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I used to think blue water was just that ... blue water.  Then 
I moved to a tiny atoll in the middle of the South Pacific, 
one of the 15 Cook Islands – the crazy, beautiful island 
paradise of Aitutaki.  Beautiful … definitely, Crazy … 
oh yeah!

Like all travellers, my introduction to Aitutaki was 
via a 45-minute flight from Rarotonga.  Cruising above the clouds 
in a small 12-seater Banderainte, I was in seat 1A, not First Class, 
but close enough to the cockpit to reach out and steer if necessary. 
The sun was streaming in the cockpit window and I had to look 
twice as I watched the pilot pull out a reflective sunscreen and 
totally cover the windscreen, blocking out the sun and his entire 
view … Crazy!

And then there’s Beautiful … nothing compares to your first 
sight of Aitutaki and its famous lagoon. You look down to see a 
huge puddle of luminescent aquamarine water, trimmed with a 
border of white surf that brings the contrasting deep indigo blue 
of Pacific Ocean into stark contrast. As we got closer, I could make 
out the numerous small jungle green islands (motu) on the edge of 
the fringing reef that guards the lagoon.

I had more interest than most. I was landing on a tiny island I 
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had never visited before, and it was going to be home for me and my 
family for at least the next two years. I had taken the job as General 
Manager of Pacific Resort Aitutaki with a sense of excitement and 
trepidation. Having worked in several countries, but always large 
cities, I had little concept of what ‘island life’ was all about.

The door of the plane opened and I was greeted by a gorgeous 
young maiden who called my name and placed a fragrant frangipani 
lei around my neck. It was a short trip to the hotel where I was 
greeted by another gorgeous princess (are all women on Aitutaki 
this pretty?) who handed me a fresh coconut nui (the young green 
coconut) to drink - a fresh tingly flavour without any hint of the 
milkiness I was expecting.

A waiting line up of staff, all beamed large smiles - friendly 
welcoming faces I would get so used to over the next two years.  I 
walked across the lobby and gazed out upon the most amazing sight 
… swaying palms, a white sand beach, waiters serving cocktails to 
guests lying lazily by the crystal clear infinity pool … Beautiful.

That was almost two years ago and what an adventure it has 
been. I find it hard to remember a bad day … crazy sure, bad no. 
Crazy was 10 February 2010 when a direct hit from Cyclone Pat, a 
massive Force 3 storm, sent 200km hour winds across the island, 
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destroying 60% of the homes, wrecking power lines and sending 
huge ancient trees crashing down. Beautiful was my incredibly 
loyal local staff who left their damaged homes to trudge through 
the jungle, past inaccessible roads, over broken palm trees, to come 
to work to help me serve breakfast, amongst the fallen coconuts 
and mango trees, to our exhausted guests.

Craziness is landing the top job at one of the world’s best hotels – 
winner of the World Travel Award for Best Boutique Island Resort 
two years in a row, winner of numerous Trip Adviser awards, 
winner of the Air New Zealand Cook Island Tourism Awards for 
Best Accommodation. Beautiful is the lagoon, and Aitutaki is all 
about the lagoon. It is truly indescribable. Everyday I see guests 
returning from lagoon cruises walking as if in a daze, overwhelmed 
by the beauty, the colours, the experience of the lagoon.

Described as one of the 100 places to see before you die, the 
lagoon is crazily beautiful. Aquamarine, cobalt, turquoise - the 
colours almost fluorescent as the pure white sand under the lagoon 
reflects the startling sunshine of the cloudless sky above.

With a choice of nine daily cruises, visitors can opt for a larger 
boat, or spend the day in a smaller group snorkelling the clam 
farms and coral outcrops. All cruises include lunch and a stop 
at the famous Motu Tapuaetai (One Foot Island) with its quirky 
little shack of a post office, where you must get your passport 
stamped. Or there are the idyllic white sands of Maina Island 
with its nesting Red Tailed Tropicbirds. My favourite is a cruise 
with Teking, self-styled king of the lagoon, who offers an amazing 
snorkelling trip with five stops, including the sumptuous purple 
coral and a visit to his secret spot where you may catch a glimpse 
of Hurricane, a lethargic 200kg Napoleon wrasse. Or try a day out 
with the charming crew from Bishops Tours, where Captain Cook 
and Captain Peaches will keep you entertained all day.

If diving’s your thing, there are two excellent options - Aitutaki 
Scuba and Bubbles Below. My guide, Onu from Bubbles Below, has 
become a close friend, and a bottle of bourbon gets me a tank of air 

RAROTONGA



LET’S TRAVEL +  OCT/NOV 2010   32    WWW.LETSTRAVELMAG.COM

most weeks. Onu takes small groups into the amazing clear water 
outside the reef, where visibility can be 15, 20, 25 metres and you 
can see green sea turtles as large as a coffee table, schools of manta 
rays, harmless reef sharks and giant parrot fish.

At heart I’m a fisherman, and there are countless fishing charters 
available. It might be an early start, but you can be catching fish 
within 15-minutes of leaving the wharf. I’m lucky enough to have 
been out on Tiny Bubbles more than once with Captain Stephen 
Doherty, an ex-Auckland policeman who doubles as the Sales 
and Marketing Manager for the Cook Islands pre-eminent travel 
agents, the Turama Group. Stephen and his wife Poppy have 
landed glistening bodies of yellow and blue mahi mahi, sleek silver 
wahoo, and the fat torpedo-like yellow fin and big eye tuna, all 
dispatched with a quick thump from his handy truncheon.

If your timing’s right, you can join one of the monthly fishing 
competitions organised by the Aitutaki Game Fishing Club. 
Barmen, brothers Ian and Frankie Hauser, have been on the island 
for many years. With Ian married to a local girl, they spend their 
days tending their market garden and nights running the fishing 
club bar. IGFA accredited, annual membership of the club is a 
mere $25.00, with $5.00 being the usual entry fee for competitions.  
Given that this includes a day of fishing and dinner, it’s got to be 
the best value fishing in the Pacific.  At the end of the day you get 
to share dinner with some locals including President Clive, a bear 
of a man, big in spirit and in body, one of the famous Baxter Boys, 
a solid fishing family over many generations.
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PACIFIC RESORT WINS BIG AT THE 2010 HM AWARDS
Pacific Resort Rarotonga has received a high distinction accolade for 
“Environmental Program of the Year” at the 8th Annual HM Awards Gala 
Dinner held on Friday 3 September 2010. This award places Pacific Resort 
Rarotonga as the runner-up in the Australasia region to the Wolgan Valley 
Resort by Emirates in the Blue Mountains. In a double celebration on the 
night, Pacific Resort Aitutaki General Manager, Michael Shah, won the 
major award of “South Pacific General Manager of the Year”. 

The HM Awards showcase outstanding achievements within the 
hospitality and tourism industry across Australia, New Zealand and some 
South Pacific countries and recognises people, departments, properties and 
chains across 40 categories in front of the industry’s leading hoteliers, staff, 
key suppliers and dignitaries. 

Earlier in the year Pacific Resort Rarotonga achieved an important milestone with the 
organisation’s commitment to environmental practices recognised by EarthCheck; the world’s 
leading sustainable travel and tourism certification organisation. 

“We are delighted to receive a high distinction in the Best Environmental Program Award for 
Pacific Resort Rarotonga, and equally delighted with the South Pacific General Manager of the Year 
Award for Michael Shah from our Pacific Resort Aitutaki property”, says Greg Stanaway, CEO of 
Pacific Resort Cook Islands. “These awards are a testament to our team’s continued commitment to 
delivering a consistently high level of service and fantastic facilities for our guests to enjoy.”

The Pacific Resort group own and manage three high end properties in the Cook Islands, and 
are all situated in prime locations in both Rarotonga and Aitutaki. Each property is an expression 
of the local culture and designed to blend in with their natural environment, allowing travellers to 
experience and absorb the essence of the destination and its people. 

For further details visit www.pacificresort.com and www.temanava.com

Off the water you might like to spend the day on a safari with 
Ngaa, a passionate local archaeologist, or hire a scooter or car from 
Alan at the Boatshed and potter around the island’s 24km of sealed 
roads. I often get asked by guests if they need to lock the car.  My 
reply – there’s only 1,000 people – who’s going to steal it?  With 
only 16sqkm, where can they go anyway? I’ll just send one of the 
‘Aunties’ to drive around until she finds it – and I wouldn’t want 
to be on the end of that ear bashing – Beautiful! Crazy is driving 
around the island and being overtaken by a local on a motorbike 
towing a lawn mower with one hand - on Wednesdays it’ll be a golf 
trundler full of clubs.

Everyday I meet visitors from all around the world. Pacific 
Resort Aitutaki is lucky to have the most international mix of any 
hotel in the Cook Islands, with the majority of our guests not from 
Australia and New Zealand. I’m constantly surprised by where 
visitors do come from – this year it’s been Estonia, Brazil and even 
Iceland.  I meet a lot of Kiwis and a growing number of Aussies.  
They tell me how beautiful Aitutaki is: it’s like Fiji 25 years ago, its 
Tahiti without the attitude, it’s a hidden gem.

Wherever these visitors hail from, they all have one thing 
in common – they’re sad to leave this little paradise. Is it the 
breathtaking physical beauty of the island and the lagoon, is it 
the enforced relaxation of island time, is it the ease of getting 
around, the lack of ‘clutter’? No, the one common thread is the 
people. Welcoming, gracious, relaxed, charming … crazy … 
beautiful.  


