are two ways for man to meditate on the

glory of the universe — to look up at the stars, and

to look out on the Great Barrier Reef.

Jack Goldfarb chose the underwater option.

What was a seasick-prone landlubber like
me doing on a high-speed catamaran
scudding across a 40-mile stretch of
choppy, windswept water off Queens-
land. Australia> Heading for the Grem
Barrier Reef, of course.

Unluckily, normally calm Cleveland
Bav off the resort of Townsville was being
buffeted by freakish gusts so strong this
August morning that our trip was almost
called off. Queasy, but still game, this non-
sailor ook on the challenge of the Reef,
because, excuse the expression, it was
there.

And there it has been for some 20
million vears. A chain of underwater
shoals, coral gardens and sandy cays that
arches in a 1250-km parabola paraliel o
Australia’s tropical northeast coastline.

Earliest mention of the Great Barrier
Reef comes from the Chinese, who claim
their fishermen combed the area 2000
vears ago searching for prized sea cucum:
bers. When dried and simmered inasoup
pot this Oriental delicacy was apparently
worth every nautical mile of the journey.
But not until British explorer Captain
James Cook sailed the length of the reefin
1770 had any European ever known of it.
Cock found out the hard way when his
barque, the Endearowr, ran aground on
the treacherous shoals. Having repaired
56 PACIFIC WAY
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his damaged vessel, Cook returned home
to tell of his discovery. Six decades later,

harles Darwin, aboard the globe-circling
HMS Beagle, came 10 Ausiralia and con-
cluded that a thorough study of the astoni-
shing variety of the reefs marine life
would not be possible in one lifeume.

Called "Great”, but literally the greates:
of all coral reefs, the Barrier is awash in
superlatives. It is considered the most
fascinating natural wonder of the world;
the most massive structure built by living
creatures; the worlds largest living
thing—with more life per square inch
than anywhere else on this planet; and,
more grimly, the most perilous
navigational hazard on the high seas.

Steadily growing, ever evolving, the
reef is an accumulation of the chalky
remains of billions of minute marine
organisms, creatures smaller than a pin- -
head, which produce within their fleshy
badies stony skeletons of hardened cal-
cium carbonate. Microscopic coralline
algae form the "cement” that binds the
skeletal debris together, and are responsi-
ble for the rainbow of colours illuminat-
ing this natural phenomenon.

There is a variety of wavs to experience
the Great Barrier Reef ai close range. You
can fly over it in 2 helicopter or amphibian
plane. sail out in a caamaran or vacht,
peer down through a glass-bottomed
boat, dive down with scuba or snorkelling




Apsralion Touckd Commesum

equipment, OF even go on i guided walk
across it - with proper foorwear. of course
~ wt places where the shifiing udes un-
cover the submerged coral.

Hut [ heard of 3 more novel approach: a
“submarine” with a complewely glass-pan:
clled hull which cruised the ocean dep-
ths. steering through the coral gardens.
gliding pust schools ot exotc fish and
SLEANge seid creatures. On this first under-
water viewing cratt of 1s kind the ob-
servers could getatish's eve view. looking
upward instead of the custonany down-
ward perspective ind glass-bottomed
hoat. -

So there 1owas on the catamaran en
route 1o a floating pontoon Tistand”
where 1 waiting Yellow sub was o link
up with us. We had left Te mnsvitle prer on
schedule at 9,30am and paused bricfly at
pine-forested  Magnetic island  (whose
granite promontories were once mistak-
enly thought o have had  magnetic
power) w pick up several passengers. All
according to plan - except for the biusteny
southeasterhy wind which whipped up
angry whitecaps and kept me clinging
nervoushy close w the rail,

put then, just as unexpecediy. the
squall began o blow wself outand L now
on steadier sea legs, setled buck into @
cushioned deckehair o enjoy the ride.
Miners minues out of Townsville we
made our pendevvous. Gleaming in the

Above: The Barrier
Reel is considercd
ong of the most!
tascinating naturat
wonders of the
world. It is awash
with superiatives.
Right: Briltiant
corails, comprising
the chalky remains
of billions of marine
organisms. form the
reef: A diver in the
grip of this
extracrdinary
underwater wotid
aexplores the
seagcape of corals.

PALIFIC WAY 47




sunlight, the futuristic-styled sub rocked
gentlv at its anchorage as we climbed
aboard.

To be precise, the underwater craft was
actually a “semi-submarine” ay ks plat
form-designed deck and conning-tower
alwavs remained above the surface. We
were briefed on its safery features. Bulg-
ing ballast tanks on each side of the deck,
its operaiors claimed, rendered it unsink-
able. Protective crash "bumpers™ on the
undercarriage kept the reef at a safe
distance. Below deck. the plush-carpeted
viewing chamber with 1ws  Sem-thick.
laminated windows, opened up the fan-
tastic panorama of the reef world.

On comfornably padded benches facing
ourward, 20 excited passengers awaited
the stant of their undersea advenuure,

- ==« - AND ABOVE

About 70 kms3s northeast of

" Townswilie a floating hotet
moored In the protected
lagoon waters of a part of the
Barrier Reef called John
Brewer Reef, has just been
completed and will open in
Becember 1987.
The Four Seasons Barrier Reef
Hotel Is an ambitious project —
the only ong of its kind In the
waorld. The iarge, 200-room,
tuxury hotel has been bullt on
massive barges and includes
rastaurants, bars,
entsrtalnment and convention
tacilities pius a full sized
tennis court, helicopter pad,
outdoor relaxation arsas,
pontoong for service craft and

sS4 PATIFIC WAY

The “yellow sub” is
an ingenious way of
baing submergad
under the sea
without getting a
fingurnail wet.

Hundreds of trevally and mackerel encir-
cled the sub. poking gaping mouths close
1 the windows a5 if expecting, even
demanding, a handout before they would
let us depart. Surely enough, morsels of
bread floated down, tossed by the crew
from the deck above. While the gulping
fish thrashed about, "vacuuming” the
area, the sub rumbled off along the Reef.

In the blue, cryvstalline waters, a mind-
blowing seascape of corals surrounded
us. A riotous profusion of forms, colours
and movement: thickers of orange and
pink shrubbery, groves of miniawre
flame-red trees, flowerbeds of delicate
maroon and jade-green. bushes of vellow
and mauve fern-like plants. bristling clu-
sters of green and purple-brown antlers,
ledge upon ledge of giant grev-green

a marina for vishing yachis.
Guests will ba able to see the
reet and marine life from a 24-
hour, illuminated, underwater
observatory. The semi-
submersible, yellow sub will
also operate from the hotel,
The Four Seasons Barrier Reet
is expected to atiract scubs
diving enthusiasts from
around the world and for
fearners there will be practical
courses run in a salt-water
pooi enclosed by the pontoons
of the marina. There are also
excelient fishing facilities, both
game and sport. The hotel is
linked to the mainland by
catamaran ang floatpiane from
Townsville.

mushrooms The arustv of nature had
sculpted the surrealistic scenenv in ex-
quisite detail. '

Darting in and out of the coral branches
were  schools of iridescent,  bizarre-
shaped tish that could have swurn out of 2
Dali canvas. The camouflaging branches
were both a plavground and a place to
hide from predators

As the sub manocuvred through
narrow  passages berween coral forma-
tuons, a menagerie of marine creatures
crossed our path, Gaudy anemones, slow-
moving, soft-badied, but capable of leth-
allv stinging their prev with a lasso-like
thread; clams measuring more than a
metre wide: hulking green twriles lum-
hering through the deep, molluses of
every description: sea snakes and a héche-
de-mer or two, those culinary catches that
lured the ancient Chinese down this way.

Yet we saw only a tunv fraction of the
reef’s marine life, Nawuralists and marine
biclogists have counted and identified
330 npes of coral and 870 differemnt
species of fish on and around the reef,

Threats 1o the future of this subaguatic
wonderland  have appeared in recent
vears, Pressures have arisen to explore for
oil and mineral deposits. Careless boarts
have inflicted damage by dragging an-
chors through coral gardens. And re-
current devastation has been caused by
the notorious coral-devouring Crown of
Thorns  starfish whose  numbers
periodically swell alarmingly. Whether it
is the hundreds of local volunteer divers
who wage war on the starfish, or nature's
vwn ovclical pattern. eventually the siar-
fish retreat and the normal ecolugy of
the reef is restored.

My view from the submarine was more
than justa sense of peering into a teeming
aquarium tank or watching an underwvater
documentary film. True, there was the
unreality of being submerged in the un-
dersea world without getting a fingernail
wel, but more compelling was the im-
mediacy of the raw, primordial environ-
ment. [ts awesomeness. Its splendour.

At the ponwon dock we transferred
back 0 the catamaran for the return o
Townsville. So serene and relaxed was the
trip back that [ even tleetingly faniasised
about owning a sailboat someday...

BRISBANE FLIGHT FACTS

Afr New Zealand flies to Brishare from
Avckland every Wednesday. Friday, Sauediay
and Sunday. The airline flies to Brishare
jfrom Wellington every Thursday and
Sunday, and from Christchurch every
Tuesday, Friday and Saturday. The Atr New
Zealand Office in Brishane is located at
Watkins Place, 285 Edwards Street For
reservarions tefepbone 229-3044. for flight
information telepbone 229-3149
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