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By ELIZABETH FOY LARSEN • Special to the Star Tribune

I’d always imagined that the entire Amazon region is

covered in a canopy of trees so clotted with branches

and leaves that the sun pokes through only in thin slants.

That’s certainlywhat it looked like from above—a pillow

of emerald treetops cut through with a curving ribbon of

water the color of a Hershey bar. Yet there I was, squint-

ing even behind sunglasses, as I stepped out of the plane

onto the tarmacof the Iquitos airport, deep in thePeruvian

rain forest.

The Amazon River journey I took with friends offered

other surprises, too. I’d headed there slightly panicked

about possible dangers lurking in its waters and on shore.

Thenurse I sawat the international travel clinic before the

trip haddonenothing to discouragemyparanoia, stabbing

my shoulderwith allmanner of shots and armingmewith

malaria pills, a bottle of Cipro and a leaflet that spelled

out the possibly fatal nature of Dengue fever, a tropical

disease for which there is no vaccine. Yet, I would later

stop takingmymalaria pills. And I only smiledwhen, after

we’d returned toMinnesota, one ofmy travel companions

forwarded an Internet factoid about a man who got an

infection from parasites who’d swum up his urine stream

as he relieved himself off the side of a boat on theAmazon.

Unlike me, she’d conveniently forgone the group swim in

a tributary of the legendary river.

Diving into the

AMAZON

Photos by GRETCHEN LILYHOLM • Special to the Star Tribune
Around every corner at Peru’s Pacaya Samiria National Reserve, the Amazon basin’s second-largest nature reserve, lurks the potential for untold beauty (twomacaws, below) and, perhaps, unthinkable danger.

! After a decade of visits to the California desert oasis, food critic Rick
Nelson finally found restaurantsworthwriting home about.
By RICKNELSON
rick.nelson@startribune.com

Palm Springs, that nexus of sun-
shine, midcentury design and medio-
cre restaurants.

Scratch that last one. After making
annual winter visits to this Califor-
nia desert resort city for more than
a decade, I’m happy to report that
my perennial grousing regarding the
Palm Springs dining-out scene has
subsided considerably.

This happy change in attitude
comes byway of a criticalmass of gal-
leries, shops, hotels and, most impor-
tant, restaurants that have material-
ized in the past several years, revital-

izing a once veering-toward-derelict
stretch of the city’s main thorough-
fare. The area has become so trendy
that it has, inevitably, spawned its own
name: the Uptown Design District.

At the topof the list of those respon-
sible for the transformation are res-
taurateursTara Lazar andMarcoRos-
setti. The spouses, who also own the
stylish Alcazar hotel, have launched
three of the Coachella Valley’s most
appealing restaurants, all within a
block of one another on North Palm
Canyon Drive.

They began six years ago with
Cheeky’s (622 N. Palm Canyon Dr.,
1-760-327-7595, www.cheekysps.
com), a breakfast-and-lunch destina-

tion where diners line up — literally,
there’s almost always await— for del-
icate trout cakes paired with poached
eggs and hollandaise, crisp savory
waffles, golden blueberry-corn but-
termilk flapjacks, artfully composed
chilaquiles with tomatillos and zesty
house-made chorizo, glorious crois-
sant-cinnamon roll hybrids, refresh-
ing agua frescas and juices from
locally harvested blood oranges.

The mix changes weekly but the
constant is a commitment to organic,
regionally sourced ingredients (Palm
Springs boasts a browsable Saturday
morning farmers market, proof of the
area’s emerging agricultural strength)
and a creative approach to cooking
that seamlessly segues into lunch’s

Dining as hot as the sun inPalmSprings

Palm Springs continues on G5 Ø

Amazon continues on G6 Ø

A luxury cruise on the
world’s largest river

travels deep into Peru’s
rain forest, a languid

world of surprises and
inspiration.

LISA CORSON • Palm Springs Bureau of Tourism
Birba, a cocktail and dining hot spot, is helping raise the bar in Palm Springs.
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Iquitos is 2,000 miles from
theAtlantic— themost remote
inland port in the world— and
is accessible only by plane or
boat (most travelers fly from
Lima). But it’s hardly what
you’d call sleepy. More than
400,000 people live in this city,
and the main street is frenetic,
with hundreds of merchants
displaying theirwares—coco-
nuts, wigs, TVs, brooms, cat-
fish — to the riders buzzing
in and out of traffic on their
motorcycles or motocarros,
which are basically motorcy-
cles attached to rickshaws.

That chaos dissolved the
momentwepulled up to a dock
on the edge of the city, where
our home for the next three
nights was moored. With only
12 guest rooms — each a har-
monious blend of picture win-
dows, modern lines and seri-
ously high thread counts— the
Aqua Amazon feels more like
a country house from Dwell
magazine than a cruise ship.

Launched in 2007 by a for-
merGalapagos cruise company
executivewhowanted to bring
luxury to the world’s great riv-
ers, the Aqua takes its guests
up the Amazon and tributaries
deep into the Pacaya Samiria
National Reserve, a protected
area in Peru that, at 5 million
acres, is twice the size of Yel-
lowstone.

Close-ups ofwildlife
The first thing I noticed

about the Amazon is that it’s
so wide it’s difficult to make
out the landmarks on the
opposite shore.Wewere there
in early November, which
is considered the “dry” sea-
son, so the river was low and
as still as a cup of coffee. As
we glided out of Iquitos, cell-
phones went out of service. In
fact, throughout the cruise, the
only time I realized we were
approaching anything close to
civilizationwaswhen the crew
rushed up to the deck to point
their phones in the direction
of stray lights blinking in the
distance.

Days on the Aqua revolve
aroundmorning and afternoon
excursions on two skiffs, each
staffed by a driver, a naturalist
and a medic. Our naturalists
were Julio and Ricardo, who
both grew up in the jungle and
are passionate about preserv-
ing their region’s ecosystem.
Each is a bilingual encyclope-
dia of information, especially
about the Amazon’s birds.

For the entire first morn-
ing, the smaller rivers looked
the same to me: brown water,
vines, tree trunks, leaves, sky.
But then Ricardo put his hand
above his eyes and the skiff
bumped to a halt.

“Oh, my, holay molay!” he
shouted, before switching to
a whisper so as not to scare
off whatever it was he’d spot-
ted. Slowly, I was able to make
out something through all the
green. There were storks, sil-

ver beaked tanagers, dusky
headed parakeets, smooth
billed anis and so many
capped herons that we started
to joke “Oh, you again” when-
ever a new one appeared. At
one turn in the river, our group
spotted six macaws sitting on
branches, like ornaments on a
Christmas tree.

We watched as sloths hung
fromhigh branches. Capuchin,
red howler and black spider
monkeys leapt from tree to
tree. Neon blue butterflies flit-
ted toward the water and then
bobbed up toward the sky.
We even spotted a capybara
— the world’s largest rodent,
which looked like a rat the
size of a boar — sniffing along
the shoreline. The famous
pink Amazon dolphins were
also frequent companions,
although I didn’t find them
enchanting. Their flesh-toned
humps looked to me like wads
of already-chewed bubble
gum.

The combination of the
heat, the sun and the sensory
overload of somuch new scen-
ery meant that most of our
group napped between lunch
and the afternoon expedition.
Therewere very few bugs dur-
ing the day — the staff of the
Aqua convinced us themalaria
pills were unnecessary — so
many of us spent our siestas
lounging on the deck, shaded
by enormous white umbrellas
that seemed to float above the
ship. I usually headed to my

room, opened the curtains and
watched the shorepass by from
beneath cool sheets, lulled by
the gentle current created by
the ship’s motor. I doubt I was
more relaxed in my mother’s
womb.

Evenings were devoted to
extraordinary meals, the Ama-
zonian equivalent of farm-to-
table. We feasted on hearts of
palm tofu with armored cat-
fish caviar and braised short
ribs in molasses and masato, a
type of Amazonian corn beer.
We drank pisco sours and
pink cocktails made from the
extremely sour camu camu
berry.Onenight the setting sun
shotmagenta streaks through a
navy blue sky.

We broke that pattern to
take one evening expedition
in the skiffs. Julio and Ricardo
guided the drivers through the
black night, holding spotlights
above their heads.

Then the sound of “Oh, my,
holaymolay!” rang through the
air. Ricardo had spotted some-
thing. But what?

Our skiff pulled up to the
shore.

“There’s something in the
sand,” Julio announced. “Eliza-

beth, can you see it?”
I could not.
“There,” he pointed, dumb-

founded by my blank stare.
“There.”

“I can see sand,” I said. “But
nothing else.”

It was at this point thatMoi-
ses, our twenty-something
medic, pulled off his shoes,
rolled up his pants and leapt
off the front of the skiff. He
reached into the sand, and after
some wriggling, pulled up a
caiman by the neck. It looked
at us, clearly startled, probably
traumatized, before Moises
released him into the water.

The ‘lungs of theworld’
Even though the mission of

the Aqua is to create an aware-
ness and understanding of the
crucial importance of a region
that has been called “the lungs
of the world,” the crew also
took pains to remind us that
while we were technically in a
nature preserve, we were also
floating through the home of
30,000 people, who according
to Julio prefer the term “river
people” to Indians. Fami-
lies in sun-bleached T-shirts
and track shorts putted by

in motorboats made from
hollowed-out logs. They live
mostly by fishing, hunting and
farming, not to mention mak-
ing and selling crafts to tour-
ists.

Villages are mostly made
up of thatched huts on stilts,
some equipped with satellite
dishes.Many are swallowed by
the river during the rainy sea-
son, only to be rebuiltwhen the
skies clear. In one village more
than three hours from where
the Aquawasmoored, Ricardo
introduced us to the head of
the local PTA, who cheerfully
accepted what suddenly felt
to me like a pathetically small
gift of notebooks, pencils and
crayons.

On our last full day, Ricardo
and Julio stopped the skiffs at
a bend where the river was as
dark as heavily steeped tea.
This “black water” is highly
acidic, and according to Julio
and Ricardo, less prone to
bacteria than the sediment-
rich waters elsewhere in the
Amazon.

“We can swim here,” Julio
said.

I don’t think any in our
groupwould have felt the need
to jump into what amounted
to a mucky hole if it was in the
United States. But we were in
theAmazon. Shouldn’twe give
it a go?

Several in my gang didn’t
think so. We’d fished for pira-
nhas the day before and saw
how eagerly they jumped at
the raw meat dangling off our
hooks. What if there were cai-
mans, not tomentionparasites?

It was in the middle of this
indecision that Moises did a
round-off backhand spring into
the water.

And that’s all it took for a

few of my companions to join
him.

So I tiptoed in. The water
was warm, as I had expected,
but refreshing, too.

“Go under,” Julio instructed
me.

“But I don’twant to get sick,”
I said.

“You won’t,” he answered.
Knowing I’d be in Minne-

sota the next evening, I looked
around, willing myself to
remember the scene unfolding
in front of me. What had just
days ago been a wash of leaves
was now amosaic of hundreds
of shades of green, from lime to
avocado toneon tokhaki. Itwas
unlikely I’d ever see this perfect
speck of the world again.

While some might argue
that floating wealthy people
through one of the globe’s
most endangered and poor
regions is in questionable
taste, it’s equally true that
these cruises have helped
thousands understand on a
visceral level what’s behind
the headlines. It would be
impossible to disembark and
not be in some way changed.

“Go under,” Julio shouted
from the shore. I didn’t knowat
the time thatnoneofus, despite
not taking our pills, would get
malaria. Or a parasite or, in my
case, even traveler’s diarrhea.
The truth was that in a very
short time we had all come to
adore Julio and Ricardo and
Moises and the rest of theAqua
staff. I trusted that I’d be OK.

So I dove down, and pulled
my way through the dense
water until I could no longer
stand. When I surfaced, one of
my friends was laughing. She’d
ventured much farther from
shore than the rest of us. And
now, at the tail end of a trip
filled with once-in-a-lifetime
experiences, she was swim-
ming less than a yard from a
pair of bubble gum pink dol-
phins that had come over to
check us out.

Elizabeth Foy Larsen is the author of
“Unbored: The Essential Field Guide to
Serious Fun.” She lives in Minneapolis.
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Photos by GRETCHEN LILYHOLM • Special to the Star Tribune
Each day of an Aqua expedition included twomulti-hour outings deep into the Peruvian Amazon.Macaws, pink dolphins and all manner ofmonkeys came into view.

The Aqua’s passenger lounge offered a respite, and a chance to quaff some tasty caipirinhas.

The Aquawasmoored for the day on the banks of theMaranón
River, amajor tributary of the Amazon.

ELIZABETH FOY LARSON • Special to the Star Tribune
A river runs through Peru: the Amazon as seen from above.

A great black hawk, one ofmore
than 300 species of birds calling
this area home, stoodwatch.

AMAZON RIVER
CRUISE INFO
Formore information
about a cruise on the Aqua
Amazon, go towww.aqua-
expeditions.com or call
1-866-603-3687.
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