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Notes from the Coral Kingdom
You can’t go wrong with a stay at one of Fiji’s many resorts
By Anne Z. Cooke  
And Steve HAggerty
Mcclatchy-tribune news service

QUALITO ISLAND, Fiji – 
We were dozing on the sand 
at the edge of the bluest la-
goon I’d ever seen when sud-
denly I remembered: The 
snorkel trip. Grabbing our 
masks we rushed to the dive 
shack, catching the skiff as it 
was pulling out for the ride 
to the far side of the lagoon.

“You can’t go home until 
you’ve seen the Malolo Bar-
rier Reef,” said Kima Tagi-
tagivalu, dive guide at Cast-
away, a family-friendly re-
sort on Fiji’s northwest coast. 
He checked off our names 
and handed us our swim 
fins. “A few years ago the dis-
trict chief, Ratu (Chief) Seva 
Vatunitu, made it taboo for 
fishing and collecting. The 
people – even the fishermen 
– respect that decision and 
the fish have come back.”

Being there, in the Ma-
manuca Archipelago, was 
kismet. If a last-minute 
schedule change hadn’t de-
layed our flight back to Los 
Angeles, we would never 
have washed up on Cast-
away at all. But as often 
happens here in the care-
free South Pacific, changes 
can be lucky. We could have 
booked an airport hotel in 
Nadi (NAN-dee), on Viti 
Levu, the main island. Or 
found a room at one of the 
Coral Coast’s tourist hotels. 
Instead, we emailed a friend 
at home, an indefatigable Fiji 
booster, for advice.

“Go to Castaway on the 
ferry route, about 14 miles 
offshore,” she answered. 
“Lots of sun, a gorgeous 
beach, starry nights. Great 
food and secluded. An ideal 
place to relax and catch up 
before heading home. Leave 
by mid-afternoon and you’ll 
be back at the airport with 
time to spare.”

With mask and fins in 
hand we grabbed a seat and 
the skiff headed for deep 
water, speeding up un-
til the prow bounced over 
the waves. I had just got-
ten a good grip on the gun-
wales when the boat slowed 
over the reef. Peering down 
through the glass-clear wa-
ter, Tagitagivalu found a 
sandy patch and dropped 
the anchor. He checked his 
watch. “We’ve got an hour 
before the tide turns,” he 
said, counting heads as we 
splashed off the stern ladder.

Turning over, I looked 
down, and said (silently, 
into my snorkel), “Wow!” 
We’ve seen some pretty spe-
cial coral over the years. But 
the Malolo Reef, 75 feet high 
over the ocean floor, was 
more fantastic than any ani-
mated film. Below me, thou-
sands of hard and soft cor-
als of every shape and color 
crowded together, swaying 
gently with the tide. Here 
was a ribbon of pinks, blood 
red and soft purple; there a 
swirl of electric green, cus-

tard yellow branches and 
chocolate brown leaves. For 
an hour we floated to and 
fro, enchanted, until Tagita-
givalu touched my shoulder 
and broke the spell. With the 
tide turning and the waves 
breaking, we hurriedly 
swam back to the boat.

Castaway is hard to for-
get. But truth to tell, it’s just 
one of many resorts in the 
Mamanuca Group, each 
with its own style. If you visit 
here you’ll have to pick one, 
since they’re really the only 
lodging option. The lagoons 
are a perfect ten and so is the 
sand, burnished over mil-
lennia to tiny golden specks. 
But only at a resort will you 
find shade, fresh water, food 
and dare I say it, souvenirs. 
Even native villages are few 
and far between, and the 
smallest islands – like the 
rocky islet where actor Tom 
Hanks filmed “Castaway” – 
are uninhabitable.

Take Tokoriki Resort, on 
hilly Tokoriki Island. A sto-
ried retreat favored by cou-
ples, Tokoriki’s deep well is 
what fills the water tanks 
for cooking, washing, top-
ping up the infinity swim-
ming pool, watering the 
garden and supplying the 
bathrooms in the resort’s 34 

luxurious thatched bures 
(BOOR-rays, cottages). Wait-
ers serve chef-prepared cui-
sine in the airy dining room 
and guides organize snorkel 
trips from the lounge. As the 
sun dips toward the western 
horizon, the guests enjoy the 
spectacle from deck chairs 
beside the pool. For us, it 
was paradise.

Even better were the re-
sort’s half-dozen in-resident 
“elders,” experts in Fijian 
lore and traditions. If you 
want to know the back story 
and why, ask them about vil-
lage life, or join in as they 
pass a bowl of kava, strum 
a guitar and reminisce. The 
weekly “Lovo Feast” was 
also the real deal. As the 
guests gathered to watch, 
the kitchen staff shoved hot 
rocks into an earthen pit. 
These were layered with 
banana and palm leaves, 
topped with bundles of se-
curely wrapped chicken, 
pork, taro and yams, and 
smothered in dirt. By twi-
light, dinner was ready.

“The lovo is more than a 
meal,” said Penkioni Sale, on 
hand to supervise. “A fam-
ily feast like this, still held 
in the villages, brings all the 
cousins and aunts together 
and reminds us of our com-
mon heritage.”

The Mamanucas are 
poster-perfect. But the main 
island, Viti Levu, is the cul-
tural and commercial heart 
of Fiji. Here we checked into 
the Outrigger Hotel On The 
Lagoon, on the Coral Coast, 
our base for exploring. Told 
that Fijian choirs excel and 
anxious to hear them, we 
decided to attend a Sunday 
service at a tiny Method-
ist church. The 12-person 
choir, mostly elderly, looked 

tired and wan. And when 
they sang the hymns, each 
from memory, a cappella, in 
harmony, and with perfect 
pitch, they raised the raf-
ters. As the melody soared 
over the congregation and 
out the open windows, peo-
ple in the lane stopped to 
listen.

Was the jet-boat ride on 
the Sigatoka River a canned 
affair, for tourists? Yes, 
but we signed up anyway. 
Scenic and fun, it turned 
memorable when the boat 
stopped for a tour of Tubai-
rata (toom-bye-RAH-ta), a 
traditional hill village. Wel-
comed by Kini, the village’s 
official greeter, we strolled 
through the community fol-
lowed by a parade of chat-

tering kids, then headed 
for the Community Center. 
Here the entire village – 45 
people – sat cross-legged on 
the floor awaiting our ar-
rival. The ensuing kava cer-
emony, with coconut shell 
cups and ritual clapping 
ended and was followed 
by a lunch served on palm 
fronds.

As the women cleared 
away the plates, we stood 
up to leave. But things were 
just heating up. The men 
began to sing, and soon one 
man, then two men and 
then ten more stood up and 
asked the ladies – all the 
ladies – to dance. Soon ev-
eryone was up, arms clutch-
ing waists, doing the Fijian 
two-step. Yes, these tours 
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Native Fijian pineapple looks 
as good as it tastes.
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The sun sets over the lagoon, in the Mamanuca Island group, Fiji.
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The staff sings a welcome song as visitors arrive at Castaway 
resort, Qalito Island, Fiji.

are pre-planned and the vil-
lages earn money for host-
ing guests. But when Fijians 
welcome you, believe me, no 
matter how it happens, it’s 
genuine.

Typically Fijian, the Out-
rigger is set among lush gar-
dens, with ferns, flowers and 
shade trees. Geared toward 
families, the layout includes 
a huge swimming pool, large 
dining room and a staff of 
soft-spoken ever-smiling 
nannies, waiters, bus boys 
and maids. The Outrigger is 
on the shore, as advertised. 
But this particular lagoon 
is so large and flat that even 
at high tide the water is too 
shallow even for dipping. 
The lovely view from the 
bungalows compensates.

We shopped in town, tast-
ed odd fruits in the open-
air market, signed up for a 
massage in the Outrigger’s 
hilltop spa and dozed by the 
pool. The Outrigger’s lovo 
feast – enough to serve a 
small army, included tradi-
tional dishes prepared in the 
kitchen and was served buf-
fet style in the dining room. 
Even the troupe of Fijian fire 
walkers, who put on a cer-
emonial performance in 
the outdoor amphitheater, 
were impressive. A Doubting 
Thomas, I sneaked up front 
afterwards to see if the rocks 
really were hot, and earned a 
blister for my trouble.

Most of Fiji went unseen, 
including visits to some of 
the country’s other islands, 
come-hither shapes on the 
near horizon. They’re on our 
list for next time. Like the 
Pied Piper, they, too, beckon 
castaways to their shores.

By Hugo MArtin
los angeles tiMes

Even when buying air-
line tickets, timing is every-
thing.

Passengers can get the 
lowest airfares if they buy 
six weeks before their flight, 
according to a study by 
Airlines Reporting Corp., 
an Arlington, Va., compa-

ny that handles ticketing 
transactions between the 
nation’s airlines and travel 
agents.

The study looked at mil-
lions of transactions for air-
line tickets over the last four 
years and found that pas-
sengers pay the lowest price, 
nearly 6 percent below the 
overall average fare, if they 
buy six weeks before their 

flight.
The study also showed 

that ticket prices begin to 
soar dramatically about 
a week before the day of 
travel, and can rise nearly 
40 percent above the aver-
age price if passengers buy 
the ticket on the day of the 
flight.

“We’re not advising peo-
ple to purchase tickets only 

at this time during the cy-
cle as there is no guarantee 
they will receive the low-
est price of the year,” said 
Chuck Thackston, manag-
ing director of data and an-
alytics for the firm. “It is just 
that the data indicates we 
have seen this pattern over 
the last four years.”

Best airfares 6 weeks before flight
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Affordable/Deluxe
Chalet and Cabin 

Rentals 
Pigeon Forge in the Smokies

Free Brochure

Vacation Specials

www.fi residechalets.com

Toll Free: 1-800-876-2589

PANAMA CITY 
BEACH

Sandpiper-Beacon Beach Resort. 

From $39 (1-2p or arrive Sun./

Mon. - FREE night. Restrictions).

Pools, river ride, Jacuzzi, tiki bar.

800-488-8828
www.sandpiperbeacon.com

MOTOR HOME RENTALS
TRAVEL TRAILERS

Available for your next vacation! 
Northside RV’s

1630 North Broadway, Lexington, 
Ky.Call to Reserve Yours Today

(859) 299-8386

Cruise Line Direct Pricing PLUS 
Personal Service

Sue Buckman
Independent Cruise Specialist

Frankfort, KY
502-352-1351 / 877-422-7893

www.cruiseone.com/sbuckman
Open 7 Days & Evenings

Lake Cumberland
Reduced Fall Rates

Woodson Bend Private 
Resort

$60-$125
Private Cottages w/hot 

tubs $95-$175
On selected units.
Restrictions apply.

www.lakecumberlandrealty.com
Sales 800-688-5737 Rentals

Certifi ed Cruise Specialists
with ALL cruise lines!

Specializing in Groups, Incentives, 
Family Reunions,

On Board Meetings, Weddings
Individually Owned and Operated -
Open evenings to accommodate 

YOU!
Call Rebecca at
(859) 792-1434

GATLINBURG
OVERNIGHT

CHALET &  LOG CABINS 
W/JACUZZIS, HOT TUBS & POOL 

TABLES.
(1-10 Bedrooms)

FREE BROCHURE
800-223-6264

www.gatlinburgvillas.com

KENTUCKY

RV RENTALS HOT SPOT

TENNESSEE

To advertise 
on this 

guide, please 
contact:

Ashley Slusher
859-231-3460

or  Ashley 
Kessinger

859-231-3435

Give a Gift they will never forget!
Gift Certifi cates Available

Sue Buckman
Independent Cruise Specialist, Frankfort, Ky

502.352.1351 • 877.422.7893 • cruiseone.com/sbuckman

FLORIDA

Gatlinburg-Winter
Package $149 + tax
2 People, 2 Nights, Sm. 

Whirlpool Tub, Wood Burning 
FP, Pvt. Streamside Balcony, 
2 Aquarium Tickets or 3rd 

Night Free! Adv. Res. Req. No 
Holidays, Exp. 3-31-07

1-800-251-9897
www.brooksideresort.com


