

[image: ]




[image: ]




To Rishia and Noah,
someday the luggage might actually
stay in the basement.
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Introduction

Bizarre Truth? I can give you several, but one that comes to me in my dreams at night is the idea of writing or talking, which I do for a living, about a subject that I strongly believe is one that has to be experienced up close and personally in order to be completely felt or understood. Not the most ringing endorsement for a great read or a good night spent in front of the telly. And let’s face it, empirical, experiential, immersive travel always trumps reading about it. But we all can’t be everywhere at once, can we? And what about music? Or sports? I guess I don’t need to play in a World Series to appreciate baseball. Do you need to handle a guitar with the virtuosity of Frank Zappa or Prince to enjoy listening to music? No, you don’t. And it is a fairly selfish conceit to try to keep all this goodness for myself. So I am committed to tell the tales and hopefully accomplish several goals in the act of doing so.

Educate, entertain, inspire.

There are lots of lessons to be learned by getting out and experiencing our planet. I think we live in a world where we are all motivated by self. We live in a world that has lost touch with its ancestry because we have grown more in every sense of the word in the last generation than in practically all the other ones combined. Gratification is instant or worthless, culture is disposable, literature and the arts are seemingly at the bottom of an all-time low when it comes to popularity. But this doesn’t depress me. Frankly, I think we are simply at a pivotal swing point in our global evolution, and when tradition, culture, and ways of thinking are in flux they seem scary when analyzed under a microscope. But step back and take a view from up high, peek at the big picture, and you can see that what is happening is simply the “ebb and flow” of civilization. Things seemed awfully bad at the fall of the Roman Empire, didn’t they? Well, I am not in the business of predicting a new Dark Ages, but I do know this for sure. I want everyone to take a deep breath, head out the door and see the world, spend time with people, not stand in line at a museum. Because in sharing ourselves with others we can learn a different way of looking at who we are and how we think and act, and maybe we can change in ways that would not be possible otherwise.

I was sitting at lunch one day in Sicily, and the thirteen-year-old son of the fisherman in whose home I was sitting and eating got up from the table. Potty break, I figured. Nope, he was headed off to work. On his own boat. That’s the way it still works in the teeny town of Marzamemi on the southern coast of Sicily, near Pachino, far from the madding crowd. The town grew around its fishing industry, with the tonneria being the guiding force in the culture of the town. Tuna canneries in Sicily are a thing of the past; the industry is dead and the two remaining (out of nearly fifty a generation ago) operations are doing what they can to survive. Tuna are scarce. Men wanting to spend their lives on the water are even scarcer. But if you spent a day with this family you could learn more about Sicilian history and the human capacities for passion, dedication, pride, and good old-fashioned earnestness than you could in any other way I can think of. You can see how differently people live (in my country you can get arrested for child-labor-law violation), and yet how similar we all are under the surface circumstances of our lives. You can learn to appreciate life and be grateful. I want my son to know these stories, meet these people, see the world as it really is in African villages, European capitals, and Asian markets, because the way you learn how to live your life is by sharing it with others. You don’t get anything out of life by living it based on self.

So education is important, but who wants to be beat over the head by the “pay attention” stick? Not me. So I want to entertain. This is not intended to be revelatory in the classic sense. This is not a textbook, nor did I intend to write a serious tome. I am not half the writer or thinker you would need to be to accomplish that, but I do have experiences. And that’s all it takes, quite frankly, which is why I believe so strongly in seeing the world for one’s self. One of the most respected anthropologists in America, the chair of the department at a major university, once referred to me in casual conversation as a colleague and I corrected him, saying I was anything but. He rebuked me immediately, insisting that I had shared more real time, on the ground, with indigenous tribes than most tenured professors he knew. That was a wake-up call. I quickly realized that I viewed myself one way, and that others might see me as something else, and I could take advantage of that, becoming an agent of change to a certain degree, perhaps an awareness raiser for the global cultures I come in contact with. Education comes in many forms; I am always looking for an easier way than doing homework, but I am good at showing up for class. That means going places and seeing what’s out there. I consider this book a way to engage a part of ourselves that remains fascinated by the human condition around the world. And I wanted it to make you think, and laugh and be hungry when you were done reading it. I am all about the food.

Which brings me to my thematic material. I am indeed primarily focused on experiencing food and sharing culture. Why? Because I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that everyone loves a good meal. And that food is the easiest way to bridge gaps, build friendships, and become family … all in one day. I consistently prove it again and again as I make my way through country after country, eating my way around the world. I also believe you can taste a culture and its people in their food. I swear to you I have tasted struggle and love, war and death, in a good bowl of stew. I wanted people to taste it also, and you can’t do that eating at an Italian restaurant in Beijing. That’s not to say that you can’t find good veal Milanese in China, it’s just I think you should be eating that dish in Milan if you want to really understand a cuisine and the folks who eat it. So I wanted to give readers a sense of how I do that, not just what I find when I do. So I give tips, like eating at the last stop on the subway, or investigating dying breeds, or perusing unique and arcane ingredients, or doing some hero worship at the altar of some great chef. Trust me; you’ll learn a lot following some of these rules of the road. Most important, I also like to check out spiritual systems, and as a matter of course I regularly check out rituals wherever I can.

So why food and ritualistic traditions? Because the food always leads to conversations, and I am always asking people what they believe in, and why. The Greatest Questions, and ones we have been asking ourselves for thousands of years, are what do you believe in, why do you believe it, and what is your relationship to that belief? The next greatest question is, of course, “rare or medium rare?”

In all seriousness, you learn things in the oddest ways. When I was in the Kalahari, I spent some time with a local tribe outside of Xai Xai in Botswana, and we were hunting with snap snares, one of the trickiest ways to trap game, especially birds. We ended up checking our snares one afternoon, and lo and behold we had a bird in the small loop of string that the hunters had made the day before explicitly for that purpose. They made their own string! And they made it from stripping small plants of their fibers and winding them by hand. Anyway, when I found the teeny bird in the trap I grabbed my knife to cut the bird down, and was stopped immediately by one of the senior men in the group. “Why,” he wondered, “would you waste the rope by cutting it?” I was floored. I hadn’t even thought about it and yet it was obviously the most wantonly wasteful act I could imagine. I was stunned and had learned a valuable lesson on several fronts, but the real surprise was when we got back to camp I was told we wouldn’t eat the bird ’til the next day because the tribe believed that the bird’s soul would alert other birds to the traps unless we waited. And we needed those traps to keep snaring birds. My point is that belief systems and food are intertwined, sometimes directly, sometimes not, but you need to pay attention. So I always try to learn everything I can about a culture, you never know.

The majority of my travel takes place with my family and workmates. And most of the working experiences are the lion’s share of my traveling, and have taken place during the taping of Bizarre Foods and Bizarre World. Many years ago I took a meeting with the head of a production company here in Minnesota at the urging of a mutual friend (thanks, Robin!), and the resulting relationship between Colleen Steward and myself birthed both of our TV shows and several specials. The idea for our show was created at Tremendous Entertainment and was the collective result of a lot of smart and talented people over the years as we incubated, tested, and tried to sell the idea of sending me around the world mouth first. It took several years, but finally the amazing Pat Younge and his team at Travel Channel took a chance on an unknown talent and green-lit our show.

Shannon, Mike, Chris, Patrick, Tasha, Johanna, Scott, Steve, Gary, Luke, Joel, Tacy, Jane, Pam, Dave, Nina, Carrie, Laurel, Ellen, Ladonna, Erik, Troy, Steve, Darrin, Kel, Libby, Nicole, Tye, Debbie, and dozens of others worked very hard and put up with a lot of crap from me to make this show what it is. Here is essentially how it works.

We find locations and set the shooting schedule for the year, we rotate teams, researching and preproducing several shows at a time, enlisting the help of many local producers, writers, researchers, and videographers on the ground in each country to help us find the most compelling stories. We do not seek out strange enclaves or outrageous foods for the sake of shocking people. If we wanted to do that, we would shoot the whole thing at the town landfill here in Minneapolis and save a lot of travel costs. We find stories about real people and their cultural tradition. That’s first and foremost on our minds. Then we try to tell the stories from the fringes, and that is ultimately where there are not only bizarre habits and customs, but also the greatest number of untold stories. It works for us. I always travel with a field producer and two videographers. We pick up sound techs, fixers, drivers, security folks, and PAs along the way. We typically travel seven to nine people as a crew, and we usually take seven to nine days to shoot a show in its entirety. Primary shooting usually takes six or seven days.

I spend more time on the road with my team than I spend time at home with my family. We are very close and have endured a lot together, shared life and death, and faced down some pretty hairy situations. I was in a small town in Morocco, outside a madrasa as luck would have it, on the day that Abu Musab al-Zarqawi was killed. My producer, cameraman, and I had to run for it, scrambling into the van and racing out of town. There was a lot of fear and misunderstanding on the street that day and we got caught up in it. That is not atypical.

My crew deserves more love and applause than I can ever throw their way, and I am eternally grateful for their ability to work seventeen hour days, day after day, and of course, they have to watch me eat. Never pretty. And we try to tell stories that help inform our audience about aspects of a place or a culture that they won’t find elsewhere. Iceland had become a playpen for the Europeans up until the time of their economic collapse last year. It still is a place filled with incredible restaurants and a great lifestyle. The first stop on the subway, Reykjavík, bustles twenty-four hours a day. But for the handful of people brave enough to take on the assignment, curious enough to see what other people don’t, Iceland offers adventurous experiences well off the beaten path—for example, snacking on freshly cured rotting shark meat at the Hildebrandur Farm in Bjarnhofn, a four-hour drive across a lunar landscape from Reykjavík. The farm is so far off the beaten path that on the day I went there we didn’t see another car on the country’s main ring road for the last half of the journey in and the first half back.

It’s the same with the Philippines, where almost no one outside of the country, and very few native Filipinos, can comprehend the natural beauty of the southern province Palawan. A three-hour, hell-raising bus ride across the island brings you from Puerto Princesa, the island’s only real town, to beaches reminiscent of Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe tales, complete with wild komodo dragons and mischievous monkeys roaming the beaches. That’s the type of experience that makes real travelers salivate. And even the crew and I knew it was special when we were there.

Now, the crew and I know we have it pretty good. We get to do some pretty cool stuff, but we also believe that you have choices when you travel and hope you try it our way at least once. For example, you can board some insanely overcrowded cruise ship and sail up into Anchorage, the Kenai Peninsula, and just about every other seaside deep-water harbor, where you’ll avail yourself of whatever day trip the ship’s staff recommends. You’ll see Alaska, but it will be the same Alaska that 5,000 people saw the week before, and 5,000 more saw the week before that. Or you can call my pal Andy, drive three or four hours out past Girdwood, hop into a whirly-bird and get dropped on an ice field, or get onto a couple of snow machines and head to the top of a glacier in the Chugach Range. In fact, you can even get picked up on the side of the highway, if helicopter rides scare you, and ride all the way up the side of Carpathian Mountain. That’s where you get the real backwoods adventure that is yours alone. Push your limits and you will learn things about yourself that you never imagined. When you’re snow-mobiling across an endless expanse of ice, knowing that you’ll never lay eyes on another human being no matter how many times you do it—that’s life at the last stop on the subway, traveling, not touring. No jet contrails, no streetlights, no safety net.

If glacial exploration is not your thing, try Samoa. Not American Samoa, but Samoa: a Pacific island nation composed of two large islands and a few small ones, all absolutely stunning. In the spring of 2008, I arrived in Upolu, a somewhat larger island in the Samoan chain, and spent a few days in the main town of Apia. Our crew caught wind of an interesting hunting expedition on the uninhabited island of Nu’utele. Intent on seeking out every “last stop” and “dying breed” experience we could, we packed up our gear, said a prayer, and boarded a dilapidated tin can of a boat and headed out to sea. Some would say, Why bother? Others might find this type of thing a little dangerous. They have a point, but I would say that an immersive, authentic experience is always worth the hassle, and in a world where statistics tell us that driving to work is the most dangerous voyage we ever take, some of the crazy stuff I have found myself doing doesn’t seem very macho at all. So if this all sounds like your idea of a good time, you’ll love this book. If you do it enough times, you might have the experience I had last year in Nicaragua. I am at the municipal airport in Managua, boarding an ancient World War II vintage plane to fly into the bush country on the Mosquito Coast. I had a witch doctor appointment at noon. On the plane, we met a couple of local fans who informed me that they called me El Pelon in Nicaragua, “the bald one.” We all laughed, but our fixer Josh Berman was continuing the chat and I was curious, since I don’t speak Spanish, what our new friends were saying. Josh was reticent to share, but I kept the pressure on and he confessed that the locals had told him they also call me El Chamboavaca. That means “he who eats like a pig, lurks like a snake, and shits like a cow.” Someday that privilege may be yours.

So read on, and hopefully we can all take something from reading this volume, and I hope you are entertained by it. I will have been successful if just one person out there will be inspired to see the world, one human story at a time. One of the great lessons I have learned in my travels is that the most important thing we can ever share with each other are our stories. These are mine.
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[image: ] Andrew arrives at Iceland’s
Alsey Island after a treacherous voyage through
the freezing cold, raging sea.




Modern Day Vikings

Puffin Hunting in the Land of
Fire and Ice

[image: ]celand looks and feels like no other place on earth. As our plane touched down just outside Reykjavík, I was almost convinced we’d landed on the moon. Not surprising, given that NASA astronauts trained in Iceland prior to the first moon landing. In much of the country, the barren, rocky topography looks otherworldly in the extreme. Iceland is roughly the size of Ohio, a moss-covered, glacial, rocky expanse born of the volcanic womb. Treeless mountains, sweeping fields of arctic grasses waving out to the horizon, awe-inspiring geysers, raging rivers, spectacular ocean vistas, and therapeutic hot springs fueled by boiling, underwater volcanoes are stunning but make much of the island uninhabitable. Iceland is called the land of fire and ice, yet despite its staggering natural beauty, the overwhelming majority of the population lives in the capital city of Rekyjavík. Everyone else is a farmer, or works in either the thermal energy business (booming) or the greenhouse gardening industry (emerging).

The country is changing and growing all the time—literally. In 1963, a volcanic explosion just off the southern coast of Iceland created an island one square mile in size. This landmass, named Surtsey after Iceland’s mythological god of fire, grew to official landmass status in only three and a half years. I was fortunate enough to travel to Surtsey by boat one day. It’s a phenomenal thing to see, an island that is as big as it is, that is as new as it is, and freakishly almost exactly as old as I am.

I knew the food in Iceland would be wonderful. As a chef in New York and Minneapolis, I’d always been floored by the quality of Icelandic lamb, dairy products, and seafood I’d run across from time to time. Icelandic animals drink the cleanest water on earth, eat the freshest grass, and breathe the purest air. Everything, from the horses to the sheep and cows, is genetically pristine and raised not only for their meat but for their milk and cheese products. Skyr, for example, the addictively cheesy yogurt product you see everywhere in Iceland, comes from cows that eat sweet grass for such a brief period of time, then silage for most of the year, which gives them a unique flavor profile that is distinctly their own. Sweet and white, devoid of the yellowed and grassy notes that conventionally raised cow’s milk contains for much of the milking year.

I spent much of my time in Rekyjavík puttering around town and enjoying the beautiful summer weather. Summer temperatures climb into the forties during the day, maybe fifties in the sun. We got a lot accomplished thanks to the globally famous amphetamine effect of the short nightfall. Occurring between 12 A.M. and 5 A.M., the mid hours of the night are mostly dusky blue and never really deep black.

The food scene in Iceland is vibrant. Small cafés like the Sea Baron serve up steamy bowls of chowder and lobster bisque, elegant eateries like Vox and Siggi Hall would be great restaurants with huge followings in any city in the world, and the local seaport boasts a lamb hot-dog shack that is a must for any food lover’s Icelandic itinerary. I swam and spa-ed at the geothermal hot spring the Blue Lagoon. I availed myself of the local public bathhouses in town, which are very popular, and made a host of new friends courtesy of our larger-than-life host, Svein Sveinson. Svein, a filmmaker, bon vivant, and legendary lover of the good life, introduced himself to me online by sending me a picture of himself, stripped to the skin, after he’d stuffed his enormous six-foot-five-inch frame into the teeniest hot spring he could find.

After four or five days of cruising around town, I was itching for a change of pace, and I was also looking forward to my first taste of puffin, those cute little black and white birds with big orange beaks. Before you get yourself all worked up about me eating this cute ‘n’ cuddly creature, consider the fact that only 300,000 people call Iceland home. The puffin population, on the other hand, runs between 8 and 10 million. Icelanders could eat puffin at every meal for now until eternity and they would never make a dent in that region’s population. As a matter of fact, they urge people to eat them as a point of civic duty because there are just so many of them. The country even hosts giant puffin-centric food festivals, where everyone eats smoked puffins and grilled puffins and drinks to the wee hours of the morning. It’s a strange food concept that few people outside Iceland really understand.

But to eat the best puffins, and to hunt them where they live, you need to head south of Reykjavík. There, you’ll find the Vestmannaeyjarare Islands, a cluster of smaller islands that make up one of the region’s most famous fishing communities. This area’s other claim to fame is the 1973 volcanic eruption on Heimaey, the largest island in the chain. It’s Iceland’s version of Pompeii, but only a few decades old. Lava flows crushed half of the town, and when you see the end results of something that destructive and realize that it happened within your lifetime, it gives you great pause. You see homes buried, and cars half frozen in black, porous rock. Luckily, everyone was able to get off the island in time to save themselves, but my fantastically negative, cynical mind kept telling me I was trapped on an island without much of an escape route.

Millions of puffins call the Vestmannaeyjarare Islands home, and the local restaurateurs take advantage of this ample source of food. The rest of the citizenry are devoted puffin eaters or hunters, or both. Once our six-seat puddle jumper landed on Heimaey, we tried to negotiate our way over to the far side of Vestmannaeyjarare, tooling through the small town, lunching at a teeny fish house on steamed cod and brown bread. With its simple harbor, occasional spouting orca, seals and numerous birds, it was perfect for shooting a little b-roll. Along the way, we ended up running into a guy who claimed he could arrange to have us picked up by boat on the far side of the island and taken to an uninhabited island to experience a puffin hunt firsthand. Without hesitation, we piled the crew into our van and headed over to the far side of the island.

It’s a bright, beautiful summer’s day in Iceland, and in the sun it feels like it’s in the low fifties. Perfect sweatshirt weather. We pass alongside a huge half-moon bay, complete with breathtaking views of the ocean and the outer isles, which include Surtsey, and start unloading our gear onto the mile-long black sand beach. There isn’t a trace of human imprint as far as you can see. Not a jet contrail in the sky, not a footprint in the sand, not a boat at sea … it’s just empty and desolate. You know for sure you’re at one of the ends of the earth, a feeling I find so satisfying I could have sat at that beach all day.

We lock our vehicles, thank our new friends, and wait for our guide by a giant piece of driftwood that had washed up on the beach. After 20 minutes, we see a Zodiac boat puttering over to us. It lands on the beach and off steps Pall. He’s a modern-day Viking: six feet tall, blond hair, 175 pounds, and shakes your hand with a grip that could crush pecans. Not big and muscley or long-haired with a horned Helga helmet, but he was clearly the kind of guy you just know can repair his own engines, build his own house, fight his way out of a bar brawl, and shoot the wings off a butterfly. He’s the kind of guy who would travel alone in a Zodiac, a fourteen-foot flat-bottom rubber boat, across five miles of open ocean from an uninhabited island to pick me up. Hot on Pall’s heels is a closed-cabin, twenty-foot cruiser with an inboard engine that will ferry the crew as they capture Pall and me having the “authentic” experience of taking the Zodiac to the island of Alsey, where his family has hunted for years.

I was glad I put on my knee-high rubber boots that morning as I piled into his boat from the surf side. The crew has already headed out into the channel on the cruiser, headed toward a giant boulder looming in the distance. I’ve been in a Zodiac plenty of times, so I plopped down on the edge of the craft on the gunwale, just as I did as a little kid puttering around the inner harbors of the South Fork of Long Island. It’s the perfect vehicle for flat, calm water. Easy in, easy out. But today Pall instructs me to sit down on the floor of the boat itself, explaining that’s how it’s done in Iceland. I’m all confused—What do you mean, sit on the flat bottom? In the water, no less? And in his stern, Vikingly way, he says it again: Sit on the flat bottom. Next, he instructs me to wrap my arms around the ropes attached to the gunwales. What do you mean, wrap my arms around the ropes? He explains that I have to hang on tight unless I want to get thrown out of the boat. It is then that I begin to get a brief idea of what the afternoon will hold for me. He turns toward me, sees the look on my face, and a huge grin spreads across his, because he can clearly see I’m fucking shit-face petrified. After a moment of pure self-satisfaction, he tells me, “Today will be a great test of your manhood.” And he goes back to staring out at the horizon as he guides the boat out of the quiet water and into the rolling seas.

When you’re in a fourteen-foot flat-bottom Zodiac in rolling waves, maybe about eight or ten feet high, it’s like being stuck on the longest roller-coaster ride of your life. No life preservers. No radios. Just me and Pall the Viking, cranking down the engine as hard as it could go in this little rubber dinghy. Oh, and in case you forgot, we’re in Iceland. The water is just a degree above freezing. We are miles and miles from civilization as the crow files, at least ten miles from the nearest town. If you fall into that water, you’re a goner. You can’t survive; it’s just too cold. I say a prayer in my head.

Out of nowhere, an entire pod of killer whales pops up next to us. All those friendly, Sea World—inspired killer whale images go right out the window when you see this thirty-foot monstrosity cresting the waves adjacent to your itty-bitty keel-less Zodiac. I am sitting so low in that boat that I am almost eye level with the water. The killer whales are right there. The immediacy of the situation was oddly thrilling, and I am not a ballsy guy by any stretch of the imagination. The fear that was on my face became more and more evident to Pall, who just kept smiling at me. I know he thought it was just hysterical that I was almost peeing my pants.

We finally arrive at our destination after about a half an hour at sea, up the side of a wave and down the other side, repeat. The island looks like a giant round cylinder of granite rising straight up out of the water, topped with a grassy Kid ‘n Play haircut. As we got closer, I could see a wooden cabin built on stilts on the side of the cliff. And I think I can see Pall’s family waving at us. It turns out that every year in puffin-hunting season, which is about two weeks long, three generations of Pall’s family—father, brothers, kids—head to Alsey and spend a few days hunting as many puffin as they can. I’m talking thousands of birds. They’ve done it every year since Pall’s father, the patriarch of the family, was a kid. This is their ancestral family tradition.

We cruise into some softer water about a quarter mile offshore and idle beside a giant, two-inch-thick wire coming from the house and disappearing into the water beside us. I learn that the only way to unload the gear is through a pulley system. Several years earlier, the family sank a giant anchor into the water, attached a two-inch-thick wire cable about 500 feet off the cliff, and then pulled the wire up to the house, securing it with block and tackle to a landing about fifty feet below the house’s platform. They lower the block and tackle down toward the water hooked up with a giant cargo net and we load up all our gear from the two boats. I watch it disappear as six or seven guys yank all the equipment to the top of the hill.

I assumed that while it looked tricky, that’s how we were going to be getting on the island.

Nope.

Even these latter-day Vikings find that method a tad dangerous. If the equipment disappears, you’re out the equipment. But people disappearing from that height, that’s another story. Here is the safer method of hopping onto Alsey: You run the little Zodiac boat at top speed, straight toward the rock face of the cliff. A split second before you smash the boat’s nose into the granite wall, Pall guns it into reverse. The boat freezes and you jump out at the last possible moment of sweet inertia, grasping, struggling to clutch the flimsy climbing rope dangling from some pitons high atop the cliff. As the boat pulls away, you hold yourself there, balance your feet on the slippery, wet rocks, and essentially pull yourself up, Batman Bat-rope style. Foot over foot, hand over hand, while other kind people (if you are lucky) who’ve arrived before you attempt to pull on the rope to make it a little easier for you. In comparison, getting back was a piece of cake: You just hang on to the rope, and when the boat comes in, you let go and fall (indelicately, I might add) into the Zodiac with a big thud. But leaping out of that boat onto the rock wall, aiming for this little piece of climbing rope about the width of your pinky, is one of those experiences that I will never forget. A literal leap of faith.

I knew that this great test of my manhood was not going to get any easier. Fortunately, Pall was a great coach and talked us through the whole thing. Our crew was wet, bruised, and scraped, but without Pall’s expertise, we didn’t have a prayer. Our success was directly related to the skill set of our leader, and he had gotten us all on the island.

We reconned on the top of the granite cliff and climbed our way to the top of the crest of the upper hillside, walking carefully along the cut-in path to the stone path at the highest part of the bluff, then up and over the last ridge to their hunting cabin. We walked about a quarter mile from the landing point to the house itself, where we changed into our puffin-hunting clothes, sturdier shoes, tough mackinaw jackets, hats, and hunting equipment. Now, puffin hunting is done in a very specific way. You hide yourself in the rocks, holding on to a long and extremely unwieldy, twenty-foot-long, thick wooden pole that weighs at least forty pounds. At the end, they’ve attached a big net. I must admit that puffin, while beautiful to look at, are some of the stupidest animals known to man. When feeding time comes, millions of them are just flying around their nests, so scooping a few into your net is as simple as swatting mosquitoes at the Friday-night family picnic. You time it precisely, however. When you see a puffin flitting past you, you swing this massively heavy net at it and attempt to guide the net toward the puffin’s flight path. It’s an ungainly process; the stick is so heavy and awkwardly long, it’s like netting extremely speedy butterflies but on a much larger scale. The birds are so dumb that they don’t really know how to move out of the way. Once you get a feel for how the puffins react, you can be very successful, starting your long slow arcing swing, aiming at an imagined point where the bird’s flight path will intersect with the future position of your net. When you see someone with a lot of experience do it, it almost seems like they can will the bird into the basket. Pall’s eight-year-old nephew netted about four of them while I was just getting comfy in my spider hole burrow. Pall, his brother, and their kids are just whooping it up—everyone has their puffin net in full extension, swinging it around, going gang-busters on these birds. Pall’s youngest son nabs an additional two or three birds. His twelve-year-old son did the same, as did Pall and his brother. In an hour and a half, I netted one. It is literally as easy as shooting fish in a barrel, but only if you know how the puffins fly and aren’t completely preoccupied by the thought of slipping and plummeting to your untimely demise. I almost fell off the hill the couple of times I summoned the courage to stand and swing my pole. The hill is nearly vertical, pitted with puffin nests, covered in thick matted grass so you can’t see the rocks and ridges. That, in addition to the steepness, makes the terrain practically unmanageable to do anything other than squat on. In fact, Gordon Ramsey, the famous English chef, went hunting with Pall’s family about three years after we did and fell into the water and almost died. It was horrendously scary sitting up there.

There was a charming aspect to it. You see, if you leaned out over the edge of the cliff just enough and looked down, you could see all the wild seals basking on the rocks, swimming to and fro and making cute seal noises. Perhaps waiting for someone to fall? Who knows. You could see the orcas blasting through their blowholes, rounding up krill, and all the seabirds diving into the water for their evening meal. It was glorious.

As the weather began to cool off, we started extracting the live birds from the net, snapped their necks, and breasted them out. Puffin meat looks a lot like wild Buffle Head duck: very dark and very purplish, with a small breast size. I’m accustomed to eating wild ducks and I’ve sampled sea ducks, which have some of the worst-tasting meat in the whole world—chewy, fishy, dry, and oppressively oily. I was expecting puffin to fall into this category, but the grilled puffin I ate on the deck outside the Alsey cabin was one of the most delicious meats ever to pass over my lips. It tasted like a delicately mild, finely grained piece of elk (or ostrich even) that had been waved over a pot of clam juice. The salty and sea life—intense diet these puffins have makes them naturally seasoned in a sense. Their musculature is such that they have a fairly small breast. You’d think it would be very tough from all the flying they do, but it’s actually quite tender. Not grilling them past medium rare helps. Pall and the lads sprinkled the meat with salt, pepper, and a dash of their favorite grilling spice from the local supermarket and we devoured the entire platter before we even got inside the cabin.

Our hosts served up some smoked puffin once we got indoors. Smoked puffin is the most popular preparation you will find in Icelandic restaurants, mostly because it is so stable at that point and can sit in the fridge for weeks at a time without degrading in quality. We sliced it paper thin, pairing the meat with sweet Galia melon. Here is yet another oddity of Iceland: They have no growing season. Sure, they have some hydroponic stuff that is coming out of local greenhouses, but not much of it. A bag of carrots in Iceland costs $10, but a pound of lamb or a pound of crayfish costs next to nothing. It’s the exact reverse of the way it is in the rest of the world. Imagine a culture with plentiful meat and fish that are very cheap, but where all the vegetables are very expensive because it’s all shipped in from other places. So while I was all gaga about the puffin, Pall’s family swooned over this melon.

As we wrapped up dinner, I took a moment to explore the cabin and was completely fascinated with the setup. It was a shack without central heating, just a few electric heaters used only on especially cold nights. Pall’s family engineered a water system, securing a PVC pipe 200 feet up the cliff from the cabin, topped with a large 100-gallon drum so they could collect the rainwater and glacial runoff. The pressure feed that resulted allowed them to shower and wash up with rainwater, which they also drank. Now, where in the world can you do that? It was one of the most inspiring, self-sustaining environments I’ve ever experienced. In a world where green living and sustainability is something we are all trying to force into our lives in dribbles and drabs, this family was living in almost perfect harmony with their surroundings, despite the fact that it is only a place where, once a year, these guys get together for the family hunting experience. Over the decades, it’s grown from a lean shack to more of a modern lodge, now outfitted with two big community rooms, a living room, a couple of bunk-bed-filled bedrooms, and a bathroom, complete with slickly engineered, gravity-fed plumbing. They built a deck around the outside of the house, and they primarily cook and eat outdoors on the grill. It’s a very macho, manly experience, and to be perfectly frank, it’s a little unsettling spending time with people whose eight-year-old kid can kick your ass. I’ve never felt wimpier in my life.

Despite the fact that I could have been hung out to dry by the smallest of these guys, the camaraderie of it all was very familiar. I’ve spent a lot of time with friends and family duck hunting in New York and Minnesota, and the easygoing vibe of sitting quietly with the people you love in the great outdoors, with a gun on your shoulder or just a camera, is a contentment-inducing experience in the extreme.

The puddle jumper we’d chartered was leaving the airport in a few hours, and we knew that if we didn’t get off the island fast, we’d miss the flight. We said our good-byes, scampered down the path we’d arrived on, climbed down the ropes, and dropped ourselves into the Zodiac, falling into the wet bottom of the dinghy. We ferried the crew out to the big boat and took our equipment off the zip line as Pall’s brother and his kids sent it hurtling down from the house platform. Before heading back to the cruiser to drop me off, Pall took the Zodiac around to some of the caves where we had spotted some seals. He held the boat steady while huge waves broke on the rocks just in front of us, and I got a chance to stand a foot or so away from the wild seals before he took me back to the crew on the cabin cruiser, where we continued back to the main island.

Pall orchestrated a nice send-off for us, popping wheelies with his Zodiac against these giant rolling waves as his whole family gave us the Alsey cheer from the deck. They shouted, “Alsey, Alsey, Ah-Ah-Ah!” as we puttered off into the sunset, killer whales trailing us, cresting the surface of the water around our boat. It was probably the most exhilarating day of travel that I’d ever had in my life up to that point, the charm of the simplicity of another way of life quickly squashed by the immediacy of the modern-day fact that we had to race to catch a plane. We arrived at the harbor in the darkness and had to hijack several locals, begging them for a lift to the airstrip to catch our plane, almost leaving our guide, Svein, behind in the chaos.

The sense of accomplishment I felt after that day was incredible. The food was singularly fantastic; I have never had any eating experience like that. It’s the type of eating that, as a collector of these moments in life, I find so unique, it’s hard to measure it against anything else. I have yet to bump into any other group of people in my world that have hunted wild puffins and eaten them. I know there are some out there, non-Icelanders, but we are a rather small bunch.

There is a postscript to all this. The little boat that took us home, the cabin cruiser—well, the morning after he drove us home, it hit a rock and sank. Because of all the volcanic activity in the area, and the shaley nature of the rock in that part of Iceland, the rocky bottom of the ocean is always in flux. Say you are 100 yards offshore—you could be in 100 feet of water one day and in five feet of water the next. A rock can come up from the bottom of the sea or rocks can fall off the sides of the mountains into the water, which makes depth charts in that part of the world about as useless as the Random House Dictionary is at Harpo Marx’s house. We were very upset the next day to find out that the boat sank, but looking back, I realized that at the point and time that I felt the most safe and secure was, ironically, the time that we were actually the least. Funny world.


The Most Dangerous Game

How I Almost Lost My Life Tracking
Down Samoa’s Elusive Giant Fruit Bat

[image: ]raveling from American Samoa to Samoa is a shot in the arm. It’s like driving from Newark, New Jersey, to East Hampton, Long Island. Yes, it’s the same part of the world, and to many observers there may not seem to be any difference between the two, but nothing could be further from the case. American Samoa is an overgrown military installation of an island with a modicum of beach tourism: a gorgeous island once, now wiped clean and free of accessible native culture. Land in American Samoa and you come face-to-face with the least appealing aspects of America’s greatest contribution to world culture, the miles-long strip of Kentucky Fried Chicken outlets, McDonald’s, and Hampton Inns. The local culture has been bulldozed underneath the tidal wave of mud that the modern-day developing world has sent their way.

Just a white-knuckled puddle jump away lies the stunningly beautiful, relatively unvisited islands of Samoa. A multi-island chain of inhabited and empty atolls of unmatched beauty, this just might be the last great unspoiled deep-Pacific country in which to find your own Robinson Crusoe experience. Just keep your hat low and your expectations lower, since you’ll probably be spending one night in American Samoa anyway. After shooting for a week in Hawaii, I flew to American Samoa, landed, and spent the night in the glorious Quality Inn: Two hundred rooms of unmatched luxury, with a twelve-inch television chain bolted to the ceiling. Mold and mildew spewing from the ancient wobbly and rattling window air-conditioning unit. Bedding stained from the endless procession of local call girls, short-haul truckers, military contractors, and traveling salesmen who call these types of hotels home away from home. I couldn’t sleep. Food, save the five-dollar minibar offering of Pringles, was nonexistent, so the crew and I headed out into the night in search of dinner. We commandeered a local cab and interrogated the driver mercilessly as to where to find the best eats in town. Cabdriver interrogation (sans waterboarding!) is an advanced research technique that field operatives like myself have long since mastered. Growing up in New York City helped put me at ease while sitting in the back of a beaten-down old Chrysler with a shameless grafter slouched behind the wheel. A lifetime of getting lost in cities all around the world has made me an expert at extracting information from willing and less-than-willing locals, and cabbies are a great resource for food tips. The driver in the pimped-out 1987 Pontiac Coupe de Ville who shuttled us from the airport to our hotel seemed like an okay sort of chap, so I gave him ten bucks to park outside and wait for me in case I needed to pull the plug on the hellhole we had been scheduled to sleep in that night. I grabbed the team and off we went, piling in with Farid, ducking the fourteen air fresheners he had dangling all over the interior of his jalopy. A short while later, we emerged from the cramped confines of his velour-encrusted love-mobile into the parking lot of some dive serving some of the worst Chinese food I have ever eaten. If Howard Johnson decided to make chicken chow mein, it would taste better than the swill that passed for food at the Quality Inn.

I was crushed, and on several levels. I hate wasting a meal, but frankly it filled me with a dread that I fear more than any other. Could the misery of AmSam be an accurate predictor of what the next week’s shoot would look like? I dread the Lost Week. That’s when you have your expectations for excellence dashed by a sixth-sense premonition that the country you’re about to step into simply won’t measure up. Don’t give in! Negative future fantasizing is a game I play all too regularly, but ignore everything you see in American Samoa and remember, as little Orphan Annie says, tomorrow is only a day away. So I headed back to the hotel, crawled inside my silk sleep sack to avoid the humiliation and degradation of the not-so-Quality Inn, and set the alarm for 5 A.M.

Six of us were on the twin-prop heading into Samoa that next morning, and the plane was full. It takes only a half hour or so to head into Upolu, the most populated of the Samoan Island chain. We hopped into our van after a gentle landing and headed to the Aggie Grey’s Hotel in the heart of Appia, the capital city of Samoa. You’ve probably seen this Samoa in your dreams: quaint city streets speckled with old colonial-style bungalows surrounded by brilliant tropical gardens, interspersed with marine shops and small local banks. Welcome to Samoa. We rounded the main harbor, snug with luxury sailcraft, industrial rust buckets, and professionally outfitted fishing boats with loud Charter Me! signs all bobbing in the early-morning sun. We pulled into the turnaround of Aggie’s and fled the van for the friendly confines of the elegant lobby replete with a cozy coffee and tea lounge, a kitschy, open-air dining room with a few ukulele players, a guitarist and piano player pounding out Polynesian-style music at all three meal periods for the guests willing to endure the agony. Aggie Grey’s is the Samoa of Somerset Maugham and Robert Louis Stevenson, an ancient hotel with luxurious gardens and a pedigree that most hotels would kill for. Ignore the fact that most services (like Internet or phones) are offered but don’t function, and focus on the fact that hotels like Aggie Grey’s simply don’t exist anymore, holdovers from an era when traveling to Samoa meant staying for several months until the next tramp steamer left the harbor. Of course, traveling is different now, so Hotel Management has undertaken the massive (and, for the most part, completely unnecessary) task of creating a hotel that they believe appeals to international travelers.

Rather than cooking local fish (with an occasional grilled pork shoulder thrown into the mix), Aggie Grey’s feels it necessary to do a themed dinner seven days a week, 365 days a year. When we arrived, the billboard in the lobby proudly hailed Chef Jaime’s bold proclamations that tonight was “Mexican Night!” O-fucking-le. If you think the worst Mexican food in the world is served exclusively on domestic airline flights, you’re wrong. Try going halfway around the world to the South Pacific to find a Samoan chef who thinks throwing salsa and a pinch of cumin into a dish equals Mexican food. Steamer trays filled with gallons of ground taco meat, piles of overly ripe avocados, platters of sickingly overcooked adobo chicken … my God, it was horrible. And in an effort to fill out the buffet we were subjected to the same sort of island-style poke salad (basically, a raw tuna salad with coconut milk and lime juice that was superb in its basic form), gussied up with whatever single ingredient they felt was most emblematic of the culture they were mimicking. Just horrendous.

We unpacked and headed out to shoot the little village of Tafagamanu, where the local government, in partnership with several nature conservancies, had established an underwater protection site for the study and propagation of the giant Pacific clam, a behemoth of a mollusk that can grow to the size of a Volkwagen Beetle if it has the time. Before we crept into the water to shoot our story, we met with the local villagers and their mattai, or chieftain. He greeted us at the large open fale that the tribe gathers in for important meetings and served us some homemade cocoa, and we made small talk for a few hours, much to the upset of my field producer, who was anxious to start shooting. In Samoa, every shoot each day begins with a business deal. Every story is shot in a different location, and each location is controlled in every sense of the word by the local tribes who received the islands back from the New Zealand government several decades ago. The Kiwis know how to leave a country, and after their colonial experiment tanked they ceded the country back to the tribes themselves, hundreds of them, so while there is a government in Samoa, the tribes and extended families own the land and the waterfront, another reason why there is so little development here. But to shoot each day means sitting and getting the blessing of the local people who control your every move. Want to shoot a sunset shot from the beach? Ask the tribe. Want to tape a stand-up walking down the road next to a banana farm? Ask the tribe. And they better like you, so sucking up and kissing ass is important. That being said, bringing each mattai a five-pound can of Hormel corned beef hash is de rigueur and goes a long way toward getting permission to shoot anything. The Samoans
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