2015 World Cruise Log: Tonga

SATURDAY, JANUARY 31:  As promised, Friday, January 30, 2015 simply disappeared as we crossed the International Date Line in the night.  The good news is that those of us on the Amsterdam who were up and on deck early this morning were among the first people in the world to see the sun rise on this fine Saturday…and what a sunrise it was!  There was a line of cumulus and cumulonimbus clouds to our south catching the colors of the sunrise to great visual effect.

Even though we’re making port in Tonga this evening, we’ve treated this as a sea day, with our full morning workout, light breakfast, and all the rest.  

This morning’s guest lecturer was again Gerald McCormick on the 1960’s disappearance in New Guinea of Michael Rockefeller, son of Nelson Rockefeller.  Only mildly interesting, and I probably won’t go to his next one on yet another famous rich man, ----------- Nobel.  He seems to have a fascination with famous rich people.  The presentation today meandered too much through the dry, obscure politics of New Guinea and the various tribes of that island.  He lost a goodly number of people who simply left in the middle of the lecture.  Bye-bye, Mr. McCormick.

The afternoon lecture by Mel Foster on the other hand, was an interesting look at the mutiny on the Bounty and, in particular, Captain Bligh.   Turns out he wasn’t at all the mean bastard that novelists and Hollywood have always shown.  The well-documented British historical record shows that he always took good care of his men, and was a genuinely honorable guy.  As always, Mel’s presentation was delivered with a twinkle in his eye and a wry look at human absurdities surrounding the historical events.  He still has my full attention.

About 5pm the captain came on the PA to announce that we’d be about an hour late docking because of another ship being slow to vacate the dock.  So, instead of a 7pm arrival, we had an 8pm disembarkation.  While the docking process was underway in the port of Nuku Alofa, Tonga, the locals had a major entertainment turnout to greet us, including a brass band, dancers, drummers, and more.  When we finally disembarked into the pleasant evening, the entertainers stuck around for photos, and music, and making us feel generally welcome.

We then headed into town to get the lay of the land and walked around for about an hour.  Soon thereafter, I began to turn into a pumpkin, so we headed back to the ship for a shower and a cozy bed.

SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 1:  Sunday in the kingdom of Tonga is a day of church and family, not crass enterprise.  The buses simply don’t run on Sunday, so to get around it’s either walking or hire a taxi.  In the early morning, we opted for walking to explore the town and surrounding environs.  We left the ship at a little past 6am and walked a couple of miles to the east toward the marina and the old harbor for early morning photos with excellent light.  We then turned inland to walk through the residential areas.  As we strolled through the neighborhoods, we continually encountered whole families walking to their churches, all dressed in their traditional Tongan finery—men and boys in their best lavalavas, and women in their colorful long dresses.  They all wore the finely woven short frond “skirts” over their clothes that covered from the waist to the upper thighs.  

Tonga is closed on Sunday…almost literally.  The churches are open, and there are dozens of them, conducting lengthy sermons and ceremonies all morning.  Everywhere we went, we heard the sounds of voices lifted in congregations and choirs, singing hymns in English and Tongan.  No air conditioning, so the church windows and doors are flung wide open.  Most of the wealthier  churches have a real bronze bell or two which they ring to call the faithful to worship.  

The town, while closed and quiet this early Sunday morning, was not as pleasant a stroll as we had expected because the air was very smoky.  Here’s why:  On Sundays families cook their big meal in an ulu—a rock-lined hole in the ground in which they build a wood fire to heat up the rocks.  They also put more rocks in the pit to heat up.  Then, when the wood is burned to ash and embers and the rocks are very hot, they place the banana leaf wrapped meal (meat and vegetables, usually) into the rock pit and cover it with the loose hot rocks and let it bake in this pit oven all morning.

The early morning burning of wood in the ulu pits all over the island made for some pretty poor air quality for walking around, but we still enjoyed it, and took lots of photos.  We also walked almost nine miles, and by then we were thinking about a bit of rest from our wanderings.

As we approached the ship around 10:30am some of the late risers were making their way down the gangplank.  (Brings to mind the old US Marines TV commercial that said “We do more before 9am than most people do all day.”)  This being the tropics, all our traipsing around had made us a little swampy and thirsty, so it was back to the cabin for a cool-down shower, some iced tea, and a little time to put our feet up and download and review our photos.  After that it was lunch time and we were ravenous.  So to the Lido for a modest lunch, then back out into the mid-day sun.  This time out I began a serious effort to hire a taxi to take us around to the island’s more distant sights.  We found one,  or she found us, and we negotiated a reasonable price for the next three or so hours, and off we went.  Our driver was named Seini -- a rough English translation would be Jane, she told us.  We called her Seini.  Of the sights we saw, the south coast blowholes were the best of nature.  The ancient trilithon was interesting.  But most interesting were the small villages we passed through, and the people going about their Sunday family activities.  We also got a good look at their cemeteries which are different than what we’ve seen elsewhere.  There’s a fair amount of agriculture on the island, but it’s all small-scale, haphazard plots.   Then there’s the new solar power generation station, an installation made by the government of New Zealand.  

Seini was not reticent about speaking her mind on Tongan politics, policies, the royal family, or the economy and government corruption.  One of the things we learned from her is just how pervasive the Chinese government is in buying Tonga.  Everywhere we went on the island, we saw formally posted signs that said “CHINA AID” in English.  Turns out, China is pretty much taking over the economics of this island kingdom while lining the pockets of key Tongan parliament members and the prime minister.  China brings in their own laborers for their projects and activities instead of hiring the locals.  The first hint we got of this was when we stepped off the ship onto a nice new concrete pier made just for large ships.  There are prominent signs telling the visitors that China paid for and built this pier.  Seini told us that the Chinese don’t send cruise ships to this pier, but large-scale fishing factory ships that dock here.  She said the Chinese are over-fishing the Tongan waters with these ships.  What’s worse, she said, the fish sold in the markets is too expensive for most Tongans to eat.

The Tongans have a mindset that we’ve seen so frequently in the tropics which is:  They sadly lack any pride of place.  Virtually everywhere we went on Tongatapu we found huge quantities of trash and litter strewn about this little piece of paradise.  People just drop their trash wherever they happen to be standing.  The government doesn’t have the will or desire to do anything about it—i.e., clean it up and educate the people on the good things that come from taking care of your environment.   There’s a certain intellectual laziness in not recognizing and acting on the value of a clean, attractive place, not only for tourists but for the Tongans.  But enough of the holier than thou.  They’re different from us, and that’s why we came here…to see and experience that difference.

By 3:30pm we were back to the dock, and so bid farewell to our Seini.  We went aboard the ship just long enough to get Gin’s computer, then we headed back into town to the iCoffee internet café that we had scoped out last night.  The place was packed and the connection was slow, but it was good enough to check our email.  After that we walked back to the ship, had dinner, and attended the entertainment which was Elliot Finkel doing solo classical piano selections for the early show.  He was immediately followed by Divas Three with the Amsterdam Orchestra.  Mr. Finkel did the exact same solo show as we had seen on the Noordam Caribbean cruise last year, but still beautiful and brilliantly performed.

When we gratefully rolled into bed, the pedometer said we had walked over 12 miles for the day.  That was a looooong Sunday.

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 2:  Once again, we were up at 5am but we stayed on the ship until 7am as we waited for the Tongan buses to begin running.  We could see the bus station (really just some benches built into a long narrow rain shelter) from the ship, and when the first one showed up, we headed out at 7am.  After speaking to a couple of locals, we learned that buses with HIHIFO painted across the top of the windshield go  to the west end of the island, which we had not done on our taxi tour yesterday.  The buses are considerably less expensive than taxis, costing only about US$1.50 each to go to the ends of the island from town.  Our outbound bus was in good mechanical order, but the seats were pitiful, worn out things with remnants of foam rubber hanging on to the metal frames.  Like many places we’ve been, the buses are individually owned, but may operate as part of a collective organization, so their condition varies widely.  The Tongan buses do not have schedules or bus stops…they only have routes, and they stop when and where there is a passenger indicating a wish to get on or off.   

It was the first day of school after the summer break, so the ride out to the west end included picking up school kids in their fresh, new school uniforms.  Some of the younger kids were accompanied by mama or grandma for their first ever day of school.  It was great fun, and the kids and people we met on the bus were friendly and charming.  Lots of photo ops.  Monday in the outlying villages, looked distinctly different from Sunday, with preparations for work, school, and the business of scraping together a livelihood.  

The reef on the southwest coast is extensive and forms a rather pleasant beach area inside a lagoon.  When we saw that, we sorta wished we had our snorkel gear with us…but a nice walk along the shore beachcombing was good enough and a very pleasant way to while away this tropical morning.  We were the only people on the entire beach, which ran for a couple of miles, so it was one of those “private island” moments we so often enjoy when we’re out and about early in the mornings.

After a while (island time) we headed back out to the main road to flag down a bus headed back to town.  We had to wait about 15 minutes until one came along.  The interior of this bus was in somewhat better shape than the first one, but the driver drove it only about half the speed of the first one, which made me suspect that, mechanically, it might not be able to go much more than 30 kilometers/hour.  The slower pace allowed good photo ops out the open windows, but the ride took about twice as long to get back to Nuku Alofa.  By now, most of the kids were in school, so the passengers headed toward town (or the next village) were mostly adults headed to work or market.  The closer we got to town, the more we noticed how much different Monday is from Sunday.  The capital city has a serious traffic problem.  When we saw the bus come to a grinding halt in the gridlock on the edge of town, we opted to get off just south of the Royal Tombs and walk into the now bustling city.

We headed for the central market, which is where the regular folks go to buy their produce, meats, and other necessities.  Like many central market places in this part of the world, there were the indoor vendors and then the outdoor vendors surrounding the perimeter of the high roofed building.  Since this city has a population of only about 23,000, the market was much smaller than La Marche in Tahiti.  In addition, Monday is not the biggest shopping day…that occurs on Saturday morning (like La Marche’s Sunday morning).  But even at that, it was a pretty busy and interesting place, with lots more photo ops.  By then it was about 11am and, since we had to be back on the ship by 3:30, we decided to call it good and go back to the ship to watch the Super Bowl this afternoon.  A shower and some lunch, then off to the Queen’s Lounge to watch the Super Bowl, with the broadcast being projected onto three large screens.  Whenever there was a commercial break, the satellite feed didn’t show the famous Super Bowl commercials—just ESPN promos. So the cruise director and staff would go up on stage and do fun things like throwing tee shirts into the audience, or have little challenge games with prizes like a bucket of beer.  We ended up with a couple of collapsible 3-legged stools, a tee shirt and a pair of sun glasses each.  Oh yeah, and we watched the football game which turned out to be a real thriller, with New England beating Seattle 28 – 24.

Just as the game was ending, the Amsterdam was pulling away from the dock and heading out of this reef-surrounded harbor.  It’ll be two days at sea and then we’ll make our next port of call in Auckland, New Zealand.  The rest of the day was quiet, and we spent it downloading and reviewing photos, and writing in this log.  It was a pretty easy day with a bit over six miles on the pedometer.

TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 3:  Aaaaaaahhhhh…we awoke this morning to the motion of the ocean, and resumed our sea day activities and routines…a cup of coffee/tea; gym for 45 minutes; light breakfast; download and sort photos; write in the log; attend lectures, the first of which was Barbara talking about our upcoming two-day stop in Auckland, New Zealand.  Lunch; writing; another lecture at 2pm, this time by Mel Foster giving us some historical perspective on New Zealand.  Our 2-miles around the deck; dinner; and finally, showtime with a pair of repeat performers:  Airborne’s juggling first, then Elliot Finkel on piano accompanied by the Amsterdam Orchestra.  Both shows were thoroughly enjoyable.  Somewhere along the way last night we left the tropics (~23 degrees south).  And so to bed, with a very consistent sea day pedometer reading of 6.05 miles.

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 4:  As soon as we finished our morning workout, we were treated to a visually stunning full moon setting on the west side of the ship, followed by a fiery sunrise on the east side (we’re headed SSW).  We went to the promenade deck to photograph both events.  As I mentioned yesterday, we’ve left the tropics, so the early morning is cooler and less humid.  Our current latitude is 30.5 degrees south.  It was very pleasant standing on the deck communing with the sun and the moon and the sea.

At 11am, Barbara told us what to expect at our second NZ stop which is Waitangi, aka Bay of Islands.  We’ll be there the day after Waitangi Day, which is a national holiday in NZ celebrating the 1840 treaty between the Maori and the British Colonial government.  This is still a much disputed treaty, especially about land areas and uses, because the interpretations in English and Maori cultures and languages are so very different.  Waitangi is the place where the treaty was signed by both sides.

Since this is our last stop in Polynesia, our guest Polynesian teachers, musicians, and dancers held one final extravaganza of music and dance featuring themselves and their students (the passengers) up on the Lido pool deck during the lunch hour.  It was well attended and appreciated.

The rest of the afternoon was dedicated to studying my notes on Auckland while Ginny worked on our trek pages.

This was a formal dress evening, and Rita Rudner returned as tonight’s headline entertainer with a whole new set of one-liners.  As before, she packed the house and had ‘em laughing til they cried.  She’s a classy, fun act and well worth dressing up for.

Then the day was over, and as we turned out the lights the old pedometer read 6.25 miles…about average for our sea days.  Tomorrow, Auckland and, according to the captain’s forecast, possible rain and strong winds.  
