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By Lori Rackl
Chicago Tribune

The sesquicentennial of Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s birth, June 8, 1867, is being cel-
ebrated throughout the year and across the 
country with a slew of special events, tours 
and exhibits. Here are some of the highlights:

• In the Chicago area, which boasts the 
world’s largest number of Wright cre-
ations, several of his prized properties will 
be open June 8 for evening tours. Register 
for the free tours at the Frank Lloyd Wright 
Trust’s website, www.flwright.org, where 
you’ll also find details about the Wright 
Plus 150 house walk May 20, when paying 
guests have the chance to go inside several 
private homes in Oak Park.

• Also June 8, Taliesin West, Wright’s 

winter home and studio in Scottsdale, 
Arizona, is marking the occasion with $1.50 
admission and cake. Same for the Wright-
designed Guggenheim Museum in New 
York. Other spots around the U.S. that are 
offering $1.50 admission include the Marin 
County Civic Center in San Rafael, Califor-
nia; Price Tower in Bartlesville, Oklahoma; 
Monona Terrace in Madison, Wiscon-
sin; and Rosenbaum House in Florence, 
Alabama.

• The self-guided tour “Wright and Like 
Milwaukee: A Celebration of Wright’s 
150th Anniversary” takes place June 3, 
when you can step inside a dozen archi-
tectural gems - six designed by Wright and 
six created by his contemporaries; www.
wrightinwisconsin.org.

• 150 Hours of Frank Lloyd Wright in Buf-
falo is June 5-11 with a bunch of activities at 
the Wright-designed Darwin Martin House 
and Graycliff Estate in nearby Derby, New 
York; www.darwinmartinhouse.org.

• Taliesin near Spring Green, Wiscon-
sin, is hosting a family-friendly Wright 
celebration June 17 at the estate’s Hillside 
Theater, complete with birthday cake. The 

Taliesin Community Chorus will perform 
the world premiere of Scott Gendel’s new 
choral composition honoring Wright’s 
150th Aug. 6-7; www.taliesinpreservation.
org.

• Madison’s Edgewater Hotel on Lake 
Mendota is offering a two-night 150th 
anniversary package June 23-25 that 

includes a Wright tour of Madison and 
Taliesin, as well as cocktails and dinner for 
two at The Statehouse restaurant. Package 
rates start at $959 for two people; (608) 
535-8200, www.theedgewater.com.

• Some rarely or never-before seen 
works from Wright will be included in the 
new exhibit “Frank Lloyd Wright at 150: 
Unpacking the Archive” (June 12 to Oct. 1) 
at New York’s Museum of Modern Art.

• The Milwaukee Art Museum is staging 
the exhibit “Frank Lloyd Wright: Buildings 
for the Prairie” (July 28 to Oct. 15), revolv-
ing around Wright’s early designs.

• Through July 23, the Art Institute of 
Chicago features a special exhibit focused 
on Wright’s Japanese prints and Japanese 
influences on his work.

• The Illinois Office of Tourism’s website, 
www.enjoyillinois.com, recently posted 
trip itineraries highlighting Wright’s works 
in various parts of the state, including a 
Downstate tour that traces his Prairie Style 
homes and examples in northern Illinois of 
his middle-class-friendly Usonian archi-
tecture, a precursor to modern-day ranch 
homes.
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AVARUA, Rarotonga, Cook Islands - It 
was a quiet afternoon on Rarotonga, in 
the Cook Islands, when Lydia Nga got the 
news.

Overnight her homeland, 15 Polynesian 
islands west of Tahiti, a paradise smaller 
than Detroit, had grown exponentially, 
reborn as a 690,000-square-mile nation.

But it wasn’t the islands that grew. In 
1982, the Third United Nations Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea ruled that 
coastal nations had jurisdiction over an 
“exclusive economic zone,” defined as a 
200-mile stretch of ocean measured from 
the shoreline. Most countries welcomed 
the idea. But for a tiny nation like the 
Cooks, population 15,000, it was a Cinder-
ella promise.

Fast forward 35 years to last August 
and our first visit to Rarotonga, the main 
island, lured by the thought of shimmering 
blue lagoons, gentle breezes, hometown 
smiles and fewer tourist visits per year than 
Florida’s Disney World gets in two days.

“And how about that economic zone, the 
one the guidebook described?” asked my 
husband. Had success spoiled Rarotonga’s 
Polynesian charms?

Not really, according to my friend Kathy, 
who stays up on these things. “The last 
time we looked, the Cooks were like Hawaii 
in the 1960s, 50 years behind everybody 
else,” she said. (I knew what she was 
thinking: If it doesn’t have a spa, it isn’t 
luxury.) “Ask around, see what people say 
and let me know,” she added.

As our overnight flight from Los Angeles 
descended over a clutch of green volca-
nic peaks, my first view of the lagoon, 
its sandy shoreline, scattered roofs and 
rows of palms was reassuring. I figured 
we’d greet the dawn with a stroll along the 
beach, cool off in the lagoon, maybe even 
snorkel near the outer reef, where the coral 
clumps into mounds.

But Nga, my email contact in the tourist 
office, now known affectionately as Auntie 
Lydia, had a request. So before bolting for 
the lagoon, we paid a visit to Ocean Spe-
cialist Kevin Iro to hear about the Marae 
Moana Marine Park conservation project, 
and to learn why an in-depth survey of 
every fold and ripple within the Cooks’ 
690,000 square miles is long overdue.

“Marae Moana means ocean domaine,” 
said Iro, an athletic figure in shorts, 

ushering us and a half-dozen high school 
kids into a cramped lecture room with rows 
of desks, its only decor a large TV screen 
for presentations and a half-dozen backlit 
photos of tropical fish and coral.

“The ocean domaine is a mindset, an 
idea,” he said, putting a chart up on the 
screen. “It’s a shift in the way we see 
ourselves.” Not as separate islands, he 
explained, but as a single marine nation. 
And as the owner of vast, still untapped 
resources, the government needed to 
appoint a task force to head the project.

Curious about the rest of Rarotonga, we 
decided to rent mountain bikes to explore 
the 20-mile-long circle-island road, “a 
good way to get your bearings,” according 

to my guidebook. We could have raced but 
it was much more fun to poke along, stop at 
vista points, look for craft shops and wave 
at friendly motorcycle riders.

It was so energizing, in fact, that we 
joined a second guided ride with Dave and 
Tami Furnell, owners of Storytellers Eco 
Cycle Tours, a local outfitter. With rain 
threatening and 11 of us geared up and 
ready, we headed for the inland road, the 
historic, 1,000-year-old “ara metua,” a 
grassy, gravelly track built at the base of 
the volcanoes.

Following Tami among the farm fields, 
we discovered why restaurant food was 
so fresh. Away from the coast it was all 
produce: taro (the edible leaf variety), salad 

greens and tomatoes, pumpkins and red 
peppers, onions and bananas, and orchards 
growing limes, oranges, papaya, star fruit 
and noni.

Stopping beside the nonis, prized as a 
health tonic and mosquito repellent, Tami 
pulled off a couple of soft smelly fruits, 
broke them into pieces and to a chorus of 
“yuck, icky, sticky” and gales of laughter, 
dared us to rub them over our necks, arms 
and legs.

Since no visit would be complete without 
a couple of days on neighboring Aitutaki 
(eye-too-TOCK-kee), world-famous for 
its lagoon, we flew over, checked into an 
over-water cabin at the Aitutaki Lagoon 
Resort and booked a lagoon cruise with 
Tere (pronounced “Terry”), owner of Te 
King Lagoon Cruises.

On our last evening, we squeezed in one 
of the twice-a-month dinners served at 
the Plantation House, the colonial home 
of former restaurant owner Louis Enoka. 
Dinner here, prepared by Chef Minar 
Henderson for 20 to 26 guests and served 
twice a month only, offers not just a 
blend of island-grown ingredients but an 
evening with islanders for whom cultural 
traditions and 21st-century science go 
hand-in-hand.

Finding an empty chair, I was boggle-
eyed to find I was sitting next to the prime 
minister, Henry Puna, who studied law in 
New Zealand and Australia before turn-
ing to politics. With dishes guaranteed 
to encourage conversation - everything 
from prawns with lemongrass to coconut-
flavored rice and couscous with kaffir lime 
- we managed to cover pearl farming on 
Manihiki, the search for rare-earth miner-
als and the importance of the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (which President Donald 
Trump has abandoned).

He reminisced about the evening he 
hosted Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, 
whom he found to be delightful, intelligent 
and informed. But it was the pan-seared 
mahi mahi with ginger and garlic that 
added a somber note.

“Your president doesn’t believe in clean 
energy,” he said. But, we agreed, global 
warming is creating rising seas, threat-
ening atolls like Aitutaki. “Yes, we’re 
worried,” said Puna, “but we’re doing our 
part. Right now 50 percent of the islands’ 
electric power comes from solar installa-
tions. By 2020 the Cook Islands will be 100 
percent solar.”

If only the rest of us could say that.

Lydia Nga, with the Tourism Office, wears the traditional flower “ei,” first cousin to a Hawaiian lei. [STeve 

HAGGeRTY/COLORWORLD/TNS]

Blue lipped clams, members of the giant clam 
family, thrive in Aitutaki Lagoon on Aitutaki Island, 
Cook Islands. [STeve HAGGeRTY/COLORWORLD/TNS]

Brunch, lunch or a swim, life is easy at Aitutaki 
Lagoon Resort on Aitutaki Island, Cook Islands. 
[STeve HAGGeRTY/COLORWORLD/TNS]

Frank Lloyd Wright’s winter home and studio in 
Scottsdale, Ariz., will mark the 150th anniversary of 
the architect’s birth June 8 with $1.50 admission and 
birthday cake. [LORI RACKL/CHICAGO TRIbuNe/TNS]
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Cook Islands retain idyllic charm, beauty
little paradise

Calm and as clear as glass, Aitutaki Lagoon 
is the stuff of dreams on tutaki Island, Cook 

Islands. [STeve HAGGeRTY/COLORWORLD/TNS]


