











THE FAKIR'S BED
TSINGY DE BEMARAHA
NATURE RESERVE,
MADAGASCAR

Seen from above,

this vast network of
faults looks like a
carpet of formidable
prickly spikes. Once
used as shelter, these
calcareous cathedrals
are now a place of
worship.

In Malagasy, Tsingy means
“where you cannot walk
barefoot” These unique
and ragged mountain
ranges appeared following
the movement of tectonic
plates as the island of
Madagascar broke away
from the African continent.
These limestone rocks

are made of fossils and
shellfish that died in the
sea 200 million years

ago, sculpted by the

rain into sharp blades

and needles. Their fairly
complex hydrology
enables the Tsingy to act
as water towers for the
region. This mineral world
stretches out over more
than 370,000 acres and

is the largest protected
site in Madagascar.

It is surroun ded by
savannah and dry forest
populated with baobabs
and commiphora, a very
resilient tree, highly prized
by carpenters and used
for its resin and golden
parchment-like bark.
And, like the Tsingy,
some varieties also come
with large prickles.




SERIAL FALLS
IGUACU FALLS,
ARGENTINA/BRAZIL

A gem hidden in an
exceptional showcase
of greenery, this
massive wall of water
is nothing short of an
awesome sight. Brazil
and Argentina are
contenders for the best
vantage point to admire
this natural wonder.

Both the falls and their
environment make this site
nestled in the 45,000 acre
cross-border natural park
an exceptional place. Right
in the middle of the tropical
forest, 275 waterfalls
stretch out over a 2-mile
front, plunging from an
average height of 262 feet.
This is due to the Iguagu
River's sudden drop, falling
straight down the basalt
cliffs. The 300-foot Devil's
Throat is without a doubt
the most spectacular part
with its 14 horseshoe-
shaped cataracts. No less
than 460,000 cubic feet
of water flow out of it every
second in a muffled roar,
and thick mists are known
to produce huge rainbows.
You also have to decide
from where to admire this
sight. On the Brazilian side,
various facilities enable you
to get a panoramic view;
head for Argentina for a
cozier vantage point. You
might be lucky enough to
spot toucans, parrots or
eagles flying over the falls.
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AT THE MOVIES
PARIA RIVER VALLEY, ARIZONA,
UNITED STATES

Paria Canyon puts

on no less than a full
Technicolor show,
particularly in the low-
angled light at the end
of the day. All that is
missing is Hollywood
cowhoys.

In the days of black and
white pictures, the first
westerns were already
being filmed here, leaving
movie lovers completely

in the dark as to the
colorful sight that they
were missing: cliffs in hues
of red, orange, purple,
grey and white that 30

to 40 million years of
erosion have sculpted into
amazing shapes patterned
with stylistic scrolls and
regular grooves. The Paria
River (Pahreah is Native
American for “muddy
waters”) also played a
part in this work. This
fickle watercourse is the
main affluent in Colorado
between Lake Powell

and the Grand Canyon.

It winds through narrow
gorges such as Buckskin
Gulch: like a tiny ant at the
foot of these thousand-
foot-tall rock faces, walkers
can touch both sides,

with arms outstretched.
However, watch out for
those storms! In next to
no time, the river that is
practically dry in places
can quickly turn into a
torrent of mud, sweeping
along rocks and tree
trunks. Movie stars are
often temperamental.




CRAZY EDDY
SAND STORM, KANSAS,
UNITED STATES

The United States sees a
record-breaking number
of tornadoes every year,
especially in certain
Southern states. In the
spring, the air has a
tendency to blow hot
and cold.

Texas, Oklahoma,
Nebraska, Kansas and
Missouri are collectively
nicknamed “Tornado Alley”’
700 to 1,200 tornadoes
are recorded every year,

in particular when fine
weather days return in

the spring and summer.
Peak activity has been
noted in the month of May,
when cold air currents
from the Pole clash with
hot air currents coming
up from the Gulf of
Mexico. The whirlwinds
generated by this strong
difference in temperature
are accompanied by
exceptionally violent
winds. These can turn
into dry tornadoes or
“dust devils,’ carting

off dirt, dust and debris

in their path. The great
desert plains are also
particularly important
breeding grounds for sand
tornadoes, where you

can often see a number
of whirlwinds following
each other in single

file. These corridors of
destruction generally keep
to a straight course and
beyond this apocalyptic
path — as strange as it
may seem — all is calm!




HOT WATER ON TAP
THINGVELLIR NATIONAL PARK,
ICELAND

Whether it falls from
the sky or gushes

out of the ground icy
cold or hot, water is
everywhere in Iceland.
This geologically young
land is still in formation
thanks to its permanent
volcanic activity.

This island very much
deserves its name of the
land of ice: indeed, 10% of
its surface is covered

with glaciers, including
the largest in Europe,

the Vatnajokull. Volcanic
activity causes constant
and rapid changes across
the ages. In the Southwest,
past earthquakes have
created a vast trough fault
with multiple rifts in part
covered by Lake Thingvellir,
now home to various
species of fish that are
unique in the world. When
the magma teems under
the Earth’s crust, natural
pools and the river's
waters meandering to the
lake see their temperatures
increase, geysers explode
and cauldrons of mud
make enormous bubbles.
This mix of water and

fire is used to produce
geothermal and hydraulic
energy. Despite these
“eco-friendly” efforts,
Icelanders produce four
times more greenhouse
gases per inhabitant than
the French, for example,

in large part due to car-
related pollution.




ICEBERG FACTORY
ICEFIELD, WEDDELL SEA,
ANTARCTICA

Many expeditions have
lost the fight hook,
line and sinker! This

is one of the planet's
most formidable seas
with some of the worst
sailing conditions.

In some places, the
ice floe covering the
water is more than
16,000-foot-deep.

Today, even icebreakers
steer clear of this part

of the Southern Ocean,
which extends 1.1 million
square miles. The Weddel
Sea has the coldest ocean
waters on Earth and carries
along gigantic blocks of ice
that break away from the
Larsen, Ronne and Filchner
ice shelves. Indeed, ship
captains try to avoid being
crushed by the ice field,
like the fate of a number of
scientific research boats of
yesteryear, including Ernest
Shackleton’s infamous
Endurance. During the
austral winter, the ice
doubles the continent's
surface area and yet,
Antarctica, a colossal
supply of fresh water for
the planet, lies just below
the hole in the ozone layer
which makes it particularly
vulnerable to global
warming. The annual thaw
has increased twenty times
between 2002 and 2009,
unexpectedly freeing near
the surface hundreds of
species still unknown by
scientists.
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HIDDEN TREASURE
GOBI DANXIA PARK, GANSU
PROVINCE, CHINA

Man has explored
space and walked on
the moon but he is far
from having unearthed
all of the treasures on
the Blue Planet: these
multicolored mountains
were only discovered
in 2005!

Today, tourists flood in
from all over the world

to admire these “red
mountains” covered in
vegetation and surrounded
by rivers, and which turn
even redder after the rain.
Danxia means “pink cloud”
in Mandarin, a poetic name
for these reddish limestone
formations eroded over
time, resulting in these
unusual rocks and series
of mountains surrounded
by curved cliffs. These
mountains were a
longstanding secret even
though they cover an

area of 180 square miles
in the Gansu province.
Similar landscapes can be
found in other regions of
southern China (Hunan,
Zhejiang, Jiangxi, Fujian,
Guizhou and Guangdong).
Local authorities have

not hesitated to move
populations and to ban
tree-felling in order to
preserve the sites. Indeed,
China is proud of these
treasures and has asked
for these mountains to

be listed as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site.
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SALTED OR SMOKED ?
TATIO GEYSERS, SALAR DE
ATACAMA, CHILE

El Tatio is the largest
geyser field in the
Southern Hemisphere.
It stretches out over
18 square miles at the
heart of the Atacama
salt flat, 14,173 feet
above sea level.

This landscape is truly
magical at daybreak. The
cold air in the early hours
makes the site's 80 active

geysers more vigorous.
Their fumaroles, which on
average measure 2.5 to
3.3 feet, can be as large
as 30 feet and reach
temperatures of 185°F.
This sight is fleeting and
comes to an end as soon
as the first rays of sun

are felt. The Atacama
salar (saline deposit) then
appears in its mineral
immensity, like a white
sea, with its salt crust
and chaotic shapes, its
petrified wavelets and
ground cracked by the
heat. The air is so dry

that mists never disrupt
the landscape, offering
uninterrupted views of the
1150 square miles all the r
way to the Licancabur and
Lascar volcanoes. Core
drilling has shown that the
salty crust is dozens of feet
thick in places. We now
know that 10,000 years
are needed to obtain a

few inches of salt deposit,
making Atacama the oldest
salt desert in the world.
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SEA OF SAND
SOSSUSVLEI, NAMIB DESERT,
NAMIBIA

The planet’s oldest
desert covers more than
30,000 square miles and
is home to 1000-foot
dunes, the highest in
the world. Despite the
blazing heat, there are
signs of life.

The Sossusvlei lies along
the Atlantic coast and

is the most accessible
part of the Namib Desert.
It is known for its huge
orangey-red dunes and

its numerous dried-up
basins littered with dead
trees, such as the Dead
Vlei clay pan. These iron
oxide-colored sands were
brought millions of years
ago by easterly winds,
sometimes from as far as
the Kalahari. The region’s
arid conditions are older
still, since an old petrified
desert forms sandstone
bedrock under the dune
fields. Nevertheless, this
sea of sand is far from
uninhabited. The Benguela
Current, cooled by the
Atlantic, enables mists to
form a sufficient supply of
life-giving humidity. Despite
the ground temperature
rising up to 158°F, animals
are able to find a cool
spot under the sand.
Small lakes develop in

the summer when it rains,
and hordes of birds come
to frolic and admire the
reflection of the red dunes.
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THE MOUNTAIN OF GOD
OL DOINYO LENGAI VOLCANO,
NGORONGORO CRATER,
TANZANIA

01 Doinyo Lengai Volcano’s
huge crater is the only
volcano to release special
natro carhonatite lava.

The Ol Doinyo volcano's
symmetric cone reaches
more than 3,000 feet
above the Gregory Rift
Valley and towers above
Lake Natron, which it
feeds in soda ash. Ol
Doinyo Lengai is the
Maasai population’s
sacred volcano and home
to their supreme god
Ngai. In this flat-bottomed
basin, measuring 12 miles
across and 2,000 feet
deep, special carbonate-
rich carbonatite lava is
released at relatively low
temperatures (914 to
1,004°F). This lava is
extremely fluid (even more
than the Hawaiian lava)
and its ebony color turns
brown then snowy white
hue in the 2 to 3 following
days... To preserve the site
(and the Maasai tribes),

a vast 3,000-square mile
conservation area has
been created.

148




THE GIANT PANDA BATH
HUANGLONG, SICHUAN, CHINA

The water in these
natural pools is crystal-
clear, but only the

Giant Panda and other
endangered species in
this valley in Sichuan are
allowed to bathe in it!

The name of this valley,
Huanglong, comes from its
supposed ressemblance
to a huge listless dragon
of yellow stone, stretching
out over two and half miles
at the outermost bounds
of China, near the border
with Tibet. The national
park consists of numerous
unique landscapes,

5,577 to 18,268 feet
above sea level. On its
highest peak, more than
3,400 small overflow pools
full of perfectly pure and
translucent water ripple
against the side of the
mountain. These natural
ponds were formed over
thousands of years by an
accumulation of calcite
deposits, which give

them their exceptional

and ever-changing colors.
Seen from the sky, they
look like a giant mosaic.
The Chinese authorities
keep a close eye on this
UNESCO World Heritage
Site: it is strictly forbidden
to venture off the marked
footpaths and disturb

the Giant Pandas, Asian
Black Bears or the Golden
Snub-nosed Monkeys,
which come down from
the snowy peaks to enjoy
the hot springs and these
heavenly pools.




A RIVER RUNS
THROUGH IT
OFAERUFOSS FALLS, ELDGJA
VALLEY, ICELAND

The Eldgja volcanic
canyon in the southeast
of Iceland is the largest
in the world. At the
bottom of this “fire
canyon” flows the
Ofaerufoss waterfall.

A gigantic volcanic
eruption gave birth

2,000 years ago to this
huge fault in the high
plateaus of southern
Iceland, measuring

19 miles long, 1,300 feet
wide and 460 feet deep.
A river now runs through
it down a double waterfall,
cascading off a number
of levels. The site is not
free from the Earth's
terrible whims, so frequent
in Iceland. In 1783, for
example, the neighboring
volcano woke up with a
violent start. Its 135 craters
projected 500 billion cubic
feet of lava, ash, and toxic
gases that led to famine
and poisonings. The poor
harvest in France that

led to the revolution a

few years later was even
blamed on this cataclysm.
As recently as twenty
years ago, an earthquake
destroyed the charming
natural lava bridge that
crossed the Ofaerufoss
falls. It is frequently
replaced by a rainbow,
when the water takes the
time to play with the light.
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SUPER-DELTA
ISHKOWIK RIVER, YUKON-
KUSKOKWIM DELTA, ALASKA

With the return of

spring, the largest delta

in North America is a

unique haven for birds. - e
The winter, however, e e

is much harsher for ===
the humans who have
chosen to live there.

Land surrounded by

water on all sides and as
far as the eye can see!
The Yukon-Kuskokwim
Delta is one of the largest
in the world. The huge
alluvial plain, a mosaic of
lakes, swamps, rivers and
streams, is for the most
part covered in tundra. The
30,000-square-mile natural
reserve sees thousands of
swans, geese and ducks
arrive in the spring to seek
shelter and feed in these
damp prairies. The delta

is home to approximately
20,000 inhabitants,

mainly Native Americans
and Eskimos, divided

up between the town of
Bethel and approximately
50 villages cut off from
the world for most of

the year. There are no
roads here, so boats

are the only means of
travel in the summer

while snowmobiles and
dogsleds are used when
the rivers are frozen. The
poorest still live off hunting
and the food they gather.
Jack London described
Alaska as “a country where
whiskey freezes solid
and may be used as a
paper-weight for a large
part of the year!
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FIRE AND ICE
MYRDALSJOKULL GLACIER
AND KATLA VOLCANO,
ICELAND

Under this huge
230-square-mile
icecap lays one of the
most active volcanoes
in Iceland. When it
awakes, it provokes
devastating floods.

Iceland is sitting on a
powder keg. Located at
the edge of the European
and American plates,

the island has more

than 130 volcanoes,
including the violent Katla
(4,961 feet) that erupts
an average of two times
per century. It is capped
with a large white hat,
the Myrdalsjékull or “Mire
Dale Glacier” in Icelandic,
which is slowly making its
way towards the Atlantic,
with a varying thickness
of 650 to 2,300 feet
depending on the spot.
A reservoir of magma can
be found two miles under
the Myrdalsjokull, and the
heat of the molten lava
melts the lower layers of
ice. When the temperature
rises considerably, an

ice disaster takes place
- as was the case in
1918 - leading to a ten-
to hundred-fold increase
in flow and a powerful
flood laying waste to

the surrounding plains.
This union of opposites
is particularly feared by
the Icelanders, always
ready to flee if fire and ice
unleash their powers.
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SUGAR LOAFS
GUIZHOU AND GUANGXI
PROVINCES, CHINA

Whether mirrored in the
waters of the Li River or
surrounded with terraced
rice fields or rape fields,
these rounded hills are
typical of the southwest
region of China.

These are the “forgotten”
provinces, long isolated
due to their rugged
mountainous landscape
and the late arrival of the
railroad. Their inhabitants
are predominantly

farmers, and tourism is

far less developed than in
neighboring Yunnan. These
beautiful landscapes have
therefore been perfectly
preserved. The region
abounds in forests and
hidden caves, hollowed out
by water over the millennia.
Let's not forget the famous
“Dragon’s Teeth,’ the name
given by the Chinese to
these eroded hills, similar
to those found in Ha Long
Bay and characteristic

of karst landscapes.

300 million years ago, the = =
sea covered a major part
of the Middle Kingdom. =
When it receded, it left a i w

thick layer of limestone.

Earthquakes and erosion ‘.
then shaped this into
spectacular features. 1N

The vegetation is lush u
everywhere thanks to a i. )

humid climate, and the S
province of Guizhou u " o B
is also home to the .. I

Huangguoshu waterfalls,

the largest in Asia. —







A VISION OF PARADISE
BORA BORA ISLAND, FRENCH
POLYNESIA

This Eden floating on
turquoise waters barely
measures 15 square
miles. A coral necklace
protects this old
volcano, which sunk
into the Pacific.

Bora Bora... its name
alone, a distortion of Pora
Pora, meaning “first born”
in Tahitian, is enough to
get the imagination going.
The island is said to have
been created by the god
Taaroa just after the island
of Raiatea. It emerged from
the waters 13 million years
ago, and the highest of its
three mounts culminates
at only 2,385 feet. The old
volcano gradually sunk
into the sea, giving birth
to a lagoon encircled by

a barrier reef and large
enough in places to
support a string of motu,
small islands of sand and
coral debris. Three bays
open up onto the lagoon,
including Tuuraapuo, to
the west, made up of an
old, now submerged,
crater. Directly opposite,
Teavanui Channel is large
enough for boats to pass
through and is the island’s
only opening onto the
ocean. The landing strip,
dating from the last world
war, was for years the
longest in Polynesia. This
is one of the vestiges of
the presence of American
troops; this paradise
was once a wartime
military base.
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MODERN ART
MOUNT WELLINGTON,
TASMANIA, AUSTRALIA

In Hobart, it is

simply called “the
mountain,”and its
landscapes, panoramic
view and blanket of
snow are indeed unique.

Mount Wellington is often
mistakenly thought to

be an extinct volcano.

The upper part of the
4170-foot peak results
from an impact that took
place 40 million years
ago, when the Australian
continent broke away
from Antarctica, leaving
Tasmania, an island as big
as one and a half times
the state of Hawaii, in its
wake. A layer of ebony-
colored solidified magma
then slid in among the
older rock. The mountain's
core is made up of marine
deposits accumulated
during the period when
the Hobart plain was
under water. lts slopes
gradually became covered
with dense forests. A little
further up, Sphinx Rock
reveals impressive dolerite
columns known as the
Organ Pipes and much
appreciated by climbers.
Another unusual feature

in this landscape is the
Octopus Tree, a huge tree
that winds its roots around
large rocks. Quite often,
and even in the summer,
the summit of Mount
Wellington, scoured by the
wind, is covered in snow.




HYPERACTIVE
MOUNT ETNA, SICILY

Atter nearly one hundred
eruptions in a century,
Etna is surely one of the
most active volcanoes in
the world and continues
to fascinate scientists.

Also called Mongibello (the
“Mountain of Mountains”),
this 300,000 year old
volcano towers above the
east coast of Sicily. Its top
is 10,974 feet above sea
level, with a base 28 miles
in diameter. It is most of
the time crowned with a
large white cloud of steam
and gas, or ashes during
eruptions. lts intense
activity makes it one of the
greatest volcanoes of the
decade with experts from
the world over coming to
its bedside as soon as it
starts spitting out fire. This
phenomenon can either be
explained by the explosions
from any of its four craters
or to outpourings from

the fissures found along
the volcano’s slopes.

The highly liquid lava
flows sometimes reach
the Mediterranean Sea

to form features such as
the famous Cyclopean

Isles, swallowing up
houses and even villages
on their way. Eruptions s
make colorful and smoky
sights, and such was the .
case during the eruption

of Mount Pinatubo in the F - 1'* -
Philippines in June 1991 - .- ]
(overleaf).
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MARSH LILIES
PANTANAL PARK, MATO
GROSSO, BRAZIL

The Pantanal, a huge
marsh for six months of
the year, is the planet’s
largest wetlands and
hoasts a particularly
complex ecosystem.

This area of the Mato
Grosso (literally “thick
jungle”) is often eclipsed
by the Amazonian
rainforest, at the heart

of all conservationists’
concerns. The marsh is
nevertheless very fragile
and has in turn fallen victim
to deforestation, intensive
agriculture and pesticides.
The Pantanal is home to
a great variety of animals
and the richest collection
of aquatic plants in the
world. Indeed, 80% of

its 77,000 square miles
are underwater most of
the year, the sea being

so close and the altitude
so low; both favor water
stagnation. This being
said, the marsh dries up
completely when the rainy
season is over. The tropical
climate encourages the
development of surprising
plants such as the giant
water lily. Its round “cake
tin" leaves grow up to

10 feet across and it
colonizes stretches of
water, producing beautiful
but fleeting white flowers
in the summer.
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SACRED WHITE
BAISHUI TERRACES, YUNNAN
PROVINCE, CHINA

The largest limestone
terraces in China are a
tourist attraction, but
more importantly a place
of pilgrimage, since they
are the cradle of the
Dongba religion.

They look like white marble,
but these terraces located
at 7,808 meters above sea
level in the mountainous
northwest province of
Yunan, are in fact made

of high-density calcium
carbonate sediment.
Brought by the spring
water from the mountains,
it has accumulated over
hundreds of thousands

of years to form these
immaculate steps. This
exceptional site stretches
out over 1.2 square miles
and 328 feet in height,
and brings to mind the
terraced rice fields so
frequently found in the
region. These pure white
geological formations
mirror the sun and, with
the snowy peaks of Mount
Yulongxue (18,360 feet)
as a backdrop, form the
ideal site for a sanctuary.
According to legend, the
founder of the Dongba
culture settled here on his
return from Tibet, to spread
his faith. For a religion that
venerates the color white
and preaches harmony
between man and nature,
it would be hard to find a
better place...
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POLAR HALLUCINATIONS
AURORA BOREALIS, ALASKA,
UNITED STATES

The sky and sun
entertain us with their
dance of the seven veils,
making for a colorful
show called the aurora
borealis in the Northern
Hemisphere and the
aurora australis in the
Southern Hemisphere.

This practically daily light
phenomenon is primarily
observed in Greenland,
Alaska, in the north of
Canada and in Antarctica.
The towns of Fairbanks
and Nome witness count
approximately 200 of them
every year. These colorful
veils of green, blue and
red are sometimes visible
far from the Poles. Indeed,
the inhabitants of Honolulu
in 1859 and Singapore in
1909 thought they were
hallucinating! The polar
auroras are the result of
emissions of atoms and

subatomic particles by

the sun. When they arrive
in the atmosphere, they
excite oxygen and nitrogen
atoms that suddenly set
the sky ablaze for a few
minutes and sometimes for
a number of hours. Space
exploration has enabled us
to find out more about this
phenomenon, including the
fact that Jupiter and Saturn
also have polar auroras. In
1975, the Franco-Russian
program Araks even
succeeded in recreating
an artificial aurora.
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IN THE SORCERER’S
CAULDRON
DANAKIL DESERT, ETHIOPIA

Something is bubbling in
this Ethiopian volcano’s
cooking pot! The lava
lakes are stirred by
waves and bubbles that
cast up magma at more
than 1800°F.

The Erta Ale (2,011 feet)
has fascinated scientists
with its eruption activity.

It is one of only three
volcanoes in the world to
have at its peak a caldera
with two craters in the
shape of round wells, the
site of permanent lava
lakes. We are here at the
origins of the Earth, at

the heart of a very active
seismic and volcanic area,
as well as on the edge of
three rifts (downfaulting
of the Earth's crust). The
Erta Ale is part of a string
of volcanoes that stretches
out over 60 miles, in

the Danakil Depression,

a barren valley once
covered by the sea and
now famous for being one
of the hottest and most

inhospitable areas on

the planet. These places
are nevertheless full of a
certain kind of poetry, as
is the case with acid lakes
such as Dallol, colored in
yellow, green, or orange
by record levels of sulfur.
The high salt, magnesium
chloride, potassium and
brine content have created

numerous concretions
resembling salt crystals,
mushrooms, eggshells

or porous sponges, a
phenomenon accentuated
by high temperatures
(often rising above 122°F)
and the absence of wind.
This landscape is as
vicious as it is bewitching.
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FIREWORKS

VOLCANIC LIGHTNING,
EYJARJALLAJOKULL VOLCANO,
ISLAND

Very transient flashes
of lightning during

a volcanic eruption
are known to have
provoked fires in
surrounding forests.

Scientists are very much
aware of these volcanic
storms even though they
have rarely been studied.
During an eruption, large
electrically-charged
volcanic plumes appear
and can be mistaken for
storm cumulonimbus.
Particles expelled from

the crater rub against

each other and produce
flashes of lightning at the
peak of volcanic activity.
Large sparks and upward-
surging flashes of lightning
coming directly from the
volcano's crater have been
more recently observed.
These remain very similar
to lightning produced by
storms, and during this
period, thunder can also be
heard. The power of such
phenomena is of course
linked to the eruption’s
force and the type of
volcano. It has been noted
that red volcanoes, such
as those in Hawaii, which
only belch out lava flows,
do not produce flashes of
lightning, making for very
different “firework displays!
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CLOCKWORK ORANGE
PURNULULU NATIONAL PARK,

KIMBERLEY, AUSTRALIA "
i

Nature has superimposed : i
several layers of these i .
orange and black streaks -
with such incredible

regularity that the

Purnululu Range in the

northwest of Australia is

nothing short of amazing.

It took twenty million

years to shape the
sandstone (purnululu in
aboriginal language) into
steep-sloped cones and
beehives, rising 820 feet
above sea level. The
horizontal stripes are in fac

L

|
a
alternating rust-colored
silica and dark lichen made &

up of microorganisms
that protect the rock from
accelerated erosion. This
maze of cliffs also hides
gorges and natural pools,
surrounded by palm trees
that grow from cracks

in the rock. Plant and
animal life abounds in

the wet season. You can
also spot future “hives”

in formation from the
beach in the north. In a
few hundred thousand
years, they will be able
to join their peers. The
Purnululu, also called
Bungle Bungle, Range
has only been known

to the general public

for the past quarter of a
century, and was brought
to our attention by a film
crew. The park is still
protected and only easily
accessible by air.




IN THE LAND OF
MYSTERIOUS LAKES
GANZU PROVINCE, CHINA

This is no mirage: a
hundred lakes punctuate
this desert of dunes,
about twice the size of
New Jersey, located on
the border of China and
Inner Mongolia.

Over more than

19,000 square miles,
star-shaped dunes and
lakes fed by the snows

of faraway Tibetan peaks
stretch out as far as the
eye can see: welcome to
the paradoxical Badain
Jaran desert. Some lakes
are filled with fresh water;
others, with high rates of
evaporation, are saturated
with salt and bacteria that
encourage the proliferation
of red algae. These water
holes are not fed by rain —
no more than 1.5 inches a
year — but by underground
springs, themselves fed
by the Tibetan glaciers

of the Qilian Mountains,
hundreds of miles away.
Even if this desert is no
longer the Eden it once
was thousands of years
ago, thirty Mongolian
families still live there on
the basis of “one lake, one
family” separated by these
stationary dunes. Bilitu
(1,640 feet), nicknamed
the Everest of the sands,
is one of the highest
dunes in the world. At
nightfall, these sand
mountains sing and sigh:
the mystery of Badain
Jaran remains intact.




PURE DIAMONDS
WHITEHAVEN BAY,
WHITSUNDAY ISLANDS,
QUEENSLAND, AUSTRALIA

Four miles of pure white
sandy beaches lined
with the turquoise blue
waters of the Coral Sea
make for a dazzling
paradise. Sunglasses
are a must!

Whitehaven Bay is known
as THE beach. It is indeed
indisputably unique. A
huge oasis of white sand
located on one of the
largest of the Whitsunday
Islands, along the coral
reef, it is a picture-perfect
incarnation of paradise on
Earth. The 74 Whitsunday
Islands are the emerged
parts of an old volcanic
mountain range covered
by the sea in the Ice

Age. Geologists have
determined that the white
sands are not local, but
rather result from a long
drift of silica along the
coasts of Queensland. Rid
of its impurities and heavy
mineral sands, all that is
left is 99% pure white
quartz, sand that is so fine,
it could be used to make
glass or polish jewelry.
Faced with such a sight,
we recommend heading
for the heights and seeking
shade under the large pine
trees of Hill Inlet, which
offers the best views of the
twists and turns created
by the currents, in shades
ranging from white to blue.




CHALKBOARD
ETRETAT CLIFFS, NORMANDY,
FRANCE

The Etretat cliffs have
inspired many artists
over the centuries, such
as the author Guy de
Maupassant, the painter
Claude Monet and the
writer of the Arsene
Lupin detective novels,
Maurice Leblanc.

Three “gates”, the “needle’,
the “room for ladies”

and the “manhole”: the
names for the distinctive
formations of the Etretat
cliffs evoke the majesty
and mystery of the site,
which is captured in
paintings by Courbet,
Boudin and Monet. The top
of these white limestone
cliffs is a sheer 300-foot
drop to the Channel. The
rain has sculpted this

Pays de Caux coast over
the centuries and the
water seeping through

the porous limestone has
eroded the rock, leading
to masses of fallen rocks.
The limestone dissolved

in the sea while layers of
flint, polished by the waves,
washed up as grey pebbles
on the beach. The Amont,
Aval and Manneporte gates
were created by a coastal
river, which channeled its
way into the cliff before
receding. Only the hardest
limestone and granite parts
of the rock resisted. The
sea then progressively
widened the arches and
sharpened the hollow
needle. Who knows,

there might still be a few
hidden treasures not yet
discovered by the detective
Arséne Lupin...
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JURASSIC PARK
SAN RAFAEL SWELL, UTAH,
UNITED STATES

Utah was once a haven
for dinosaurs, before
they disappeared during
the Ice Age. Researchers
have found some

15,000 hones belonging
to these extinct giants.

The San Rafael Swell, a
giant sandstone, shale and
limestone crease or wave
running across Utah, came
about when the Earth's
crust shifted millions of
years ago. This geological
feature led to the erosion
of hundreds of feet of
sediment left by the sea,
leaving a landscape that
strangely resembles the
planet Mars. These ground
movements also brought to
light an incredible treasure:
one of the most important
sites in the world for
fossilized dinosaur bones.
The preserved remains

of 70 different animals,
including 11 species — for
the most part carnivores —
were unearthed over the
course of a century, ever
since a stockbreeder came
across a giant “sheep
bone!” How and why did
these monsters that once
ruled the Earth end up

in this giant graveyard?
Scientists are still battling
with that one.
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DOWNPOURS
STORM OVER ARIZONA,
UNITED STATES

From the famous
oracles of Ancient
Times, man has tried to
forecast the weather,
and more specifically
meteorological
disturbances, but has
not yet reached an
exact science.

Thunderstorms are one

of the most spectacular
weather phenomena,
particularly when
accompanied by electrical
discharge (thunder and
lighting) or torrential rain.
In any event, this is an
outward sign of the air's
unsettled nature, with a
contrast between high
humidity and dryer air at
higher altitudes. A trigger,
such as great heat or a
passing cold front, also
needs to be part of the
equation. It all starts with
big or small storm clouds,
some covering up to

300 miles. The exchange
of air masses inside these
cumuli transforms the
condensed steam into ice
crystals. The temperature
can fall to -4°F at the cloud
top. When the storm has
fully developed, these
crystals melt into large or
small raindrops that can
either evaporate before
reaching the ground or,
on the contrary, turn into
pouring rain. When the
worst of the storm has
passed, the cloud top frays
into the shape of an anvil, a
sight we often miss hiding
under our umbrellas...
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CHOCOLATE AND
WHIPPED CREAM
WILLIAM RIVER,
SASKATCHEWAN, CANADA

Seen from the sky, this
sight can be described
as mouth-watering:
among the pistachio-
green forests and white
whipped cream dunes, a
chocolate river flows out
into one of the largest
CGanadian lakes.

The William River is a
watercourse prone to
mood swings. Fast paced
and deep at its source, on
its way it picks up tons of
sand and sediment that
slow down its progress
over approximately twenty
miles, before finally
reaching Lake Athabasca.
Its load makes for surrealist
colors, all in shades of
brown and caramel. In fact,
the William River crosses
amazing landscapes: on
the one side, it runs along
giant sand dunes more
than 100 feet tall and half a
mile long, and on the other,
a forest of jack pines, birch
and spruce, typical of the
Saskatchewan region.

To stop human mining
activity from damaging
this picture postcard, the
dunes were turned into a
natural park twenty years
ago. Like back in the
times of the fur trade, the
canoe remains the best
method of transportation
to admire the show.
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“INTERNATIONALPS”
ALPS, AUSTRIA

The Alps form a 745-
mile long arc that
crosses Europe from
the Mediterranean
CLEROGRGCRIENT
offering seven countries
beautiful snowy slopes,
from France to Austria.

Even if the highest

Alpine peaks tend to be
found more to the west

(in France, for example,
where the Mont Blanc
rises 15,781 feet above
sea level), Austria, a
mountainous country if
ever there was one, counts
a few fine peaks of 11,500
to 12,500 feet, such as
the Grossglockner or the
Wildspitze in the Tyrol and
Hohe Tauern mountain
ranges. The name “Alps”
appeared before the birth
of Jesus Christ, in the

days of Hannibal and his
famous war elephants!
Whether the word has
Gallic or Eurasian origins,
it describes high summits,
dating back more than
200 million years, when the
African and the European
plates converged. Of

the huge ice cap that

once covered these
mountainous regions, only
1,500 square miles remain,
in Italy, Switzerland, France
and Austria. In the spring,
they flow into great rivers
such as the Rhine, the
Rhéne and the P§, not to
mention the tributaries of
the beautiful blue Danube.
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FROM YESTERDAY
TO TOMORROW
DIOMEDE ISLAND, ALASKA,
UNITED STATES

The International Date
Line passes in between
the American Little
Diomede and its big
Russian sister. A tunnel
will one day perhaps link
today and tomorrow.

When the mist finally
decides to clear, the
Diomede Islands seem to
appear out of nowhere,

in the middle of a sea of
ice and bluish reflections.
The two rocky islands,
located right in the middle
of the Bering Strait, are
the remains of an ancient
land bridge between the
two continents. These
tuyas, once flat-topped,
steep-sloped volcanic
mountains measuring 820
to 980 feet, are barren of
vegetation. Fauna is also
non-existent in these parts,
except below the surface
of the water. One hundred
and fifty Inuit, gathered

in a single village, live on
Little Diomede, much in the
same way as in the days
of the first hunting camps.
These islanders currently
live in extreme conditions,
but for how much longer?
The project of digging a
60-mile tunnel passing
through both isles is still
being considered. Fifteen
to twenty years of work
would be needed if Russia
and Alaska were to come
to an agreement. But that
won't happen overnight.
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SEA GREEN

ZHUPANOV RIVER,
KRONOTSKY ZAPOVEDNIK
NATURE RESERVE, RUSSIA

In the land of hyperactive
volcanoes, nature

strives to adapt to the
hostile conditions. Some
remote areas were only
discovered half a century

ago but, man has
already left his mark.

Nothing here is favorable:
the weather, the strong
winds that sweep over the
nature reserve, the thick
blanket of snow that covers
everything for months on
end, the 35,000 acres

of glacier, the constant
threat of new volcanic
eruptions... Despite all

of this, the tundra, the
grasslands and the forests
have carved out a place
for themselves among the
swamps, lakes and rivers.
Hydrothermal plants grow
near hot water springs. In
this frozen and volcanic
vastness, you might be
forgiven for thinking that
man is insignificant. And
yet... the wounds left by
mining activity have not yet
healed. The populations of
brown bear, caribou and
large grouse have been
decimated, the forest of
conifers cut down, and
industrial fishing is putting
certain marine mammals
on a starvation diet. The
danger does not only lie in
the volcanoes.
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STONES AND EMERALDS
GORGES DU VERDON,
PROVENCE, FRANCE .

b e
Provence is very proud of ﬁ:%: N

this magnificent canyon-
the tallest gorges in
Europe - sometimes
shrouded in mist and
owing its name to the
beautiful green color of
its rivers and lakes.

The Verdon River winds its
way amongst the 820- to
2,300-foot high limestone
cliffs, measuring 20 to
330 feet wide at their
base. Some of the most
remarkable sites include
the Styx du Verdon and
the Imbut, a sort of funnel
where the river disappears
underground beneath a
huge mass of rocks. These
magnificent landscapes
go back to the Jurassic
period when a warm and
shallow sea, carpeted
with corals, covered the
region of Provence. The
birth of the Alps created
faults in the limestone
rocks, and the Verdon,
once a turbulent river,
channeled its way into

the coral sediments. The
sentry villages perched on
the edge of the canyon are
still as charming, whereas
Salles sur Verdon has been
built anew. The old market
town was destroyed and
submerged under the
artificial lake of Sainte-
Croix after the building of
adamin 1973.
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MYSTERIOUS ISLES
HA LONG BAY, VIETNAM

This bay, said to be the
most beautiful in the
world, was once a place
of refuge for pirates
and the scene of naval
hattles. It now harbors
hundreds of small
fishing boats among

its islands...

According to the legend
of Ha Long (literally
“Descending Dragon”),
the dragon severed the
mountain with his tail

while in the throes of
fighting the sea currents,
leaving a string of some
2,000 sugarloaf islands
and islets in the China
Sea. These rocky peaks,
scattered over 579 square
miles, date back 250 to
280 million years, and
were sculpted by erosion
from the thick layer of
sediment left by the sea.
Rain and subterranean
rivers have also hollowed
out a number of caves,
some leading to inner lakes
and closing up again at
high tide: an ideal hiding
place, once for privateers,
and now for hundreds of
fishing families who live on
the water... A little more
than half of these islets

are officially named. The
“Dancing Dragon,’ the “Old
Man Fishing," or the “Pair of
Roosters” appear to sailors,
like ghost ships, wreathed
in the mysterious mist that
always floats over Ha Long.
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