malcolm, the owners of Atiu
Villas, began setting aside a percentage
of the profit from every room rental,
Each year at Christmas time, they divids
the find up equally among every man,
wormen ancd child on the island. Sinee
2012 their "towrist dividend™ has paid
oul mace than 5100, 0000
It's & Beautiful thing, and only
part of the Cook's appeal “\We have no
homelessness, negative unemplovment,
free health, [ree education, free dental,
fres water, no real estate taxes,” says
Paka. *Foreigners can'l own land, asd
weTe in comtrod of foreign investment,
land and lmimigration. We're one of tle
st countries with no Starbucks, no
KFC, no MeDonald's. ... You could esen

0

make an argument that we've got the
highest standard of living in the world.
Haomestly, you're probabdy talking the
best cowntry in the world—we're pretiy
lucky, no gquestion about that,”

There are two main roads on

Rarotonga, the Ara Tapu, or coastal road,

which rums the island's entire taenty-
mile circamference, and the Ara Metua,
which covers portions of the island
about a guarter-mibe inland. Up on Ara
Metua, in Avaroa's neighboring district
of Avatiu, Gallery Taviond and Vananga
is bustling, Mike Tavioni is on the grass,
laying into a log with & chain saw while
his wife, Awhitia, is under the caves,
carving a amaller plece by hand. There
are roughly two dozen youth scattered
between them, carving, cleaning up

or just watching. Mike and Awhitia

are both renowned artists, though
Mike—or, more properly, Mitaers Mgatae
Teatuakaro Michael Tavioni BEM—
tencds tn be the more poblic-facing.

{The BEM stands for his most recent
recognition: the British Empire Medal,
which he was awarded b 2022.)

In the gallery you can buy a variety
of modern and fraditional art, handmade
pitren amad other items, some: macde by
Mike or Aswhitia, some by other local
artists, But that™s all backgroond to the
real functbon of the space. Depending
an where you are in the Cooks, wananga
tranelatee variously as teaching, talking
or sharing knowdledpe.

Although he works in a varety of
media, Mike is best known as g carver
and canoe maker, His art (5 easy m
fincd on Rarcfonga: Look toward the
ocean as you leave the alrport and
yourll see the BSA Memorial Gateway,
a commissioned work that he and
Awhitia carved in collaboration with
Mew Zealand artist Michel Tuffery, to
honor Cook Islanders who served in
World War L. He's aleo weltten several
baoks on a variety of topics and is
widely acknowledged as a repository
of traditienal knowledge, Mow in his
seventies, he devotes most of his time
o teaching.

PREVICUS SPREAD / Mike Taviond and his
nieoa, ina Tavion| Bambar, at Gallery Tavianl
ared Vansnga, & gathering place for thoas
wha want to bearn about Cook Islands arts
andd cultusa.

TOR / A oontemporary sdapiation of & Coak
lalamds thvarval [quilt] by an unknown Tehitian
artist, with Mike pictured at center in a still
Troem a film in which ha had & Bt part a4 8
chief, He carved the Atiuan memare (spear)
he's hodding, the stamirs {chiel seat) he is
witting on and made the tapa (bark cloth]
ha's wearing.

BOTTOM { Wooden blooks are used
throughout Rorotangas to dys pareu (sean on
the facing paga). Mike snd his wife, Awhitia,
hand-carve their table-size blooks with the
halp of appranticed and whosver might be
Just passing by,






ARCVE & FACIMNG PAGE [ Although Rerctongs
is the most populous of the Coolos, bt is still & mostly
rursl igland, with & pace ta match,
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“What Lincle has been focusing on
i= knowledge transmission,” says his
niece, Gina Tavioni Bamber, who helps
keep things running at the apace, “He's
really been investing fime into the next
generation. Right now he's got five
apprentices, and what we've ot bere is
a cultural cxchange”—she gestures to
the kids working in the vard just outside
the gallery, “This is a New Zealand
Maori whiray [extended family] group,
where they've taken their children out
af the normal echication syshem and are
homeschooling them. There's more and
more of these groaps coming through:
him and Auntie still make their art, b
the real art is the knowledge repository
that he's creating by spending tme with
anyone and everyone who asks"

In 2023, Mike finished a rmonths.
long collaboration with CIVS; Te Mana o
e Vaka, or, as the CIVS transtates i, “the
pover, prestige and authority of the vaka.”
The goal was to use traditional methods
o prodiuce six canoes of various design,
along with all the necessary componeants:
sitils, patiles and sennit for rope; fishing
hooks, lines and heres. Foe Mike the
vithee of the project was more the process
than the product.

“My teaching is about traditional
life akills,” he explains, "If you ask
“What is the worst thing that will ever
happen? it's food [nsccurdty. Life
skills are the crux of everything: It
involves the production of food —when
o plant relative o the phases of the
maodr, 1o high and low tides and the
menth of the year, It invobes when o
g fish for what partbeular fish, what
time of night, what moon phase, what
time of the year, When fo do vovaging,
when to stop albogether, Those are
the Enowledges we are losing—our
traditional knowledge that we've gained
over thousands of years,”

I other words, o build & camoe,
one firet ks to understand how o
cultivate all of its coomponent paris.

“Cance making was never dead,” he
continues. “So it's not a revival, boat
through the encouragement to get more
peogle b learn and participate in canos
making, hopefully they'll be urged o
learn mores mayhe more aboot e
cosmos in relation to nevigation, and
then more about the cosmos in relation
to planting and harvesting food, and

T4

ohitaining food from the sea. Canoe
meaking revives the arl of sennit making;
then when you talk about senndt, you
talk abesd e cocomuat, which becomes
its own world of knowledge: The keaves
provide the roofs for our houses, e
trunks we use for posts and the bark we
uge for mosgquito repellent. The mots

we wse for fish traps, and then we use
cortain ypes of coconut for osedicine
amd for oil, which we can make into
almost anyihing ... soap, cooking oil.
With the canoe, vou touch on all kinds of
different things"

My last night on Rarotonga
codncides with the first day of racing

for this year's Vaka Eiva, which means
there's a big party over at the [slander
Hotel. Stanading in line af the enirance,
paddlers present their wristhamds,
which had been ppssed cut eardier in
the day, The ocean had been mough; one
padddler held up his naked wrist and =aid
with & laugh, "Tangaroa took mine!” Mo
peablem: He was waved in.

The evening turned out fo be
everything | love abowt the Cook [slands:
good food, good masic and loads of
fun. During the awards ceremony for
the first day's races, a paddler from
Mew Zealand receives her medal, and a |
Maori contingent delivers a haka (danca)
that T the: room cheering. Each time
the winner in a different clasaification
15 announced, a dnd kalara {l;l:nl_r.n
eneemble) firce up a booming, staccato
Beal: tak bk faki ik, taktakiakiakiakiak.
The Cook [slands have a natlonal
antherm, Izl they also have a national
rhythm, and this is it. A= they approach
the siage, medal winners spontanecusly
break into steps of the lightning-fast wra
that’s danced here and farther =ast in
Tahiti; men and women from Tahitl, the
Cook lslands, Mew Zealand, Australia,
dancing and celchbrating. Paka was righi:
This is very different.

it all brings to mind a comversation
1'd had a few days eardier with Emile
Kairua, the newiy appointed scoretary
of the Cook 1slands Ministry of Culiural
Development, We were [nitially talking
about the minisiry's preparations
to sendd roughly a hundred dancers,
muzicians and artisans o FESTPAC
bt drifted hack toward talking ahowt
canoes and what the dual voyaging

revivala in Hawal'd and the Cook [slands
have in common. Years ago Emile
was on Hakdles when the Polynesian
Voyaging Society made one of its early
trips from Hawald to the Cook lslands
for FESTPALC in 1992,

“We still had our language and a
lot of our irmditional system.” he mused,
apcaking of the cra when the CIVS
wiats foarmded, “Haut taking it hack o the
vaka—not 50 much tho voeesel, bt the
vaka that is yoarr island, the vaka that
i= your willage, the vaka that is your
lamily. Take it back to the root and you
understand that if we are not careful, we
could find curselves in the same vaka
that many of cur Pacific Island brothers
amad sisters are in. We will loss our pegr—
our traditkons, our identity, our language.
Mamy people say, 'We can stand on our
own and declare our own victories,
Imat we also have to be inclasive in
celebrating our colleetive victorbes as
e Pacific people of Moana MNuoi o Kiva—
the blue continent we call home."

Tak tak taki tak, taktakinkiakiakiak,

The drumes play on at the [slander,
amd the party carries inbo the night, A
bunch of rowdy canoe paddlers having
a goodd time¥ Sure. But there's more o
it. Something of Tangaroa® Perhaps.
But definitaly something of what
Evangeline had said when we met at
Trader Jacks “Cne of the things bl
the Cook [Elands is that we all come and
g We've come and gone for thousands
of years: We go to Tahiti, we come back
brerres wee g o Acsleiros., we go here, we
go there and come back. This is why the
vaka iz a core parl of cur history and the
mitaphor cveryone uses, becanse we
are vaka people—it is a core pard of wheo
wenre,” hh

FACING FAGE | Bearetary of thae Cookl
lslande Ministry of Cultural Development
Emile Kairua hoids a pate {slit drum] In
Runanga Pulay, the Natianal Musaum of tha
Caak Islands,
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