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There comes a moment at the Taos Mountain Film Festival when you start feeling like a wimp if you haven’t hurled yourself over a cliff recently, kayaked the Orinoco, or out-skied an avalanche. The festival focuses on films with a wilderness theme – mountains, rivers, deserts and rainforests - and the many ways in which humans challenge themselves in the most daunting environments on earth, whether for sport, exploration, or the preservation of the natural world. 

This leads to much awe-inspiring footage from remote locations most of us will never see, and edge-of-the-seat moments as you wonder how the devil they’ll get out of this one. (You can rest assured that the cameraman survived – he’s doing a Q&A session later.) 

Over 60 films were screened this year. Many were shorts, packaged two or three at a time around longer features. Generally the films are well-grouped, but if your personal preferences conflict with the program’s combo packaging, it’s a matter of weighing up your choices or leaving part way through to dash five minutes across the plaza to the other theater. Talks, readings and photography exhibitions provide extra entertainment, as well as the chance to meet filmmakers and the (generally heroic) subjects of films.

Not surprisingly in a ski town, mountain sports top the pecking order in the extreme sports selections, although there’s a good share of water and air exploits too. In the adventure sports category, the most compelling films were those with some narrative content – following a particular dramatic episode, or revealing the psyches of the men and women who risk their lives for the next big conquest. 

The visually striking Soul Purpose, produced by Teton Gravity Research, was a little lacking in this regard. It  promised “an introspective look at the driving forces behind the professional skier”. After 56 minutes, although impressed by the athleticism and courage of these skiers launching themselves backwards, forwards, and upside-down off precipices around the world, I still didn’t know why they did it. There was potential for human drama when the skiers were detained in Russia and had their passports confiscated. But two phone calls later, the passports were returned and the team was on its intrepid way again. It’s fun to thrill vicariously for a while, but better still to have a human element for we ordinary mortals to identify with. 

Even for those who don’t know their pitons from their crampons, Scott Ransom’s 1976 classic Sea Cliff Climbing was a terrific insight into the world of climbing, where intense competition even with your partner (the one on the other end of the rope who will catch you when you fall) is what urges you on to climb as efficiently as “a machine”. The climax of this film is Henry Barber’s solo un-roped ascent of a vertical Welsh cliff called The Dream of White Horses, hanging over a treacherously rocky sea. Barber had already made the climb in the morning, roped to a partner. At lunch, Ransom noticed Barber was missing, and discovered he was tackling the climb again on his own. Frustrated to have missed this great shoot opportunity, Ransom asked Barber to make it a third time. Knowing that Barber is physically exhausted, and witnessing the anxiety on the faces of his waiting colleagues, Barber’s slow, spider-like progress up the cliff offers the viewer more tension than any Hollywood thriller. 

Other highlights of the festival included Ode To Avalanche (Ken Bailey), showing a stunning 7 minutes of avalanches cascading from every angle, against a sound track of Beethoven’s Ode To Joy. Sitting safely in a theater seat, the beauty of the avalanches is breathtaking – even as you find yourself in the direct line of a monster of snow rumbling towards you and tumbling the camera to eventual darkness. (Bailey’s cameras were enclosed in crash-boxes, and Bailey himself made a quick getaway in a waiting helicopter, once the avalanche was framed-up on its descent.) Ode to Avalanche won the Festival Award for Best Short. 

Parahawking (Graham Saunders-Griffiths, Adam Hill, Scott Mason) was another success, introducing us to a couple of paragliders and a hawk expert, who hook up in Nepal and train birds of prey to find those perfect thermals paragliders crave. The sight of men soaring with birds evoked a primitive Icarus longing in this viewer, even though I can’t stand heights. 

Beyond the action sports category, but in keeping with the mountain theme, Urgan, Child of the Himalayas, (Corinne Glowacki and Philippe Bigot, with the French ZED production team) was a beautifully rendered and touching account of a nine-year-old Tibetan boy journeying to the monastery where he will become a Buddhist monk. The production values for this video were superb. 

Outside the pure documentary realm, the knock-out was Travelers and Magicians from Khyentse Norbu, the Buddhist Lama and filmmaker, who won film-goers’ affection with his first feature, The Cup. Filmed in the high mountains of Bhutan, Travelers and Magicians tells the story of a young Americaphile who wants to escape his remote mountain village where there are “no restaurants, no movies, and no cool girls”. He dons his white trainers and sets off for “The Land of Opportunity”, only to run into an apple-seller (wizened face, wise smile) and a jovial Buddhist monk who may - or may not - thwart his dreams. We see the same charm, humor, and delicate touch that Norbu displayed in The Cup, but with moments of deep suspense and crafty eroticism, alongside an overtly Buddhist message - one that Norbu probably feels more confident to speak, now he’s made a name for himself in the film world.  

On the ecological front, the World Premiere of Coiba (Rick Rosenthal) had its moments of glory, showing the wildlife on and around the island of Coiba, situated off the west coast of Panama. With narration by David Attenborough, we learn how Coiba has become a refuge for wildlife by dint of being a prison island – one where the prisoners wander the jungle, and the guards lock themselves in at night. Because nobody else dares go there, unique species abound that can’t be found anywhere else on earth. The storyline wanders a little, but when Coiba hits the spot, it conveys a vivid impression of this “savage paradise”. 

 
Despite the adrenalin-junkie subject matter, Taos Mountain Film Festival is as laid back as could be. Taos is a “mañana, mañana” type of place, and nobody sweats it if events run a little late. Hey Dude, that’s just an opportunity to make friends with your neighbor in line! On the whole, the schedule stayed on track at the larger venue (the TCA) while the ten minute delay on some of the Plaza Theater programs gave the waiting crowd a chance to grab some Indian Fry Bread from the stands in the plaza, and watch people attempt the festival’s outdoor climbing wall. (Safety ropes provided...)

GETTING AROUND

You don’t need a GPS to navigate the Festival; the two main venues - the TCA (Taos Community Auditorium) and the Plaza Theater - are 5 minutes walk apart. Everything is nicely contained around the small Plaza area: leave your car and find festival passes, venues, restaurants, and art galleries all within an easy amble. 

Parking (on meters) in the center of town can take a bit of circling on the weekend, but if you’re willing to walk in three blocks, there’s no problem finding a space. 

There’s plenty of space too in both theaters, neither was packed out this year. The TCA is the most comfortable - a large, airy venue, with real buttered popcorn at the concession stand. The historic Plaza Theater is still in the process of refurbishment, so feels a little industrial, but will hopefully be fully restored by 2005. 

City visitors be warned: Service isn’t always speedy, so relax into the slower New Mexican pace of life. This isn’t a late-night town. Many restaurants close around 9, so it’s best to call ahead to check opening hours. If you’re the dawn type though, you’ll find plenty of company and lots of great breakfast places, including The Bean for coffee addicts (two locations, north and south of the Plaza); Taos Bakery (also two locations, north and south); Western Sky Cafe with pretty views; Michael’s Kitchen;  the Dragonfly Bakery and Cafe, and The Taos Inn. 

Taos is dry, high mountain desert, so be sure to top up on sunscreen, drink plenty of water, and remember that at 7,000 feet, alcohol has double the effect than at lower altitudes. (One glass achieves the results of two – a cheap date, huh?)

Weather varies in the fall. It can snow, it can sun. High noon is likely to be comfortably warm to hot, chilling down at sunset, so bring a layered wardrobe. It isn’t a dressy town - fleeces and boots fit the mountain mood perfectly. 

Find internet services 7 days a week at the Wired Cyber Cafe (705 Felicidad, off La Posta, behind Raley’s supermarket. You do need a car for this, three minutes drive from the center.)

Visitor information: 505-758-3873 /www.taoschamber.com

LOCAL FLAVOR

Fine Dining 
Joseph’s Table

An award-winning chef and an adventurous menu, right on the plaza. 505-751-4512 

The Stakeout Grill and Bar 

On infamous Outlaw Hill, The Stakeout has Italian hospitality, amazing views, great entrees and authentic gelatos. Don’t expect to do any extreme sports afterwards. 505-758-2042

Doc Martin’s at the Taos Inn

Hard to go wrong at this local favorite in the cozy Taos Inn. Desserts are exceptional and the Margaritas a must. 

505-758 1977

Moderate

The Trading Post

Sit at the bar and enjoy the show-biz flair of the open-style kitchen, or take a table amongst the smart art. Enjoy satisfying dishes like roast duck with garlic mash potatoes. 505-758-5089

Budget Cantinas
Guadalajara Grill 

This is where locals come for traditional Mexican comfort food.... everything on the menu is good and you’ve got to love their prices. 505-751-0063 (South)/505-737 0816 (North)

Orlandos

Home-style New Mexican cuisine, and you have to try their famous sweet avocado pie for dessert. (It tastes much better than it sounds.) 505-751 1450

HOTELS/PLACES TO STAY

High End

El Monte Sagrado 

Luxury eco-resort, with chi-chi suites and casitas featuring original art and individual decor, and the divinely hip Anaconda Bar serving an excellent wine list. 505-758 3502 / www.elmontesagrado.com

Moderate

Mabel Dodge Luhan House

Historic, artsy inn with beautiful rooms in traditional adobe style, former home of 

Easy Rider Dennis Hopper. Secluded, with great views of the mountain and Pueblo lands, but within ten minutes walk of the Plaza. 

800 846 2235/505-751 9686 / www.mabeldodgeluhan.com
The Taos Inn

Central location and traditional South West style rooms, with the lively Adobe bar and the always-inviting Doc Martin’s restaurant – this is the beating heart of Taos. 505-758 2233 / www.taosinn.com

Budget

Indian Hills Inn
Consistently the cheapest, good standard accommodation that’s walking distance to the Plaza. Ask for a room on the newer, refurbished side. 800-444-2346/505-758-4293

