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Walkers file across a barren
volcanic plain towards a black
hole in the landscape. The dark
hole is rimmed with earth like
the entrance to an ant colony
but it is wide enough to swallow
a house.

Beyond the hole and the distant
rim of the crater, a blue ocean
reaches out to the sky.

It is a timeless, primal scene but
I'm not entirely convinced
humans should be here. The
active peak on Reunion Island,
Piton de la Fournaise (Peak of
the Furnace), rises above a "hot
spot” and | know it is one of the
world's most active volcanoes. The last lava flow occurred early
last month and there are small eruptions almost every year.
Locals revere their volcano like a national symbol - images of the
last big eruption, in 2007, are proudly displayed everywhere.
From the air, Reunion looks like a giant turtle floating in the Indian
Ocean, east of Madagascar.

Reunion

The oval-shaped island, just 65 kilometres long, is backed by
3000-metre volcanic peaks that shoulder the sky.

On the first day we are driven straight to the active peak and our
guide almost persuades us the volcano is safe. We are told
observatories monitor the volcano's every mood and eruptions
cause flows only in the uninhabited south of the island. But it is a
few days later, when we visit the site of the 2007 flow, that my
insecurities change to reverence.

The eruption cut a black swath through rainforest and disgorged
new earth into a smouldering sea. It's here | realise volcanoes
don't destroy earth - they create earth. Lava eventually becomes
soil.

Walking across the top of the lava is like walking on pottery
baked with the first patterns on earth.

We are amazed to see young green plants already growing on
these ceramic fields.

Reunion is a young island created by eruptions 2 million years
ago and its rich soils and flora are studied as present examples
of the geological past of many countries.

Not far from the 2007 lava flow, Le Jardin des Parfums et des
Epices is a testament to this fertility.

The garden of perfumes and spices is a botanical rainforest
garden green with every species of flower and tree, ornamental
and agricultural, that grows on the island. There are elephant
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Confession: | was fooled by a ladyboy
[DAVID BARBELER 8 Apr_|
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