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TAHITI & FRENCH POLYNESIA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: shutterstock_1477676786jpg]

Woman at the Marché de Pape’ete, Tahiti | MARTINA PELLECCHIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

I arrived in French Polynesia when I was 19 years old, got married and raised my kids here so, even though I loved our life, I didn’t have the perspective of how blessed it was. After living in the US for 12 years, I get it now. It’s not just going to sleep to the sound of surf, the heady smell of ginger flowers at sunset or the satisfying thud of a ripe mango that’s fallen from a tree, it’s how people here acknowledge each other, even strangers, with respect and a smile, as a constant reminder that we’re on this small rock together and not alone. Then there are the colours. From the un-real blues of the lagoons and the emerald tones of the mountains to the deep shadows of storm clouds and rainbows that appear almost daily. You’d have to drag me kicking and screaming to live anywhere else.

Celeste Brash

@cjbrash

Celeste has contributed to nearly 100 Lonely Planet titles and writes for myriad publications including National Geographic, Wanderlust and the Los Angeles Times. She also farms pearls on Ahe Atoll.

[image: Celeste-new-1_-_EDITED_CH2]

My favourite experience is hiking ’Ua Pou’s Poumaka Loop that leads to the base of one of the island’s phonolite spires.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Tahiti & French Polynesia.
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TOMAS KOTOUC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Tumakohua Pass on Fakarava is the ultimate dive site, with gin-clear (and warm) waters, a superb background and the guarantee to go nose-to-nose with hundreds of grey reef sharks (pictured). No need to be a seasoned diver to experience such a magical place – Tumakohua is suitable for novices as well. This is the joy of diving in French Polynesia.

[image: jean-bernard-carillet-2010-col - EDITEDjpg]

Jean-Bernard Carillet

@jb.carillet_photography

Jean-Bernard is a writer, photographer and videographer about travel and culture – he works for various magazines and his pictures have been used to illustrate Tupuna, a book on French Polynesia.
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RUHAN.TERENTE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

On my first visit to French Polynesia, as I relaxed in a lounge chair on the back deck of an overwater bungalow, the clouds hiding Mt Otemanu (pictured) suddenly cleared just as a double rainbow materialized beside Bora Bora. The framed photo of this life-affirming event now hangs prominently in my kitchen, and whenever someone asks me to go back to French Polynesia, I say yes.
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Ashley Harrell

@where_smashley_went

Ashley is a California-based freelance journalist who writes about travel and the outdoors. She’s co-authored more than 50 Lonely Planet books.
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A MILLION BLUES

Have you been searching for the most intense shade of aqua? French Polynesia has some of the world’s flashiest coloured lagoons and hopping from one to the next is the stuff holiday dreams are made of. It’s just as spectacular below the surface with sharks, coral gardens, turtles, rays, dolphins, humpback whales, clouds of fish and incredible visibility. Water temperature hovers around 27°C – perfect for an easy, cooling dip.

[image: shutterstock_1711263841jpg]

Fakarava | NAPA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Making the Most of It

A lagoon tour will zip you around this watery paradise, with plenty of stops to take a dip or lounge on a beach.

[image: Submitted_by_Celeste_Brash-Airport_parking,_Ahejpg]

CELESTE BRASH/LONELY PLANET ©

Diving In

Don’t miss donning a mask to explore this underwater wonderland. There are easy spots for first-timers and exciting adventures for seasoned pros.

[image: shutterstock_1424448368jpg]

POMMEYROL VINCENT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Fear Not!

Stonefish aside, if you’re not holding a bloody fish or sticking your hands in crevices, there are few dangers in the water here.



BEST LAGOON EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Take off in a kayak to explore Mo’orea’s vast and stunning waters, stopping for lunch at Coco Beach 1.

Splurge on an over-the-water bungalow in Bora Bora 2 and watch fish underwater through your glass coffee table.

Hop on a lagoon tour that includes Fakarava’s surreal and remote Les Sables Roses 3 to lounge, swim and snorkel.

Spend the day picnicking and relaxing at the sublime Motu Piscine 4 on Raivavae, with views over the intensely coloured lagoon.

Dive with a mask and snorkel into the Lagon Bleu 5, a bright indigo lagoon within Rangiroa’s immense and sparkling lagoon.








IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF ANCIENTS

Spirituality has always been paramount to Polynesian people and the historical vestiges you’ll find in the islands are testament to this. Energy-emanating stone temples, tiki (sacred statues) shaded by giant banyan trees, and crumbling churches hand-built with coral blocks are highlights. There are thousands of unrestored sites hidden in the jungle countrywide.

Polynesian Atua (Gods)

Historically, Polynesians were polytheistic. The main gods included Ta’aroa (god of creation), Tu (man god), Tane (god of craftsmen) and ‘Oro (god of war).

[image: GettyImages-541321771jpg]

DEAGOSTINI/GETTY IMAGES ©

Paul Gauguin’s Tomb

Paul Gauguin’s final resting place on Hiva Oa is a dreamy spot to ponder the French painter’s turbulent life and love affair with the Marquesas Islands.

[image: Submitted_by_Celeste_Brash-IMG_0754jpg]

CELESTE BRASH/LONELY PLANET ©

Ancestral Spirits

Polynesians are great believers in tupapau (ghosts) and most people will have a good story to tell about the supernatural if you ask them.


BEST ARCHAEOLOGY EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Visit Marae Taputapuatea 1 in Ra’iatea: arguably the planet’s most important ancient Polynesian place of worship.

Marvel at the five impressive stone tiki that dominate the well-preserved Iipona 2 archaeological site on Hiva Oa.

Wander through the remains of mountain temples in Maeva 3 on Huahine.

Discover the remains of archery platforms, dwellings and temples up a jungle hill in Mo’orea’s Opunohu Valley 4.

Admire coral-block churches that were built in the 1880s, seat thousands and still stand today in the Gambier Archipelago 5.








WHALES & SHARKS

French Polynesia is an important breeding ground and nursery for humpback whales, and the glass-clear waters make it one of the best places on Earth to witness them. Meanwhile, coral reefs and passes teem with sharks, manta rays, dolphins, sea turtles and myriad fish species.

[image: GettyImages-82763506jpg]

Silvertip shark, Rangiroa | STEPHEN FRINK/GETTY IMAGES ©

Dolphin Delights

Dolphins frolic in French Polynesia’s lagoons year-round. Spinners, bottlenoses and rough-tooths play in the boat wakes and make underwater appearances to divers.

Whale Watching

Whales migrate past French Polynesia around mid-July to October. The exact timing varies by year, but August and September are usually the best months.


BEST SEALIFE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

See dolphins jump through the changing tides at sunset and numerous species of shark at Rangiroa’s Tiputa Pass 1.

Whale-watch at Rurutu 2, with its air-like water visibility and few tourists.

Take a lagoon tour of Mo’orea 3 and stop at a sandy bank where stingrays and sharks cavort with tourists.

Swim with manta rays getting their wings cleaned by wrasses in the transparent water at La Ferme 4 on Tikehau.

Dive the Nordby wreck 5 in Ra’iatea’s lagoon, which is home to weird creatures like leaf fish, nudibranchs and scorpion fish.








TRADITIONAL ARTS

Hips that move like rippling water, men dancing in palm-leaf loincloths and percussion that stirs the primordial soul are reason enough to visit French Polynesia. Upping the ante are unique woodcarvings, fine basketry, local paintings and tattoo ink on tanned skin. Traditional arts are not a thing of the past but are thriving and evolving. The performances you see and the crafts you buy are contemporary as well as being a proud link to the past.

[image: M141N1jpg]

Marquesan tattoos | HEMIS/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Where to See a Dance Performance

Outside of the Heiva and Marquesas arts festivals, resorts are the best places to see authentic and top-notch dances.

[image: shutterstock_514343236jpg]

SARAYUTH3390/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Island Shopping

Most smaller islands have artisanat – craft centres where local artists sell their wares. The Marche de Pape’ete is the best stop on Tahiti.

[image: BKXFB3jpg]

DAVID PARKER/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Local Music

Local music performances happen almost nightly in and around Pape’ete. Check club websites or ask around. Big shows are held at To’ata Amphitheatre.



BEST TRADITIONAL ARTS EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Catch the country’s most important festival of dance, song and traditional sports at the Heiva 1 – it’s the biggest in Tahiti.

Enjoy the powerful, wild, visually stunning and emotional Marquesas Arts Festival 2.

Find a talented tattoo artist 3 for the ultimate souvenir – Marquesan designs are the most popular.

Seek out high-quality pearls which are cultivated in the lagoon in Mangareva 4 in the Gambier Archipelago.

Shop for fine woodcarvings at ’Ua Huka 5, the island of woodcarving masters.








WHITE, BLACK & PINK BEACHES

White sands are what Instagram is made of, but French Polynesia will open your mind to other hues. Find dark-pewter-toned ‘black’ to silvery grey beaches on geologically younger high islands like Tahiti and in the Marquesas Islands. Shimmering pink beauties are hidden around the Tuamotu Archipelago, the most famous being in Fakarava. And yes, most beaches in the country are a glorious pale gold that sugar-coats the rims of turquoise lagoons.

[image: 2AM2C9Rjpg]

Les Sables Roses, Fakarava | ITPHOTO/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Why So Many Colours?

Black sand comes from volcanic lava rock while white and pink sand is the result of different species of naturally eroding coral reef.

[image: shutterstock_1419205478jpg]

VLADIMIR3D/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Big & Small

Most beaches in French Polynesia are slim, with the exception of a few wider beauties in the Society Islands and on motu (coral reef islets).

[image: shutterstock_1225557628jpg]

MALOFF/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Aftersun Care

Locally produced monoi (coconut oil) and tamanu oil are excellent for calming over-sunned skin. Aloe vera is also grown in many hotel and home gardens.



BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Take a lagoon tour that stops at Fakarava’s Les Sables Roses 1 for one of the best photo ops in the country.

Lafayette Beach 2 on Tahiti’s east coast is the blackest you’ll find anywhere, plus it fronts scenic Mataiva Bay and is rarely crowded.

Bora Bora’s Matira Beach 3 is a white stunner that’s perfect for toddler water fun to glamorous beach lounging and swimming.

Beaches don’t get more perfect than palm-fringed, deep-blue-pool-fronted Temae Beach 4 on Mo’orea, with coral gardens to snorkel just beyond.

Plage de Taharuu 5 on Tahiti is a real crowd-pleaser for its wide, black banks, surfing waves and great little restaurant.








HIKE RIDGES & VALLEYS

Imagine waterfalls tumbling down fern-carpeted basalt cliffs, wild passionfruit vines draped over beach hibiscus trees, and dark caves, each with an ancient legend. Then there are the island silhouettes, from the iconic square top of Bora Bora to the crazy shapes of Mo’orea and otherworldly spires of Ua Pou.

[image: shutterstock_662821438jpg]

Papenoo Valley, Tahiti | JOSIP PASTOR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Paradise on Horseback

Many islands like Tahiti, Mo’orea and all the Marquesas Islands have horseback guides to lead you from mountain to sea.

What to Wear Hiking

Pack long, lightweight trousers and thin socks with breathable hiking shoes to protect yourself from prickly ferns and the stray fire ant.


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Hike windswept ridges into spectacular waterfall valleys and along the coast to lost-feeling, uninhabited beaches in Nuku Hiva 1.

Delve into the lush interior of Tahiti’s Papenoo Valley 2, with soaring mountains, archaeological remains and majestic waterfalls.

See waterfalls, caves, petroglyphs and leaping dolphins on the coastal trail from the Fenua Aihere to Te Pari 3 on Tahiti.

Hike the high and often misty Temehani Plateau 4 in Ra’iatea to search for rare tiare apetahi flowers.

Walk the lush Opunohu Valley Loop 5 in Mo’orea through archaeological sites to one of the country’s most spectacular viewpoints.








TROPICAL FRUIT & FISHY DELIGHTS

Food literally falls from the trees in this lush island paradise, and local fishers bring in big hauls of tuna, lagoon fish and more daily. All this bounty gets prepared with Polynesian, French and Asian flair to create dishes so delicious you’ll be dreaming of them long after you return home.

Fruit Seasons

Most fruits are ripe between November and May, with February to April being the real sweet spot. Bananas and papayas are always in season.

[image: shutterstock_745636201jpg]

PIYARAYA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Roadside Shopping

The best fruit, fish, snacks, ice-cold coconuts and more can be bought on the side of the road. This also supports small families.

[image: shutterstock_721407439jpg]

PASCALE GUERET/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hinano & Beyond

Iconic local Hinano beer is available in several varieties and other local brews like Tabu are also great on a hot day.


BEST FOOD & DRINK EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Start your trip with a Mo’orea Food Tour 1 to learn how to eat local and well for the rest of your stay.

Try exotic ocean treats you’ll likely not find elsewhere at the seafood barbecue feast on Maupiti 2.

Enjoy the cheapest eats with the most local atmosphere at Pape’ete’s Vaiete Roulottes 3 (mobile food vans) in Tahiti.

Indulge in fantastic liquor at Huahine’s Distillerie Huahine Passion 4, with fruits so exotic you’ve never heard of them.

Taste Marquesan specialties that will fill your belly and warm your heart at Chez Marie-Antoinette 5 on Hiva Oa.










REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

A Glimpse of Paradise

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 Days Distance: 518km


This itinerary is perfect for a quick getaway, taking in island highlights that will likely inspire a return visit. You’ll go to the most spectacular and best-known high islands, cruise some of the bluest waters on the planet, plus sample a slower pace of life on lesser-visited Huahine.


[image: jpg]
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Huahine | MARIDAV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Tahiti [image: ] 1 day

Rent a car and tour Tahiti, hitting the Marché de Pape’ete to stock up on fruit and snacks, then stopping at white- or black-sand beaches, waterfalls, lush gardens and the fabulous Te Fare Iamanaha museum to get the scoop on everything from the country’s geology to outrigger canoe construction. Dine at the Vaiete Roulottes (food carts) on the Pape’ete waterfront.

[image: ] 45 min

[image: shutterstock_1289882461jpg]

EQROY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Mo’orea [image: ] 2 days

Hop on the ferry to Mo’orea, which boasts soaring peaks, lush verdant hillsides and aqua waters. It’s considered by many to be the most beautiful of the Society Islands. Take a food tour to learn how to eat for the rest of your trip, explore the island’s archaeological sites in stunning, view-filled Opunohu Valley then tour the aquamarine lagoon before chilling on the beach.

[image: ] 1hr 10min

[image: GettyImages-1209834413jpg]

REINHARD DIRSCHERL/GETTY IMAGES ©


3 Bora Bora [image: ] 2 Days

Fly to Bora Bora to live it up for a night or more in an overwater bungalow (if your budget allows) and partake in a variety of water excursions on the vast, blue lagoon, with views of the island’s iconic, square-topped peak. Dine by candlelight, relax in a spa and look out for celebrities. From July to October go whale watching in crystal clear waters.

[image: ] 25 mins

[image: shutterstock_1717058530jpg]

SILVIAN007/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 HuAhine [image: ] 2 Days

End your holiday with two days of complete relaxation and a taste of authentic Polynesian culture on Huahine. Go diving or snorkelling, take an island tour, wander the scenic archaeological sites around Maeva, enjoy near-empty beaches and wander around the sleepy town of Fare. If you’re around on a Sunday, don’t miss trying Ma’a Tahiti (traditional-style food) at Chez Tara.

[image: shutterstock_31003348jpg]

SEBASTIEN BUREL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©







ITINERARIES

Island Mana Tour

[image: jpg]

Allow: 11 days (including an overnight stopover in Tahiti) Distance: 4154km


Explore French Polynesia’s fascinating past and modern-day cultural renaissance on this itinerary that visits three archipelagos. You’ll meet Society Islanders, Paumotu (people of the Tuamotus) and Marquesans; see high islands and an atoll, plus feel the remarkable mana (spiritual energy) at some of the most powerful ancient sites in the country.


[image: jpg]
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Tahiti | Matteo Colombo/getty images ©

1 TAHITI [image: ] 1 DAY

Discover the most inspiring mountain scenery on Tahiti by taking a 4WD tour into the mysterious Papenoo Valley. Here you’ll visit the crystalline Papenoo River, archaeological sites, waterfalls and the glorious, high-elevation Lake Vaihiria. At night, catch a Tahitian or Marquesan dance performance at the Intercontinental Resort & Spa and gorge on their Tahitian buffet with a lagoon view.

[image: ] 45min

[image: shutterstock_662821477jpg]

JOSIP PASTOR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Ra’iatea [image: ] 2 days

Fly to Ra’iatea and hire a guide to help you understand UNESCO-listed Marae Taputapuatea, one of the most important spiritual sites of ancient Polynesia, and feel its powerful energy. Hike up to the Temehani Plateau in search of the tiare apetahi, one of the world’s rarest flowers. Dive or snorkel the lagoon and kayak up Faaroa River, the only navigable river in French Polynesia.

[image: ] 35min
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MARIE POURCELOT/GETTY IMAGES ©

3 Taha’a [image: ] 1 day

Take a day tour or stay a night on Ra’iatea’s smaller sister island, Taha’a, to experience its very quiet and laid-back vibe. Visit a Tahitian black pearl farm to see how the gems are made and learn how flowers are pollinated by hand to grow French Polynesia’s famous, fragrant vanilla. Head to an empty white-sand beach for a dip in the dreamy lagoon.

[image: ] 2hr

[image: shutterstock_1177723828jpg]

ANDREA IZZOTTI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 Rangiroa [image: ] 2 days

Fly to Rangiroa, the largest coral atoll in the country and the second largest in the world – its vastness is palpable. Dive with sharks, live in your swimsuit and quench your thirst with coconuts. Don’t miss a tour of the immense lagoon to see pink-sand beaches and the surreally beautiful Lagon Bleu (Blue Lagoon). At sunset, watch dolphins frolic in Tiputa Pass.

[image: ] 1hr to Tahiti, then stay overnight

[image: ] 3½hr to Nuku Hiva
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LKPRO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Nuku Hiva [image: ] 2 days

Change cultures entirely when you fly on to the Marquesas (with an overnight stay in Tahiti). Travelling here is like stepping back in time. Start in Nuku Hiva, the largest island, to hike across windswept ridges into ancient volcanic craters before checking out the island’s archaeological sites, including Hikokua, Kamuihei and Tahakia. Ride a horse to a white-sand beach over a remote island pass.

[image: ] 40min
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LE BOUIL BAPTISTE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

6 hiva oa [image: ] 2 days

Take a plane to Hiva Oa to visit French artist Paul Gauguin’s final resting place at Calvaire Cemetery and the Espace Culturel (pictured) dedicated to his works. Don’t miss the giant stone tiki (sacred statues) at Iipona and several other ancient sites on the island, then take a day tour to neighbouring Tahuata for its ancient stone ‘royal road’ and a chance to buy beautiful bone carvings.

[image: shutterstock_1164689014jpg]

CAROLYNE PARENT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





ITINERARIES

Lagoon Hopper

[image: jpg]

Allow: 14 days (including overnight stopovers in Tahiti) Distance: 4212km


Here’s a trip that brings you to more shades of blue than you ever imagined, via some of the most impressive lagoons in the country. Divers, snorkellers and land lubbers will be equally dazzled. Pack a sweater for this voyage since it dips below the Tropic of Capricorn for chillier temperatures.


[image: jpg]
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Tikehau | SHEN MAX/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Tahiti [image: ] 1 day

Get to know the lagoon and beyond in Tahiti on a boat or hiking tour to the Fenua Aihere and Te Pari to the southeast of Teahupo’o. What you’ll visit depends on weather and swell conditions, but you’ll likely see giant surfing waves, waterfalls, dolphins and pristine landscapes. You’ll get to jump in the impressively clear water several times in this lightly to un-inhabited region.

[image: ] 1hr 10min
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CELESTE BRASH/LONELY PLANET ©

2 Fakarava [image: ] 2 days

Fly to the vast atoll lagoon – the second biggest in the country – of Fakarava. The electric azure waters of this UNESCO Biosphere Reserve teem with fish and pristine corals. Take a tour to visit a pink-sand beach, a deep blue hole in the lagoon, and the fauna-filled Tetamanu Pass. Dive, snorkel or bike the north of the island the next day.

[image: ] 1hr 10 min to Tahiti, then stay overnight

[image: ] 1hr to Tikehau
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MLENNY/GETTY IMAGES ©

3 Tikehau [image: ] 2 days

Transfer via an overnight stay in Tahiti to Tikehau, arguably the prettiest of the Tuamotu atolls; its Tehiava Pass is known to have some of the highest fish densities in the country. You can swim or snorkel with manta rays here as part of a lagoon tour that also visits a bird-nesting island and other sites. Tuherahera, the main village, is a delight.

[image: ] 1hr to Tahiti, then stay overnight

[image: ] 2hr to Raivavae
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PASCALE GUERET/GETTY IMAGES ©


4 Raivavae [image: ] 2 days

Transfer via another overnight stay in Tahiti to fly to the remote island of Raivavae in the Austral Archipelago. It has a similar form and magnificent blue lagoon to better-known Bora Bora, but here you’ll only find family-run pensions and a very slow, traditional Polynesian pace of life. Follow goats to mountain vistas, swim in the near-neon waters around Motu Piscine and meet the locals.

[image: ] 40min
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GUIFON/GETTY IMAGES ©

5 Tubuai [image: ] 2 days

A short flight away, Tubuai is a low-slung island surrounded by an extraordinary lagoon in a mind-boggling array of blues. There’s only one dive operator here (which also leads whale-watching trips from late July to October), so you might be the only non-local visitor in the vast, coral-filled waters. Hike Mt Taita for splendid lagoon views.

[image: ] 1hr 40min to Tahiti, then stay overnight

[image: ] 3½hr to Mangareva
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JEAN-BERNARD CARILLET/LONELY PLANET ©

6 The Gambier Archipelago [image: ] 3 days

Transfer via an overnight stay in Tahiti to reach Mangareva in the Gambier Archipelago, French Polynesia’s most remote archipelago, and the only one that’s encircled by a single lagoon. Hike up Mt Auorotina for the views, explore the islands’ crumbling stone churches and cathedral, and visit pearl farms. You might have to stay a week depending on flight schedules!

[image: GettyImages-454108058jpg]

WOLFGANG KAEHLER/LIGHTROCKET VIA GETTY IMAGES ©






WHEN TO GO

In general, June to September are the coolest, driest months, while February to April are the hottest and wettest.


[image: shutterstock_37955881jpg]

Tikehau | DAVID PRUTER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Polynesians call the rainy season (November to May in every archipelago but the Marquesas Islands) the ‘season of abundance’ because it’s when the most fruit is in season and the fishing is best. It’s also the hottest time of the year, when the seas and lagoons are often calm and great for swimming, boating and diving. Will it rain? Probably. The dry season (May to October) is when the trade winds pick up, making the Tuamotu Archipelago in particular blustery and choppy. Tahiti Iti gets hit with rain squalls at this time of year too. The Marquesas have a totally different climate with relatively constant temperatures; the rainiest months are July and August.


I LIVE HERE

Alternate Seasons

Student and surfer Manahiva Marcellini lives in Teahupoo. @manahivaxx

My favourite month here is March. The Matari’I I Ni’a (wet season) is on and in Teahupoo’s microclimate there’s hardly any rain (unlike Pape’ete) and the sea is calm. There’s still a ton of fruit in season and the fishing is good too. The valleys and hills around us are dry enough to go hiking. Once the Matari’i Raro (dry season) begins, the mara’amu (southeast trade wind) picks up, the lagoon gets choppy and it rains a lot on this side of the island.




THE MARA’AMU

The dominant southeast trade wind is called the mara’amu, and in some years it can blow relentlessly for months, most often from June through August. This is a sailor’s wind perfect for bearing south.



Want a Bargain?

Everything from flights to hotel prices drop during the low seasons from the end of January to mid-May and again from October to mid-December. If you’re lucky, the weather can also be great during these times, especially in April and October.


SQUALLS

While high islands tend to hold in rain and clouds with their mass, atolls get most of their weather via squalls: small storms that you can see on the horizon and that pass through with a vengeance before heading out to sea.

Big Festivals & Sporting Events


The Heiva is the country’s biggest festival and it runs the entire month of July. It’s highlighted by traditional singing and dancing competitions around the country. [image: ] July

The two-week-long Marquesas Arts Festival celebrates everything Marquesan every four years. It’s held on one of the main islands while a smaller version happens every four years (two years after the bigger version) on the lesser-populated islands. [image: ] December

The November Hawaiki Nui outrigger canoe race is the sporting event that has the whole country glued to their TV sets (if they can’t see it in real life). The challenging course runs from Huahine to Ra’iatea and Taha’a before finishing in Bora Bora. [image: ] November

Miss Tahiti is an extravaganza of Tahitian culture from gowns made from plants and flowers to dancing. [image: ] June


I LIVE HERE

Pearl-Farming Weather

Pearl farmer and surf photographer Josh Humbert runs Kamoka Pearl on Ahe. @JoshHumbert

The best season for working with pearl oysters in the lagoon is November to February because it’s often glassy and our work boats can easily get out to where the oysters grow in the lagoon, and to pick up supplies on the cargo ship when it gets to the village. The only drawback is that there are more biting insects without the trade winds blowing through to chase them away.
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Smaller, Quirkier Festivals & Events


Don’t miss the Hura Tapairu at the end of November – a traditional dance festival of small groups and solo artists. [image: ] November

Celebrate the beginning of the ‘season of abundance’ (AKA the rainy season) with Matari’i i Ni’a. These cultural celebrations take place primarily on Tahiti and Mo’orea. [image: ] November

Escape the heat in the air-conditioned Maison de la Culture in Pape’ete for the exceptional FIFO (International Oceanian Documentary Film Festival) held over two weeks each year. [image: ] February

Tiki Fest is a relatively new event, usually held in April on Tahiti, that features some of the best local musicians plus some well-known international artists and DJs for 10 hours of music in an open-air setting. [image: ] April

A COOL ARCHIPELAGO

The Austral Archipelago straddles the Tropic of Capricorn making its climate just barely subtropical rather than tropical. Carrots, apples and even peaches grow here making it the veggie basket of the country. Pack for cooler weather if visiting these remote islands.

Weather Through the Year (Tahiti)
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 26

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 23
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MARCH

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 23
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 20
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MAY

Avg daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 13
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JUNE

Avg daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 12
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JULY

Avg daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 25°C
Days of rainfall: 10
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OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 14
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NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 18

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 26°C
Days of rainfall: 24







GET PREPARED
FOR TAHITI & FRENCH POLYNESIA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Clothes

Fabrics Lightweight cotton, linen, silk, rayon or very thin, wicking synthetics are the most comfortable clothing fabrics and almost anything else will feel sweaty and stifling.

What to pack In general, islanders live in shorts, sleeveless tops, strappy dresses and flip-flops. Pack at least one set of nicer clothes and shoes if you plan on eating out at nice restaurants or attending church services. Bring waterproof walking shoes, flip-flops, a breathable hat, a pareu (sarong) or two and several bathing suits – you won’t need much more!

Main islands vs outer islands Women will feel comfortable bearing shoulders and wearing high hemlines on the main, modern islands like Tahiti and Bora Bora, but plan on covering up more with a T-shirt on outer islands, like the Tuamotus or Austral Islands, which are far more conservative.


Manners

Greet everyone with at least a smile. Cheek kisses (for women), handshakes (for men) or fist bumps (to be safe) are appropriate if you’re being introduced to someone.

Take your shoes off before entering a home and always bring a small gift if you’ve been invited for a meal.

Tipping is uncommon unless there’s a sign asking for it, or the service was exceptional.




READ
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Typee (Herman Melville, 1846) A fascinating (fictionalised) account of the author’s experiences living with a cannibalistic tribe on Nuku Hiva.

[image: jpg]

South Sea Tales (Jack London, 1911) London followed his idols Melville and Stevenson and produced short stories based on his travels.
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The Materena series (Celestine Hitiura Vaite, 2006) By a Tahitian author, about a headstrong, poor woman in contemporary Tahiti.

[image: jpg]

All Good Things: From Paris to Tahiti: Life and Longing (Sarah Turnbull, 2013) An Australian expat recounts trying to conceive in Tahiti.




Words

Ia orana (ee ah oh rana) This is how you say ‘hello’ in Tahitian

Nana (nah nah) The most common way to say ‘goodbye’.

Mauruuru (mah uh roo ruu) How to say ‘thank you’. If you add roa (row ah) at the end, it means ‘thank you very much’.

Maeva (mah eh va) Often declared in a powerful voice and means ‘welcome!’

Tama maitai (Tah mah miy tah ee) The Tahitian way of saying ‘bon appetit’, or ‘enjoy your meal’. This is said at almost every meal.

Heare mai (hah air-ay ma eye) ‘Come here’, or ‘come over here’.

Aita pe’ape’a (aye ee tah peya peya) This means ‘no problem’, and is a common response to ‘mauruuru’.

Fa’aitoito (fah ee ah toto) ‘Good luck!’ Often said as a parting wish.

E aha? (eh ah ha) Directly translates to ‘what?’ But is also used also as ‘pardon’, and in casual speak can mean ‘what’s that?’

Manuia! (man oo ee ah) Cheers!

Tane (tah nay) The word for ‘man’ or ‘husband’.

Vahine (vah hee nay) The word for ‘woman’ or ‘wife’.

Tamarii (tam ahr ee hee) ‘Children’ in the plural, which they most often are!

Metua (meh too ah) The word for ‘parents’, usually spoken with an air of reverence.

Fare (fah ray) The word for ‘house’ – you’ll see this as part of a lot of other words for different types of buildings and places.

Hiti (hee tee) ‘The beach!’




WATCH
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Tabu (Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau and Robert Flaherty; 1931) Explores the notions of tapu (taboo), filmed on Bora Bora.

Mutiny on the Bounty (Lewis Milestone; 1962) Filmed on Tahiti and Bora Bora, sparks fly between Marlon Brando and Tarita (pictured).

Couples Retreat (Peter Billingsley; 2009) Rom-com with Vince Vaughn and Kristen Bell, mostly filmed at the St Régis Resort on Bora Bora.

Pacifiction (Albert Serra; 2022) What if nuclear testing started again? French film shot in Tahiti with appearances by Teahupoo Taxi Boat’s Michael.




LISTEN

Bobby et Angelo (Bobby Holcomb and Angelo Neuffer; 1988)The most classic Tahitian album of all time – dreamy, poetic and perfect.

Esther Tefana (Esther Tefana; 1986) Old-school ukulele riffs and a beautiful voice for a stylish island mood.

Tarivera (Sissa Sué O’kota’i; 2021) Modern yet classic island sound, with harmonising, deep voices, and multiple guitars and ukuleles.

Atau Kiua (Takanini; 2019) Marquesan band that evokes the depth and power of the culture while being imminently groovy and listenable.








THE FOOD SCENE

Modern Tahitian food is a melange of French, Chinese and Polynesian influence with seafood and tropical fruit at centre stage.
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Poisson cru (raw fish in coconut milk) | HARRIET VASEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

French Polynesian food culture is all about abundance. Throw a papaya/avocado/mango seed out the window, you’ll have a tree there several months down the line. When visiting friends, it’s polite to bring whatever fruit is growing in your yard (and likely giving off more food than you can eat) as a gift. When the whitebait (a small fish locals like to cook into fritters) run up the rivers, half the village will help to collect them, and then hand out bags to everyone who passes by with the word opere (to distribute, to share, to divide in parts). It’s not cool to go hungry here and everyone will do their darndest to keep you well-fed. Portions at ‘snacks’ (casual restaurants) make US meals look wimpy. So leave your calorie counting at home and dig into the freshest fish on the planet, copious fruits and tubers, starchy uru (breadfruit) and the weird and wonderful dishes that come from a confluence of Polynesian, Asian and Western cultures.


Best Tahitian Dishes

POISSON CRU

Raw fish in lemon and coconut milk with vegetables.

SASHIMI

Thinly sliced raw tuna served with a yummy sauce.

CARPACCIO DE THON

Sliced raw tuna with olive oil and capers.

POULET FAFA

Chicken and coconut milk stew with taro leaves.

POULET CITRON

Deep-fried chicken pieces with lemon sauce.

CHOW MEIN

Chinese noodles with carrot, cabbage, greens and chicken.

STEAK FRITES

Steak and chips (French fries).

TARTAR DU THON

Minced, raw tuna with oil, vegetables and spices.



Tropical Bounty

Fish like tuna and mahimahi (dorado) are often caught the day they hit your plate while delicious chevrettes (freshwater shrimps) are farmed locally. Although chickens run wild everywhere, most of what is consumed is low-grade and imported from the US; however, the lamb and beef from New Zealand are top-notch. In the Marquesas, local goat meat takes pride of place.

You could live on fruit here with regular island suspects being mango, papaya, pineapple, banana and pamplemousse (the large, sweet, Southeast Asian grapefruit variety). Other more exotic delights include rambutan, soursop, durian, mangosteen and longan. Uru and taro are the savoury staples, while sweet potatoes, manioc (cassava) and fei (plantains) are also common side dishes. Vegetables like carrots, cucumber, Chinese cabbage, cabbage, tomatoes and peppers all make regular appearances in dishes like chow mein and poisson cru (raw fish in coconut milk). Local lettuce for salads is hydroponically grown locally.


Restaurants Versus Snacks

A ‘snack’ in French Polynesia is a simple, cheap snack bar-cafe or small restaurant. These places serve everything from sandwiches (made from French-style baguettes) and salads to poisson cru and burgers. Restaurants are fancier affairs with tablecloths and wine lists and local chefs’ creativity gets better by the day. Think breadfruit gnocchi, tuna carpaccio with Southeast Asian spices or sauces using everything from vanilla and French cheeses to passionfruit or tamari.

Special Diets

Organic farming is taking hold, with sections of grocery stores like Carrefour dedicated to local and foreign, healthy-diet-oriented products. You’ll even find a range of gluten-free products. Restaurant menus on the more populated islands will often have symbols for gluten-free, vegan and vegetarian options. Otherwise, most menus are simple, use whole foods and you’ll be able to easily figure out if there’s something sinister to your system on there. Monosodium glutamate is still used, particularly in Chinese dishes, so stay away from those if you’re sensitive. When in doubt, ask!
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Dragonfruit, mangosteen and papaya | CELESTE BRASH/LONELY PLANET ©


DRINK UP
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Beer There’s a burgeoning craft beer scene – try the 3 Brasseurs brasserie. Hinano, the Tahitian classic, is now available in four varieties: a light, citrusy ‘white,’ a full bodied ‘amber,’ a more hoppy ‘gold,’ and the original favourite lager.

Cocktails The rum-based maitai (pictured above) is so popular that local brand Rotui packages it in cartons available at supermarkets. Resorts and bars have sophisticated offerings like you’d find in Paris or New York.

Fruit juice Fresh juice and smoothies using local and imported fruit are all the rage at trendy and upscale restaurants.

Wine There’s a great, international selection at restaurants and supermarkets, although it’s pricey and bottles sometimes get spoiled by the climate. Local Vin de Tahiti is best described as unusual.




Specialities


Savour our selection of culinary classics and hardcore gastronomic challenges.
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Traditional Tahitian Food

Hima’a (traditional oven) Taro, uru (breadfruit), fish, pork and more are cooked for several hours in a pit covered in stones and banana leaves.

Pua roti Roast pork sliced into thick strips and often served for breakfast.

Poe Bananas, pumpkins or papayas are mixed with tapioca flour, baked into a gooey paste and covered in coconut milk.

Mape Boiled, slightly sweet chestnuts sold on the roadside and often paired with coco glacée (ice-cold drinking coconuts).

Sweets

Pi These crescent-shaped hand pies are stuffed with a variety of fillings like banana, custard or guava.

Pain au chocolat Ubiquitous chocolate-filled French pastries.

Bonbon coco Homemade coconut candies, usually chewy with a yummy, caramelized flavour.

Bananes séchées Sun-dried bananas, usually sold in tight bundles covered in plastic wrap.

Dare to Try

Fafaru Like poisson cru (raw fish) but uses miti fafaru (sea water that’s been strained after having rotting fish in it for 10 days) instead of lime. Smells awful, tastes great.

Mitihue Fermented coconut pulp is a tangy and delicious topping for cooked fish, taro and breadfruit.

Toetoe Lightfoot crabs served raw in the shell with a dash of lime juice in the Marquesas.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Mo’orea Food Tours Learn to eat like a local while sampling the best treats of the island.

Tahitian Oven Feast A beach barbecue on Motu Tiapaa that includes grilled fish and myriad tasty sea creatures.

Chez Tara Sunday Tahitian food extravaganza with standard dishes plus some island specialities like mud crabs (when available).

Private Island Dinner with the Four Seasons Fully catered three-course dinner for two on a sublime beach.

Vaiete Roulottes A gritty, local, cheap and delicious institution on Pape’ete’s waterfront.

Hei Exquisite and creative Japanese-Tahitian tasting menu with the freshest fish on the planet.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

WET SEASON

November to May is when most fruits are in season, the fishing is best and the freshest and largest variety of produce will arrive on your plate.
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DRY SEASON

You’ll find bananas, papayas (that grow year-round) plus mangoes and a few other fruits, but in general the season from June to October brings less bounty. Fish is always available, but you may have less choices on offer.
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TRIP PLANNER

DIVING

One of the best destinations in the South Pacific, French Polynesia offers seasoned and novice divers the full slate: jaw-dropping topography; gin-clear visibility; warm waters year-round; glittering blue seas; gorgeous reefs; high-voltage drift dives; and close encounters with sharks, manta rays and dolphins. From Fakarava in the Tuamotus to Nuku Hiva in the Marquesas, you’ll be spoilt for choice.
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Diver and turtle, Rangiroa | Bernard Radvaner/GETTY IMAGES ©

Tahiti

Although less charismatic than other French Polynesian islands, Tahiti shouldn’t be sneezed at, with about 20 lagoon and ocean sites between Arue and Pa’ea, plus the odd wreck.

Those willing to experience something different should consider the northern and southern coasts of Tahiti Iti, which has emerged as a growing dive destination over the last few years. This area boasts numerous pristine sites that are only used by a couple of dive centres. The underwater natural formations are the main draw, with a profusion of steep drop-offs, canyons, arches and caves. Visibility is also usually better here.

Mo’orea

Mo’orea is a perfect place to hone your diving skills before tackling some more challenging dive sites in the Tuamotus. It offers easy, relaxed diving, with a good balance of reef dives and shark dives. Most diving is focused at the entrances to Cook’s Bay and Opunohu Bay, and off the northwestern corner of the island. Unlike those in neighbouring Tahiti, the reefs here do not drop off steeply, but slope gently away in a series of canyons and valleys. Don’t expect super coral formations – this is not Mo’orea’s calling card.

Huahine

If you want relaxed diving, Huahine will appeal to you. Novice divers in particular will feel comfortable – conditions are less challenging than anywhere else but still offer excellent fish action. There are some superb reef dives off Fare, near the airport (to the north of the island). Huahine Iti also boasts great sites but they’re usually not offered by the local dive centres.



THE FIRST TIME

French Polynesia is a perfect starting point for new divers, as the warm, turquoise water in the shallow lagoons is a forgiving training environment. Most resorts offer courses for beginners and employ experienced instructors, most of them competent in English.

Just about anyone in reasonably good health can sign up for an introductory/discovery dive (baptême in French). It typically takes place in shallow (3m to 5m) water and lasts about 30 minutes.

If you choose to enrol in an open-water course while in French Polynesia, count on it taking about three to four days, including classroom lectures and open-water training.




DIVE CENTRES IN FRENCH POLYNESIA

• There are about 35 professional dive centres in French Polynesia. They are open year-round, most of them every day. All are land-based and some of them are attached to a hotel (but welcome nonguests). You can expect the following from the dive centres:

• They offer a whole range of services and products, such as introductory dives (for adults and children aged eight years and over), Nitrox dives, night dives, exploratory dives and certification programs. They typically offer two to four dives a day.

• All are affiliated to one or more internationally recognised certifying agencies (PADI, CMAS, SSI).

• If you’re a certified diver, don’t forget to bring your C-card and logbook with you.

• All require you to have a dive medical certificate if you enrol in a certification course, which they can arrange (about 3500 CFP).

• In general, equipment is well maintained, facilities are well equipped and staff are friendly, knowledgeable and can speak English.

• Most offer free pick-up from, and drop-off to, your accommodation.

• Almost all accept credit cards.

• It’s not a bad idea to buy a specific insurance covering diving – DAN (dan.org) comes recommended.



Ra’iatea & Taha’a

Ra’iatea has the only real wreck dive in French Polynesia. She’s easily accessible, right off the shore, lying on her side on a sandy bottom between 18m and 29m. This 50m vessel sank in August 1900 after a storm drove her ashore. She is relatively well preserved, harbours plenty of resident fish and is encrusted with soft and hard species of coral. Sadly, visibility is fairly low. Ra’iatea also features two superb passes, Teavapiti and Miri Miri, which both have lots of fish action.

Taha’a has a clutch of superb sites that are suitable for all levels, including lagoon dives and drift dives along Tiva Pass and Ceran Pass. Both passes offer superb underwater terrain and a fine cast of reef fishes and pelagics.


Know Before You Go

C-Card

Divers with a C-card get an extra 5kg allowance on domestic flights.

Flying After Diving

Allow 24 hours after diving before you fly, to minimise the risk of residual nitrogen in the blood.

WATER TEMPERATURES

These range from a low of 25°C to a high of 29°C on most islands.

DIVING CONDITIONS

Regularly optimal year-round, except when the trade wind produces choppy seas, from June to August.

CHILDREN

Children aged eight years and over are allowed to dive in French Polynesia.

EMERGENCIES

In case of emergency, there’s one recompression chamber in Pape’ete (Tahiti).

Live-Aboards

Three operate here: Aqua Tiki (aquatiki.com), Itemata (divecruisepolynesia.com) and Volume Ocean (volume-ocean.com).



Bora Bora

Surprisingly, there are only four to five sites that are regularly offered on this magical island, which means that some sites can feel a bit crowded. There’s a good mix of relaxed dives and more thrilling sites, as well as a great variety of species, including eagle rays, lemon sharks, tuna, trevallies and blacktip reef sharks. In the lagoon off Anau, you’ll also find a manta ray cleaning station in less than 20m.

Some areas in the lagoon and along the outer reef boast an impressive topography, with numerous canyons, gullies, corridors and swim-throughs.

Bora Bora is also a great place to learn to dive.

Maupiti

Maupiti has some remarkable lagoon dives, and some superb reef and wall dives along the east side of the island. The signature dive is the aptly named Manta Point in the lagoon. This cleaning station is visited by manta rays; small fish come out of the coral heads to scour the mantas of parasites, in less than 6m – spectacular, very easy and accessible at the same time.

There’s only one dive centre on Maupiti, so the sites are never crowded. There’s no diving in Maupiti’s single pass because the currents are too tricky to handle.

Rangiroa

Taking the plunge into the deep blue is one of the most exciting things imaginable and the rewards are massive, especially on Rangiroa, which is rightly known as a world-class diving destination. Rangiroa is the epitome of Tuamotu diving, with amazing drift dives through Tiputa Pass. There’s only one dive area – the pass – but it offers a phenomenal variety of experiences and sensations. Visibility is top-notch and you’re almost guaranteed to come across dozens (if not hundreds) of sharks, shoals of barracudas, trevallies, turtles, manta rays and even dolphins in one single dive. To make the most of Tiputa Pass, plan at least six dives.

[image: shutterstock_1918159613jpg]

Dolphin, Rangiroa | MAYUMI.K.PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Tikehau

Sure, Tikehau doesn’t play in the same league as Rangiroa and Fakarava, but it features excellent diving suitable for every level of diver. Novice divers will feel comfortable tackling the atoll’s only pass, where currents are easily manageable. The outer reef gently slopes down and visibility is usually beyond average. Inside the lagoon, La Ferme is a cleaning station for manta rays – a top site for both snorkellers and divers.

Fakarava

A 40-minute plane hop from Rangiroa, Fakarava is one of the most fascinating atolls in the Tuamotus, with a true sense of wilderness despite its increasing popularity. There are only two dive areas, Garuae Pass at the northern end of the atoll and Tumakohua Pass at the southern end. Fakarava shares the same characteristics as Rangiroa, with the added appeal of much healthier coral formations. Tumakohua Pass is consistently hailed as one of the best shark dives in the world – it’s common to spot more than 500 individuals cruising by in the pass!

Manihi

Some 175km northeast of Rangiroa, Manihi has only one pass, with dive sites around it. The diving follows the same pattern as on Rangiroa, Tikehau or Fakarava. Most dives are drift dives in an incoming current through the pass, but the outer reef also features some superb sites not to be missed.


Fishing is forbidden in the pass, which guarantees a profusion of species. There’s only one dive centre (which also offers accommodation for divers), so diving remains on a small scale. This is a distinct advantage as it consequently retains its atmosphere of virgin beauty.

The Marquesas

A three-hour flight from Tahiti, the Marquesas open up a whole new world of diving. Diving in this region is unique, as the islands’ topography is totally different from that found in the other archipelagos. There aren’t any lagoons or passes. Instead, you’ll find numerous drop-offs, caverns, arches and ledges, which gives the sites a peculiarly sculpted look and an eerie atmosphere. Most dive sites are located at the bottom of basaltic cliffs. To top it all off, the environment is still unspoiled.

However, don’t expect gin-clear waters. Since the Marquesas are devoid of any protective barrier reefs, the water is thick with plankton and visibility doesn’t exceed 10m to 15m. You should also be prepared to cope with sometimes difficult conditions to get to the sites.

And wildlife? You can expect big pelagics, including hammerheads, manta rays, eagle rays and stingrays, as well as schools of barracudas, snappers, trevallies and tuna.

With the opening of a new dive centre in late 2022, diving is now offered on a regular basis on Nuku Hiva. There’s also one excellent dive centre on Hiva Oa.
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The Australs

Yes, there’s diving in the Australs! Though whale watching is quite popular on Rurutu, the Australs are still a secret, word-of-mouth destination when it comes to diving. Wanna feel like a pioneer? Head to Tubuai, which has the only dive centre in the Australs. This off-the-beaten track island is a true gem with a series of untouched sites. What makes the diving here so special is the astounding quality of the coral, the stellar visibility, the unique shades of blue (they are ‘colder’ than in other archipelagos) and the fairy-tale seascape, with lots of sandy canyons and convoluted coral formations. The weak point is marine life, which is fairly limited.


HOW MUCH?

Diving in French Polynesia is fairly expensive; expect to pay about 8000 CFP to 11,000 CFP for a single dive. However, there are multidive packages, which become much cheaper per dive. Prices include equipment rental, so you don’t need to bring all your gear. Count on between 9000 CFP and 12,000 CFP for an introductory/discovery dive and from 55,000 CFP for a four-day open-water course.

Topdive (topdive.com) has its own interisland pass that can be used in Tahiti, Mo’orea, Ra’iatea, Bora Bora, Fakarava and Rangiroa. Another good-value pass is Te Moana Pass (temoanadiving.com), an interisland dive pass that’s accepted in 14 dive shops in French Polynesia and can be used by two divers. Purchase it at any of the participating dive shops. A third pass was set up in 2022: E-Diving Pass (edivingpass.com), which can be used in about 35 dive centres on 16 islands.




HOW TO… Dive Responsibly

The French Polynesian islands and atolls are ecologically vulnerable. Dive sites tend to be located where the reefs display the most beautiful corals. It only takes an inadvertently placed hand or knee, or a careless brush or kick with a fin, to destroy this fragile, living part of our delicate ecosystem. By following a number of guidelines while diving, you can help preserve the ecology and beauty of the reefs.
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Coral reef, Taha’a | Raphaelle Gagnon-Durand/shutterstock ©

Preserving the Reefs

Encourage dive operators in their efforts to establish permanent moorings at appropriate dive sites. Whenever an anchor is dropped onto a reef, a swath of corals is destroyed. While diving, practice and maintain proper buoyancy control. Avoid touching living marine organisms with your body and equipment. Polyps can be damaged by even the gentlest contact. If you must hold on to the reef, touch only exposed rock or dead coral. If entering an underwater cave, spend as little time within it as possible, as your air bubbles can damage fragile organisms.

Be conscious of your fins. Even without contact, the surge from heavy fin strokes near the reef can do damage. Avoid full-leg kicks when diving close to the bottom. When treading water in shallow reef areas, take care not to kick up clouds and sand.

Interactions with Marine Life

Minimise your disturbance of marine animals. Avoid shark dives when baiting (the practice of attracting animals with scraps of fish placed in a cage) is involved, as it disrupts natural behaviour and may carry an element of risk for divers. Don’t swim towards manta rays – stand still and let them approach you. Don’t touch or harass turtles in any way, as this can cause them great anxiety.


FEEDING & SMELLING

For more than 30 years, shark feeding was a hugely popular activity on many islands, but a law prohibiting it was passed in 2017 and dive centres have ceased doing it. Divers have become more nature-oriented and prefer to see sharks in their natural habitat. That said, a number of dive instructors still use bait to attract sharks, but they don’t feed them directly. The bait (usually tuna hunks) is put in a small cage that’s placed on the sea floor. This practice is locally called ‘smelling’. Though not illegal, it’s not environmentally friendly, and we suggest not to enrol in such dives.








THE OUTDOORS

Pick your paradise: turquoise lagoons or emerald peaks cut by deep river valleys. Whether you don fins or hiking shoes, adventure awaits.
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Hiking, Te Pari, Tahiti | CELESTE BRASH/LONELY PLANET ©

French Polynesia is home to some of the clearest blue waters in the world. Fringing coral reef turns these dreamy lagoons into wind sport, boating and swimming playgrounds. Diving and snorkelling are such a big deal that we’ve devoted an entire chapter to them, but there are myriad other ways to explore. Meanwhile, lush, waterfall-laden mountains in the high islands offer exceptional hiking and adrenalin-filled canyoning (rappelling down waterfalls) opportunities. Or just relax on the beach and take in the natural beauty.

Lagoon Tours

If there’s a fringing reef and a healthy number of tourists, your island will likely offer a lagoon tour. These tours are always a fun way to spend the day and will usually visit some of the best beaches, coral gardens for snorkelling tours, and will also include a barbecue or picnic with some lively ukulele music if you’re lucky. In certain locations you might be brought to important ecological areas like bird-nesting grounds or ancient sites attached to Polynesian legend.

Those on smaller budgets will find that taking out a kayak or paddleboard (available at lots of hotels) with some provisions and a mask and snorkel is one of the best ways to spend a DIY day.


Other Activities

TRADITIONAL SAILING CANOES

Cruise Tahiti’s lagoon in a modern traditional sailing canoe with Moana Explorer.

Helicopter tours

Enjoy incredible views over majestic mountains, Papenoo Valley, sky-high waterfalls and a million shades of lagoon blues on Tahiti.

Parachuting

Tandem skydive over Bora Bora’s sublime lagoon – or jump from a helicopter.

E-bike

Tackle the steep mountain roads into the glorious and waterfall-filled Papenoo Valley on Tahiti with ease.

Horse Riding

Clip-clop through jungle to a remote village and sparkling white-sand Anaho Bay on Nuku Hiva in the Marquesas.

birdwatching

Wander banana plantations to find the rare, endemic Rimatara lorikeet on Rimatara in the Austral Islands.

Parasailing

Fly behind a boat with a parachute kite to get views and thrills on Bora Bora’s lagoon.




Surfing & Wind Sports

Polynesia was the birthplace of horue (surfing). Teahupoo, on Tahiti, is one of the most powerful waves in the world and the site of an international competition each year; in 2024 the wave will host the Paris Olympics Games for the sport. For learning however, head to Papenoo. Ra’iatea and Huahine have some excellent surfing, but the locals are fiercely protective so ask around, be polite and make sure you’re welcome before paddling out. Many of the Tuamotu atolls have good breaks including Tikehau, Rangiroa and Fakarava. Anywhere you surf, observe all the usual rules of surfing etiquette, give way to local surfers and smile and say hello.

French Polynesia’s sheltered lagoons with their consistent trade winds are perfect for wind sports. The best spots on Tahiti are off Hiti Mahan Beach at PK45 on the east coast and Baie Phaeton in Taravao. Mo’orea rivals Tahiti with a popular spot around Hauru Point. Other islands that are great and set up for for wind sports include Ra’iatea, Huahine, Bora Bora and Tikehau. The best time of year is May to October when the southeast winds blow strong.
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Windsurfing, Tahiti | DAWN UMSTOT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Learn Polynesian history hiking on easy trails to ancient, jungle-clad temples in Opunohu Valley, Mo’orea.

The wide white and dazzling Matira Beach on Bora Bora is perfect for little ones to splash around and teens to lounge on.

Experience the excellent snorkelling and visit the wild Motu Puarua (bird island) on Tikehau, the Tuamotus’ most family-friendly atoll.

Tahiti’s Jardins Botaniques are a great place to run around – from the giant banyan tree with Tarzan vines to a creepy mape (chestnut tree) forest – and don’t miss the Galapagos tortoise!

Adventurous families will love horse riding from the valley into the sea in Hiva Oa.

Go whale watching from Rurutu in the Austral Islands, where crowds are few and the waters are exceptionally clear.



Hiking & Canyoning

The high islands offer superb walks and hikes but the tracks are often unmarked so it’s a good idea to hire a guide. Tahiti and Mo’orea, with their large river valleys and high mountains, are the main islands for walking, but there are also good walks on Ra’iatea, Bora Bora, Maupiti, Huahine, Rurutu, Raivavae and all around the Marquesas. Many hikes lead through archaeological areas with remains of temples and villages. Canyoning takes the adrenalin up another level – you’ll climb to the top of a waterfall valley and rappel down a series of falls, sometimes through lava tubes.


ACTION AREAS

Where to find Tahiti & French Polynesia’s best outdoor activities.
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THE GUIDE

TAHITI & FRENCH POLYNESIA
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Chapters in this section are organised by hubs. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. In some cases, it is also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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TAHITI
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THE BEATING HEART OF THE ISLANDS

Find everything from urban cocktail lounges and extraordinary dance shows to uninhabited coastlines and archaeology-filled river valleys on this dynamic, easy-to-navigate island.
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Street musicians, Pape’ete | GenadijsZ/shutterstock ©

What Tahiti lacks in wide white-sand beaches, it makes up for in waterfall-laden, shadowy mountains, unpretentiously beautiful black-sand beaches, sheltered blue lagoons and a distinctly Polynesian, modern buzz. This is the heart of the islands, where the cultures from all the archipelagos are mixed in the cacophonous, dusty, yet smiling and energetic capital of Pape’ete. Outside the city, explore the majestic, mountainous interior on a 4WD tour, learn to dive in the translucent lagoon, wander amid mystical archaeological sites, and from July to October go whale watching. In July, catch the country’s most spectacular festival; the percussion and dance-heavy heiva. Stay at a resort or head to Tahiti Iti to experience a more traditional pace of life. All international air travel goes through Tahiti, and it would be a shame to miss such an essential part of this region’s cultural puzzle.

The best way to see the island is by car, and outside Pape’ete and its surrounds, most places don’t have street addresses. Don’t rely on Google Maps, but instead follow local directions like ‘take the first left after PK12, then it’s the house with the brown fence under a mango tree, after the third speed bump’. The main system of designating a location is PK (point kilométrique, white and red kilometre markers found on the roadsides), which show the distance to either Pape’ete or Taravao.
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Mountains near Teahupoo | Coupek Martin/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

PAPE’ETE

The vibrant, traffic-clogged capital.

WEST & SOUTH COASTS

White sand, sunshine and easy living.

EAST COAST

Lush interior adventures and black sand.

TARAVAO & TAHITI ITI

Surf capital with a wild coast.




Find Your Way

Tahiti is figure-eight shaped with the capital Pape’ete at the northeast end of the big part (Tahiti Nui). Teahupoo and Tautira mark the end of the paved road on the little part (Tahiti Iti), while Taravao straddles the isthmus.
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Plan Your Time

Most people only spend a day on Tahiti in transit to other islands, which is a shame because there’s so much to do and see!
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Mara’a Caves | Norbert Probst/getty images ©


If You Only Do One Thing

Drive the island’s east coast, stopping at Point Venus, Arahoho Blowhole and Faarumai Waterfalls. Weave along via Taravao to Teahupoo to catch a water taxi to see the surf, then drive back towards Pape’ete via the west coast. Stop for a walk at Vaipahi Spring Gardens, then at Mara’a Caves before visiting Marae Arahurahu temple. Dine at Pape’ete’s Vaiete Roulottes.




Three Days to Travel Around

Do the east coast drive then back to Pape’ete. On day two take either a 4WD trip to the island’s interior to visit waterfalls and archaeology or a boat tour to the pristine Fenua Aihere coast from Teahupoo. On day three, hang out in Pape’ete, taking in the market and the exceptional Te Fare Iamanaha museum. End the day at the Meherio Tahitian Bistro overwater bar.



Seasonal highlights

WINTER

Chinese New Year is celebrated early in the year and the FIFO Film Festival takes place in February.

SPRING

Tiki Fest international concert takes place in April. Marari’i i Raro marks the start of the dry season in May.

SUMMER

Festival season kicks off with the Miss Tahiti pageant in June, through to the massive heiva in July.

AUTUMN

The humpback whale migration is August to October. Matari’i i Ni’a in November marks the start of the rainy season.



PAPE’ETE
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Pape’ete might not be what South Pacific dreams are made of, but the drab architecture and terrible traffic are considerably bettered by the lively port, stylish and ever-evolving waterfront promenade, smiling faces and the occasional guy playing ukulele on the curb. You’ll either get its compact chaos and colourful clutter or you’ll run quickly from its grimy edges and lack of beaches. Sip an espresso at a Parisian-style sidewalk cafe, shop the vibrant market for pearls or bright pareu (sarongs), dine at a roulotte (mobile food van) in the balmy evening or enjoy local life along the park-laden waterfront. It’s a great place to people-watch – city dwellers dress in flashy flowered gowns and high heels while outer-islanders, here only to do paperwork or visit the doctor, wear flip-flops and old T-shirts. When the city schools get out, hordes of mobile-phone-toting, McDonald’s-eating teenagers fill the streets.
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Pape’ete waterfront | aitahiti/Shutterstock ©
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TOP EXPERIENCES

1Marché de Pape’ete

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Fautaua Valley Trail

3Le Royal Tahitien

4Moana Explorer

EATING

5Vaiette Roulottes

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6Baroof

7Le Paradise Night

8Le Sugar

9Les Trois Brasseurs

10Morrison’s Café

11Reeftop Bar

12Zion Social Club

ENTERTAINMENT

13Intercontinental Resort

14Royal Kikiriri

15Ute Ute

SHOPPING

see 12Art’griculture

16Au Chevalet

17Blue Pearl Tahiti

see 1Efraima Huuti

18Galerie Winkler

19Ganesha

20Hinano

21Mana’O Tattoo

22Manua

23Robert Wan

24Tahiti Pearl Market

25Tara

26Te Mana

27Vaima Perles

28Walks of Art




TOP TIP

Take the bus or a taxi into town or park in a garage for the day – Pape’ete is a clogged mire of one-way streets, confusing roundabouts and unclear traffic signals. Centre Vaima has a secure, central, indoor parking garage for 200CFP per hour.




Peruse the Marché de Pape’ete

A PAPE’ETE INSTITUTION

If you see one site in town, make it this colourful market, which fills an entire city block. Enter from the divinely scented flower market to the south (buy a crown or necklace for some local chic), or from the north, via a covered outdoor area selling bright pareu (sarongs). Either door leads to the main hall where you’ll be greeted by tables of tropical fruits and vegetables, shell necklaces, bottles of homemade monoi (coconut oil) and woven pandanus hats and baskets (mostly made in the Austral Islands).

Head in deeper to the meat and fish sellers (busiest in the mornings) where you’ll also find lunchtime hawkers selling takeaway Ma’a Tahiti (traditional Tahitian food), fresh fruit juices and local ice cream. Grab an ice-cold coconut before strolling upstairs to peruse pearl shops and dusty stalls of woodcarvings and bric-a-brac – the cheaper stuff will likely be from Asia but there are some locally made woodcarvings and more if you look closely. Don’t miss stopping at Maeva Café near the top of the stairs, for excellent coffee, smoothies or a fresh and healthy meal – traditional Tahitian food is served on Fridays and there’s often live local music, daily at lunchtime.

The most fun time to visit the market is early Sunday morning when local residents flock in as early as 4am.


CHINESE TAHITIANS

Chinese (mostly Hakka from Guandong Province) were brought to Tahiti as labourers for American-run cotton fields starting in 1864. Today the cotton is gone but Chinese influence is strong in everything from the gene pool (5% to 10% of French Polynesia claim Chinese heritage) to cuisine (try Le Dahlia in Arue just outside Pape’ete for classic Chinese Tahitian food). The main temple, Kanti de Mamao, is found on the corner of Ave Georges-Clemenceau and Ave du Commandant-Chessé. It’s a colourful building with a large pagoda that hosts celebrations including Chinese New Year, lion dances and other special events.



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND PAPE’ETE

Tutehau

Sweet, small B&B in a lush garden setting and just a short walk to the ferry. $

Tahiti Airport Motel

Great for early-morning flights, modern rooms are simple but all you need. $$

Hilton Hotel Tahiti

The island’s newest resort is a beauty and linked to a convenient shopping mall. $$$

Mahana Lodge

Very convenient to the ferry and bus stops. Functional, friendly and great value. $

Fare Suisse

In a quiet residential area, this reliable and comfortable place offers free airport and ferry transfers. $$

Intercontinental

The island’s best resort hosts the best dance performances and has an incredible weekend buffet. $$$

Shopping Beyond the Market

PEARLS, CLOTHING, ART AND MORE

There’s a Tahitian pearl jewellery store seemingly every few metres in Pape’ete. The cheapest pieces are found at the Marché de Pape’ete but check out Vaima Perles and Blue Pearl Tahiti for original pieces and excellent quality. Tahiti Pearl Market lets you choose your pearls then can make custom pieces for you, while Robert Wan is the swankiest shop, with prices elevated for his brand name. Note that if you’re going to visit a pearl farm on the outer islands you’ll probably get better jewellery deals there plus the purchase will feel more special. Missed your chance on holiday? Buy exquisite, farm-direct, sustainably produced Tahitian pearls shipped to almost anywhere in the world at kamokapearls.com.

Contemporary and antique art abounds in Tahiti’s capital. Galerie Winkler, Au Chevalet and Walks of Art are the places to go for fine paintings by local artists (current hot picks include Melanie Shook Dupre, GOtz, Mataaiai and Evrard Chassoy), while Ganesha and Manua have some extraordinary antiques and wood carvings.


Te Mana, Hinano and Tara are where to go for local surfer-style clothing. Art’griculture has local products and souvenirs from Tahiti and other islands that are a big cut above the usual tat. Coconut Me! is a great place to go for fine monoi (fragrant oil) and monoi products from hair products to body creams and scrubs, all sourced from coconut oil from the Tuamotu Archipelago. Of course, the most durable souvenir is a tattoo! The best places are Mana’O Tattoo, which has a team of experts, and Efraima Huuti, a legend from the Marquesas – you’ll want to make a booking at either shop well in advance.
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Maeva Café | EQRoy/Shutterstock ©


WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A TAHITIAN PEARL

Shape

Rounds and teardrop are the most expensive, while misshapen globs or those with etched rings around them (called circlé) are less valuable.

Size

Price goes up exponentially with size – the most common sizes are 8mm to 10mm.

Colour

Look for greens, pinks, silvers, golds, blues and purples. What you like is up to you.

Surface quality

Dimples, scrapes, cloudy spots and other imperfections decrease a pearl’s value. A dull white spot anywhere means the pearl is low quality.

Lustre

A high-quality pearl has a near liquid-looking surface with layers of colour.



Shake Those Hips, Waggle Those Knees

FROM SOPHISTICATED DRINKING TO WILD CLUBS

After a stay on other islands, where nightlife is just about nonexistent, Pape’ete could almost pass itself off as a city of wild abandon. For a classy night out, top-end hotel bars are a focus of Pape’ete’s middle- to upper-class social life, especially on Friday and Saturday evenings. It’s more fun than it might sound, pulling in a range of locals and tourists, often for performances or live music. The Intercontinental Resort hosts the biggest shows including its spectacular Te U’i Tapairu, the best regularly scheduled (about 20 Friday nights per year), traditional dance show on the island, held alongside a delectable Tahitian food buffet. Young, hip and beautiful locals are currently loving the Reeftop Bar at the Kon Tiki Hotel where the cocktails are fancy and the views over the water are dazzling. The Royal Tahitien offers another great night out on Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights, when a Tahitian music group plays and you can join the local couples dancing the way people on Tahiti enjoy partying the most. For something more low-key, the restaurants at Marina Taina double as bars, so you can bar-hop on weekends for an easy night out.

To increase the party scale, go to downtown Pape’ete. Start at Zion Social Club, a French-feeling outdoor bar where you can grab snacks at stalls along the roadside to nibble alongside an exotic collection of rums. If you’re up for it you can even do a round of bowling at the trendy Zion Bowl next door. Pump up the volume a bit at Les 3 Brasseurs for craft beers on tap before heading upstairs to Baroof for fancy cocktails, great views of the ferry port and frequent live music – it really gets going after 10pm. Just north up the street, Le Paradise Night is the classic, slightly sleazy pickup joint for all sorts and is always an adventure. For an even more local scene, head straight to the Royal Kikiriri, and good luck shaking your hips to the same tempo as the regulars. Just a two-minute walk further towards the town centre, Ute Ute and Le Sugar (next door to each other) have a young clientele hellbent on drinking and dancing till they drop. Finish the night at Morrison’s Café, a five-minute walk further south, for a buzzing mix of DJs or live music where the whole island seems to go to party. It’s fun to club hop in Pape’ete but do take caution (don’t walk alone or in unlit, lonely areas) as the streets can get a bit rough after dark.
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OTHER ISLAND HIKES

There’s tons of hiking elsewhere around the island including the Lava Tubes on Tahiti’s East Coast, the Vaipahi Spring Gardens on Tahiti’s South Coast and the Te Pari coast on Tahiti Iti.




TAHITIAN DANCE

Ori Tahiti (Tahitian Dance) isn’t just a tourist attraction, it’s an ever-evolving expression of island culture that preserves the past while bringing the art form into the future. Performances take months of rehearsals and are based on standardised choreography depicting legends. You’ll find authentic shows at hotels and the best of the best at the annual heiva festival in June and July. Day-to-day party dancing – the tamure – is where women shake their hips and men splay their knees in and out. Performances often end with tourists getting asked on stage to tamure with the dance troupe!



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND PAPE’ETE

Fare Rea Rea

Colourful rooms and studios in a garden with a swimming pool. $$

Polynesian Cabins by Kon Tiki

Petite, affordable, fresh spaces near the ferry dock. $$

Royal Tahitien

Classic local favourite. It’s a bit frayed but has great dance nights. $$



Pape’ete Walking Tour

[image: jpg]

Start at the 1 Maire de Pape’ete on Rue Paul Gauguin, a massive, pastel-yellow, faux-colonial building, to gaze at its surrounding gardens. Walk towards Rue Colette then turn left. You’ll be in the lively centre of the commerce district and a block further will bring you to the southwest side of the 2 Marché de Pape’ete. After shopping the market, head back a block to Rue Colette where you’ll see the 1875 3 Cathédrale Notre-Dame on your left, the city’s spiritual centre. College (middle school) Anne-Marie Javouhey is next door if you’re wondering where the teenagers are coming from.

Walk towards the waterfront on Rue Jeanne d’Arc, popping into the 4 Centre Vaima shopping centre for pearl jewellery shops, modern clothing and cafes. Cross Blvd Pomare to the 5 waterfront, where sailboats anchor. Take your time strolling southwest, through the gardens of 6 Place Jacques Chirac and 7 Parc Paofai, where all of Pape’ete comes to hang out, then to 8 Plage Sigogne where colourful va’a (outrigger canoes) line the shore. Stop for a drink or a meal at 9 Moana Dock, which sits over the water, or the restaurants next to 10 Place To’ata (Tahiti’s biggest event venue).

Looping back to town, cross back over Blvd Pomare to 11 Temple Paofai, Pape’ete’s prettiest church. The church is next door to the tiny 12 Robert Wan Pearl Museum where you can learn about Tahiti’s gem from the sea. Stroll inland through Parc Bougainville and cross Rue du Général de Gaulle, for your final stop, the 13 Administrative District with its grand Presidential Palace and a monument to the late Pouvana’a a Oopa, a pro-independence hero.




Eat Local-Style at Pape’ete’s Roulottes

LIVELY, AFFORDABLE, PORTSIDE DINING

Pape’ete’s famous waterfront Vaiete Roulottes – mobile food vans – tick all the right boxes: they’re a gastronomic delight, a great way to catch local vibes and they’re easy on the finances. These little stalls sizzle, fry and grill up a storm every evening from around 6pm; things don’t quieten down until well into the night.

There are dozens of roulottes to choose from: La Boule Rouge has a long menu of sweet and savoury crepes to please any palate and Chez Dominique is a long-time favourite with well-prepared raw and grilled fish dishes, but it’s best to follow your nose. Sit on stools along either side of the van or on plastic chairs scattered around each roulotte. Squeeze in next to that guy devouring his steak and chips and that woman relishing her chow mein. Get good thin-crust pizzas or everything else from grilled fish to sashimi. Finish your meal with a Nutella-and-banana waffle. Live music enhances the scene most weekend nights.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN PAPE’ETE

Café Maeva

Upstairs at the market. Fresh dishes, smoothies and great coffee. $

Chez Jimmy

Chinese-Tahitian dishes with some excellent Southeast Asian specialities. $$

Le Perchoir

Modern, creative, French-Tahitian fare with a view of the port, plus amazing pastries. $$

Hei Restaurant

Exquisite Japanese-inspired dining with wine pairings and a tasting menu. $$$

Meherio Tahitian Bistro

Upscale waterfront dining and cocktails. The adjacent overwater Le Dock has drinks and tapas. $$

Te Tiare

(Intercontinental Hotel) Watch a dance while gorging on a traditional Tahitian buffet. $



Hike Tahiti’s Most Famous Trails

HIGH PEAKS TO STUNNING WATERFALLS

The sprawl of Pape’ete is surrounded by some of the best hiking in the country. The Fautaua Valley Trail, one of the most beautiful and accessible walks, starts about 5km inland from town. The easy first leg to the Fachoda (Tearape) Bridge takes about an hour through jungle. Then there’s a rather steep climb, and after about 45 minutes you reach a superb viewpoint over the Fautaua Waterfall. Another half an hour takes you to the summit of the waterfall, a prime swimming spot with a mini natural slide. This trail doesn’t require a guide, but we suggest hiring one. You’ll need an access permit (adult/child 600/150CFP), which is easily available from Pape’ete Town Hall.

Mt Aorai is the third-highest peak on Tahiti (2066m), and its ascent is one of the island’s classic climbs due to stunning views over the coast, waterfall valleys and jagged peaks of the interior. The path, starting at O Belvédère restaurant, is reasonably maintained, so a guide isn’t absolutely neccessary, but there’s often dangerous erosion to navigate. It takes at least 4½ hours of steady walking, with some technical, rope-assisted climbing, to reach the top. It’s possible to summit the peak and return in a day, but start at dawn because the summit tends to be covered in cloud after 11am. A better option is to spend the night in one of two simple shelters (free of charge, but bring water) on the route. Definitely wear long trousers to protect your legs from the aggressive ferns!
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WHERE TO EAT IN PAPE’ETE

Snacks de la Place To’ata

Selection of casual, outdoor restaurants on the waterfront, all good. $$

Les 3 Brasseurs

Classic French bistro menu and beers on tap. $$

L’O à la Bouche

High-end international fusion for a worth-it fine-dining splurge. $$$


Sail to Tetiaroa Atoll

BIRDS, BRANDO AND ANCIENT ROYALTY

If you don’t have time to visit the Tuamotu Archipelago and its paradisiacal atolls, the jaw-droppingly stunning Tetiaroa Atoll, 59km north of Tahiti, can be visited on a day trip from Pape’ete. White-sand beaches, the bluest lagoon imaginable and wild nature can be reached in a two- to four-hour sailing trip. Tours visit a bird-nesting islet where you’ll wander endemic forest in a cacophony of squawks from a myriad of seabird species. Lunch is local-style beach barbecue after which you’ll be able to snorkel in of the most pristine lagoons in the Society Islands, which hosts over 160 species of fish and several types of sharks.

Choose from sailboats like L’Escapade, which take around four hours to sail to the island, or the faster catamaran which gets there in two hours and 45 minutes. There are also two-day, one-night options on charter boats such as Dalila with Tahiti Voile et Lagon.

The swanky and private Brando Resort is one of the country’s most elite lodging options. Once reserved for Tahitian royalty, actor Marlon Brando purchased Tetiaroa in 1967 after marrying Tarita, his stunning Tahitian co-star in the film Mutiny on the Bounty. The actor kept the atoll as a bird preserve and housed only one small pension where visitors could live like Robinson Crusoe in paradise. Brando died in 2004, and by 2005 his estate executors had sold the rights to development to a major property developer in Tahiti. Brando was an ecotourism pioneer. He wished his island to remain preserved and that any development would be ecologically sound. Sumptuous and exclusive, the Brando is about as sustainable as a resort can be, with renewable energy, a cooling system that uses seawater and solar- or human-powered vehicles (among other things). The atoll also hosts scientific projects via the Tetiaroa Society. Note that day trips don’t visit the Brando.
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WHAT’S ON

For up-to-date listings of live-music gigs, DJ clubs, dance shows and cultural events, check out the What’s On page of tahititourisme.org. Also check La Maison de la Culture (maisondelaculture.pf) for more arts and culturally oriented events, locally oriented courses and workshops as well as information and tickets for February’s FIFO film festival, Miss Tahiti and the heiva – among other events. It also can’t hurt to ask at your hotel as some island happenings seem only to be known via word of mouth.



BEST TAHITI HIKING GUIDES

Heeuri Explorer

Knowledgeable Teahupoo local Hitinui specialises in hikes in and around Tahiti Iti.

Tahiti Reva Trek

Long-running and reliable outfit with planned outings you can sign up for.

Te Toa Hiking

Toanui is a certified guide and a good choice for canyoning and more technical adventures.

Voyage in a Traditional Sailing Canoe

FEEL A GUST OF HISTORY

With Moana Explorer you can sail around Tahiti’s lagoon, a bit like ancient peoples did, on a modern-traditional Polynesian canoe. Trips depart from the marina just behind Arue Stadium on the outskirts of Pape’ete. You’ll zoom along with the wind through glorious Matavai Bay, where Captain Cook landed on Tahiti during his first voyage – perhaps surfing a few small waves along the way. It’s an experience like no other. Tours can take in caves at the base of the Tahura’a Cliffs (just under One Tree Hill) and can include an optional Tahitian-style meal. The boat captains focus on techniques of their ancestors and as you sail, they tell stories of facts and legends that bring the whole area to life. You can go for a swim in the deep blue waters as well.


BEST TETIAROA BOAT TOURS

L’Escapade Charter Tahiti

A reliable, comfortable but slower catamaran that runs one of the original Tetiaroa tours. It has an excellent reputation and also offers charters around the country.

Poe Charter

A faster catamaran with a four-guest maximum. It has a few options including a two-day, one-night trip, plus an easy online reservation system. It has departures available from Mo’orea.

Tahiti Voile et Lagon

A good-choice catamaran that runs tours a few times per week. It has captained or bareboat charters throughout the other islands too.




Getting Around

It’s hot, but walking is still the best option for getting around this city with its hard-to-find street names, numerous one-way streets and hard-to-decipher traffic signals. Google Maps works sometimes here but not all the time so prepare yourself for some frustration when looking for your Airbnb or the like. With the consistently bad traffic and lack of bike lanes, cycling is risky, but possible if you’re used to riding in cities.





WEST & SOUTH COASTS
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Tahiti Nui’s west coast is busier and much more touristy than the island’s eastern side. It has the greatest concentration of places to stay outside Pape’ete, plus many of the museums and major sights. The chic suburb of Puna’auia, which stretches from around PK10 to PK18, has an excellent restaurant scene and Tahiti’s best beaches. The most expensive homes on Tahiti are found along this stretch of often-sunny coast, along the beach and high above the coast so they can better enjoy the breathtaking views across to Mo’orea. Moving further away from Pape’ete to the quieter south coast, the villages of Pa’ea, Papara, Mataiea and Papeari are rainier and lusher, with mostly black-sand beaches. The pace gets slower the closer you get to Taravao. Here you’ll find some beautiful gardens, hiking and natural sites as well as some decent places to sleep and eat.
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SIGHTS

1Jardins Botaniques

2Marae Arahurahu

3Marae Mahaiatea

4Marae Marae Taata

5Plage de Rohotu

6Plage de Taharuu

see 8Plage de Toaroto

7Plage de Vaiava

see 7Plage du Mahana Park

8Te Fare Iamanaha

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Bain de Vaima & Vaipahi Spring Gardens

10Mara’a Caves

11Moby Dick

12Puna’auia




TOP TIP

This coast, especially around Puna’auia, is an excellent base. It’s an easy commute to Pape’ete and the airport (depending on traffic – avoid from 5.30am to 8.30am) and it’s easier to explore the south of the island, including Papara and Vaipahi Spring Gardens.




Find Your Favourite Beach

HOP TAHITI’S SANDIEST COASTLINE

Many travellers are surprised that Tahiti has so few beaches. They are here but are svelte and hard to spot unless you know where to find them. The best and whitest are dotted along the west coast, in and around the town of Puna’auia. All these have blue-lagoon, protected waters, stunning views of Mo’orea, and are fronted by parking lots, public toilets and small garden areas with picnic tables, hiding them from the main road. They all get very busy on weekends.

The nearest strip of white sand south of Pape’ete is the tiny but beautiful Plage de Toaroto at PK15.5. It’s good for swimming and can be surprisingly quiet. Just down the road at PK18 is the flashier and grander Plage de Vaiava, often called the best and whitest beach on the island. It’s popular with sunbathing and mingling locals even though the water is shallow and not great for swimming. Only a half kilometre south is Plage du Mahana Park (also called Plage de Papehue). It’s a top choice for snorkelling thanks to the coral gardens in front – there are sometimes kayaks and stand-up paddle boards for hire here, too.

The sand gets less white from here, but the grey-sand beach at Plage de Rohotu (PK23.5) is wider than those closer to Pape’ete and is especially great for families, with lots of soft, sandy areas to splash around. Everybody loves the even wider black sands at Plage de Taharuu – locals taking the kids for a swim, tourists on day trips from Pape’ete and surfers catching some great waves. This gently curving beach is long, broad and fairly protected. There’s also an excellent little snack eatery right on the beach if you get peckish.


WHAT’S A MARAE?

Scattered throughout the islands, the most visible remains of ancient Tahitian culture are in its marae, open-air places of worship. Today, many of these temples have been destroyed in the name of agriculture, dismantled to construct churches, used as house foundations or simply left to become engulfed by nature.

Births, deaths and family events were celebrated at simple family marae; larger marae were temples of chiefs where village meetings, sacrifices and religious ceremonies were practised. The largest and most important temples were the royal marae, such as Ra’iatea’s Taputapuatea, which had influence over all of Polynesia, attracting chiefs from afar.



WHERE TO STAY ON THE WEST & SOUTH COASTS

Taaroa Lodge

Beach-funky, great-ambience dorms and bungalows on the water. $$

Pension de la Plage

Clean bungalows around a pool and across the street from great beaches. $$

Manava Suite Resort

Every room has an ocean view of Mo’orea at this gorgeous resort. $$$

Te Miti

Simple backpacker spot with fantastic vibe and a location convenient to beaches. $

Ninamu Pearl Guesthouse

Up a steep hill with splendid views, modern rooms and a pool. $$

Te Moana Tahiti Resort

Large, modern studios have kitchenettes; beautiful pool area. $$$

Step into Ancient Tahiti

TAHITI’S BEST MUSEUM AND TEMPLES

Start your trip into the past with a stop at Te Fare Iamanaha (previously the Musée de Tahiti et des Îles), 15km from Pape’ete in Puna’auia. This completely revamped museum covers geography and natural history, pre-European culture, the European era and outdoor exhibits. As of 2023 it also hosts some of the most important ancient artworks in the Pacific, on loan from international museums.

With some background in your pocket, it’s time to visit the real stuff. Marae Marae Taata, just off the road from PK19, has a handful of restored basalt platforms and plenty of panels explaining the history. Then head to Marae Arahurahu in the Pa’ea district. Huge, tranquil, oozing spiritual energy and beautifully maintained, the marae (traditional temple) is undoubtedly the best-looking one on the island and even rivals better-known sites on other islands. Surprisingly it’s only lightly visited so you’ll likely have the whole place to yourself.

Heading towards Taravao, just east of the village of Papara, the Marae Mahaiatea was the most magnificent marae on Tahiti at the time of Cook’s first visit (it was a pyramid). Today the crumbling remains of the marae are still impressive for their sheer size but it’s oft forgotten on the island circuits. There are talks about restoring this important site, hopefully in the near future.
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I LIVE HERE: MY FAVOURITE PLACES ON TAHITI

[image: Hinatea Boosie - EDITEDjpg]

Hinatea Boosie, Miss Tahiti 2008 and owner/director of ORA Production & Talent Agency.

Teahupoo & the Te Pari

I grew up on Tahiti and moved to this village because I think it’s the most beautiful part of the island. I love visiting Fenua Aihere by boat with my friend Captain Cindy who runs excellent tours.

Vaipahi Spring Gardens

Easy to get to and a stunning place for a hike.

Papenoo Valley

This river valley is another world. Getting here by 4WD or e-bike is the best way to experience the pristine majesty of Tahiti’s interior mountains. There’s one big waterfall you can hike to beyond Relais de la Maroto where you can jump into a spectacular pool.



WHERE TO EAT ON THE WEST & SOUTH COASTS

Poke Bar

The hippest place to be, on the water with healthy mix-and-match bowls plus a hopping cocktail bar. $$

Blue Banana

Excellent French-Tahitian fare with a view of Mo’orea. $$

L’Instant Present

Creative and delicious French-Tahitian cuisine in a beautiful and convivial dockside space. $$$

Tropical Gardens & Caves

TAKE IN SCENTS AND COLOURS

Stop first in the little parking lot off the the roadside, at the three overhung, ferny grottos and crystal-clear pools at gorgeous Mara’a Caves, about 29km from Pape’ete. A manicured path runs throughout making it easy for a quick visit or to linger longer. Swimming is forbidden here although you might see locals splashing around in the cold waters anyway! About 20km further east down the road, the Bain de Vaima (Vaima Pool) is where locals come from all over to bathe (legally) in the icy but exceptionally clear waters, which are thought to have healing properties. Unfortunately, there are so many visitors here on weekends and holidays that the ‘clean’ pools can get filled with rubbish. Almost next door is Vaipahi Spring Gardens, a beautifully landscaped garden with a magnificent natural waterfall. There’s a small network of hiking trails that lead from a signpost with a map up to more waterfalls and forests of mape (chestnut) and pine trees. The longest loop takes a little over two hours to walk if you’re in reasonable shape – some parts are pretty steep and the trails are slippery when it rains. This is a truly lovely hike for those short on time.

Head another 3.5km east for the grandest of Tahitian gardens, the 137-hectare Jardins Botaniques. Its walking paths wind their way through the lush landscapes, past ponds, palms, a massive banyan tree and a superb mape forest. The gardens were founded in 1919 by an American, Harrison Smith, who introduced many plants to Tahiti including the large Asian pomelo, locally called pamplemousse (grapefruit in French). Pay your respects to the nearly 200-year-old Te ara u’i, a Galapagos tortoise whose mate passed away several years ago.


DIVING & WHALE WATCHING FROM TARAVAO

There are two operators around Taravao near the isthmus of Tahiti Iti that lead trips to lesser-visited areas and also have more relaxed whale watching with smaller boats and fewer people.



Scuba Diving & Whale Watching

CORALS, TURTLES AND HUMPBACK WHALES

There are some excellent above- and below-water opportunities to be had in Tahiti, and most operators are found along the island’s west coast. While you won’t see the same quantities of larger marine fauna like sharks and rays as on some outer islands, the dives do show off the island’s gorgeous walls of hard corals, you’ll see heaps of colourful fish and graceful anemones, and you might catch some surprises like a reef shark, ray or even dolphins.

The Tombant aux Tortues site in Puna’auia is teeming with green sea turtles. Most dives are easily accessible, there’s something for all levels and the prices are better here than elsewhere in the country, especially if you want to get certified. Snorkelling tours are also on offer.

Most dive shops also lead whale-watching tours from around July or August to October or November, when humpbacks swim near the coasts. With less tourism than Mo’orea, lower prices, and some specialised and conscientious outfits to choose from like Moby Dick, Tahiti is one of the best places in the country to view these beautiful creatures. If the monitors deem that the conditions are right, you may be able get in the water to view the whales without disturbing them. Dolphin-watching tours run year-round and the chances of finding them are very high.


TIARE TAHITI

The tiare, a small, white, fragrant gardenia, is the symbol of French Polynesia. The significance of this flower runs deep. It is the first thing visitors are offered on arrival at Faa’a airport, it is used in many traditional medicines, it’s used as a perfume and it is the classic flower to string as a hei (flower crown or necklace) or wear behind your ear. The more petals the flower has, the ‘luckier’ it is. It’s estimated that 110 million tiare are harvested per year to feed the culture’s desire for this beautiful blossom.




Getting Around

Regular buses ply this coast and it’s easy to commute between Pape’ete and Puna’auia. Beyond there, you’re better off with a car. You can then stop at the many sites and be sure to have a ride back to where you came from!





EAST COAST
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The east coast is the quietest and most isolated section of Tahiti Nui. From historic sites to waterfalls and a blowhole, it has some seriously great attractions that oftentimes you’ll have completely to yourself. The road winds between cliffs and sea, and the views – deep into emerald valleys and out along the reefless, jagged coast – are simply stunning. Stop at empty black-sand beaches or watch surfers tackle the beach breaks that front the village of Papeeno. The island’s best inland adventure starts here too, with 4WD trips bumping up the grand Papeeno Valley and crossing the island’s interior via a lake, archaeological wonders and an unexpected hotel, to Mataia, on Tahiti’s north coast. The hike and swim through Hitiaa’s phenomenal lava tubes is one of the most memorable (and challenging) hikes in the country. Sleeping and eating options are limited on this coast, but it’s a must for a day trip.
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Lake Vaihiria | Pascale Gueret/Shutterstock ©
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SIGHTS

1Arahoho Blowhole

2Faarumai Waterfalls

3Hitiaa Lava Tubes

4House of James Norman Hall

5Lac Bleu

6Lafayette Beach

7Lake Vaihiria

8Marae Anapua

9Marae Farehape

10Marae Vaitoare

11One Tree Hill

12Point Venus

13Puraha Waterfall

14Topatari Waterfall

15Vaiharuru Waterfall

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16Papeeno Surfing

EATING

17Mama’s Beach House

18Relais de la Maroto




TOP TIP

Hikers should stay at Relais de la Maroto to explore trails few locals will even see. Lodgings aren’t fancy, but you’ll have the time and perfect location to visit some of the island’s most beautiful waterfalls, mountain scenery and hidden archaeological sites.
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Lighthouse, Point Venus | Fernand-P/Shutterstock ©


East Coast Driving Tour

HISTORIC POINT VENUS AND BEYOND

Start 5km from Pape’ete at the replica of the home of Mutiny on the Bounty co-author, James Norman Hall. The little bungalow-museum is full of charming memorabilia and sits in a shady garden. Park on the lagoon side of the road. From here it’s another 2km to Lafayette Beach, one of the most picturesque black-sand beaches on the island. Fronting Le Tahiti Pearl Beach Resort, it’s good for swimming and rarely crowded.

It’s 1km onwards to One Tree Hill, above the old, abandoned (but likely to be redeveloped) Taharaa Hotel. This site was used as a landmark by Captain Cook and is a fantastic viewpoint that looks out to Mataiva Bay and Mo’orea. Two more kilometres from here, follow the signs left to Point Venus. This was the site of Cook’s 1769 observatory where he attempted (and failed) to track the passing of Venus across the sun. Today it’s a popular black-sand beach and outrigger-canoe launch. Visit the 1867 lighthouse and grab lunch at yummy Mama’s Beach House.

Back on the ring road, you’ll likely see surfers along the coast of Papenoo, then at PK22, there’s a pullout for the Arahoho Blowhole – hold onto your hat if the swell is big! Almost across the road is the turnoff to the beautiful Faarumai Waterfalls. It’s about a five-minute walk through lush forest to the first of these vertiginous falls and about 20 minutes to the next two, however you can only get close to the first and bathing is not allowed at all three due to dangerous falling rocks. From here it’s another 38km through some of the island’s lushest and most dramatic scenery to Taravao and Tahiti Iti.
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Point Venus | Zane Vergara/Shutterstock ©


TAHITI TUNES

Traditional Polynesian music, usually performed as an accompaniment to dance, is dominated by a fast-paced and complex drum beat. The most common drum is the toere, a cylindrical, hollowed-out piece of wood with a narrow slit down its length. String instruments are of European origin, though the ukulele (mini guitar with four strings), comes by way of Hawaii. Sunday himene (singing) at churches feature wonderful harmonies.

Modern ukulele-heavy Polynesian music by local artists is the blaring soundtrack to everyday life and live music performances happen regularly. A current popular local group (highly recommended) that you may see playing on Tahiti is called Pepena.



WHERE TO STAY ON TAHITI’S EAST COAST

Fare Arearea

Tidy waterfront bungalows in Faaone that feel far from everything but are only 6km from Taravao. $$

Fare Arearea

Tidy waterfront bungalows in Faaone that feel far from everything but are only 6km from Taravao. $$

Le Tahiti by Pearl Resorts

Elegant resort on a stunning black-sand beach, 7km east of Pape’ete. $$$

Relais de la Maroto

High up Papenoo Valley and accessible only by 4WD transfer. $


Papenoo Valley’s 4WD Thrills

ARCHAEOLOGY, LUSH LANDSCAPES AND A LAKE

Archaeological remains, mossy, velvet-green mountains and sensational vistas await you in Tahiti Nui’s lush (and uninhabited) interior, accessed by the island’s grandest valley.

Tours by 4WD tackle the very rough 18km route from Papenoo on the north coast to the Relais de la Maroto hotel and, if you sign up for it, beyond, all the way to Mataiea on the south side of the island (total 39km). The Papenoo River is the largest on Tahiti. When Christianity began to spread along the coastal regions, the Papenoo Valley became a last refuge for those faithful to the ancient Polynesian religion, and until 1846 it was also a shelter for the Tahitian rebel forces that opposed the French takeover. There are several waterfalls along the valley that you might visit, including the Topatari Waterfall, the Vaiharuru Waterfall and, further, the Puraha Waterfall. Between the Vaiharuru Waterfall and the Puraha Waterfall lies the Marae Vaitoare, a well-preserved sacred site.

Then the track reaches the Relais de la Maroto. Depending on its opening schedule, tours may stop for lunch at the hotel or you might be asked to pack a lunch. The restored Marae Farehape site is just down the ridge from Relais de la Maroto; you can see an archery platform from where arrows were shot up the valley. Another archaeological site, Marae Anapua, has also been beautifully restored and is worth a gander.

From Relais de la Maroto, the track makes a very steep and winding climb to a pass and a 200m-long tunnel, at a height of about 800m, before plunging down to peaceful and almost surreal Lake Vaihiria (450m), the only natural lake in the country. Some tours stop here before returning via the same route while others continue on.

Heading to the south side of the island, the road is surrounded by more scenic jungle and passes Lac Bleu, a small, human-made lake with a waterfall, created for the island’s hydroelectricity system. The road ends at the pretty, small town of Mataiea. Tours usually last around eight hours but you can also stay over at the hotel for an extra day or two of hiking. It’s best to plan this trip on a weekday since locals often make the trip on weekends and you can get caught in a mountain traffic jam!

Other options to visit this area include by mountain e-bike and the most spectacular helicopter tour in the country.

Basic Relais de la Maroto is the only place to stay and eat, smack in the lush heart of the island. It was originally built as accommodation quarters for workers on the hydroelectricity project that began in 1980. It has erratic opening hours.


HAERE MARU

If French Polynesia had a national slogan it might be haere maru (take it slow). It’s hard not to reduce your speed several notches out here. With one road encircling most islands, you’ll often get caught driving behind an old pickup truck at 50km/h with no chance of passing. It can take an eternity to get served at a restaurant and it seems as though holidays shut all the shops every week or so. Yet, somehow, everything works out and people will literally laugh at you if you try to make anything in life move faster.



TAHITI’S BEST SURF SCHOOLS

Aloha Surf School

Beginner classes on the beaches of Mahina, Papenoo and more advanced sessions at Papara.

Tama He’e

Longboard champion Michel Demont teaches beginners and beyond.

École de Surf Iti Nui

Based in Taravao with lessons in Papenoo, Papara and around Tahiti Iti.


Learn to Surf at Papeeno

FROM GENTLE BEACH BREAKS TO TUBES

Teahupoo may be Tahiti’s most famous surfing wave but the long stretch of beach at Papeeno is much more popular with everyday surfers and is great for beginners. There are several breaks here, along around 2.5km of coastline, with the westernmost strip holding the strongest currents and waves better left to seasoned surfers. ‘The Bay’ in the middle of the stretch is where most people on Tahiti learn to surf and can offer long, gentle rides. This spot can get very busy during weekends and school holidays. L’Embouchure (the River Mouth) is the furthest east and is popular with intermediate surfers, especially when winds are offshore. In theory, conditions are best from November to April, but waves are fickle.


LOCAL FAUNA

Basically, any fauna that couldn’t swim, float or fly to French Polynesia has been introduced. The first Polynesians, knowing they would be settling new lands, brought pigs, chickens and dogs in their canoes. They also brought geckos and the small Polynesian rat, probably as stowaways.

Europeans later introduced horses and goats plus a few more rats and birds. Birds that have been brought in, such as the Indian myna, aggressively compete for food and territory, which has led to the extinction of many French Polynesian endemic species. Meanwhile the European rat has devastated local bird populations by feasting on their eggs.



Lava Tubes Hike & Canyoning

SWIM, CLIMB, JUMP AND SCRAMBLE

At Hitiaa on the east coast, up a 6km 4WD route, these exceptional lava tubes are elongated tunnels formed by the cooling and rapid hardening of lava. A river runs through the giant caves so exploring them means lots of swimming in cold water. The hike can only be attempted when there’s little or no chance of rain and it’s imperative to have a guide. You’ll need a good torch and waterproof shoes for the three-hour hike/swim. Wetsuits aren’t provided by the guides.

It’s less than a 15-minute walk from the parking area to the first tube. This first tube is the easiest to get through and is around 100m long. Then tackle the second tube, which is 300m long and has two waterfalls tumbling through the darkness. The third tube is the longest and darkest, and, at about 100m in, it divides: the left fork continues about 300m to an exit, while the right fork leads to a large cave, complete with lake and waterfall.

If the lava tubes sound good, you’ll also love canyoning (rappelling down waterfalls), an exhilarating alternative to hiking. You’ll start at the top of a valley then down you go, using ropes to hop down vertical basalt cliffs, sometimes with a river of water pouring onto your head. Guides provide wetsuits and gear. Toanui with Te Toa Hiking is an experienced, professional guide.


SURFING TEAHUPOO

Teahupoo is famous for surfing but it’s best left to the pros! If you’re not a really, really good surfer it’s a better idea to watch others tackle this incredible wave.




Getting Around

You’ll definitely want your own wheels to explore this coast. It’s best to hire a guide with a 4WD to visit the steep, ever-eroding and often muddy interior routes.





TARAVAO & TAHITI ITI
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Traditional Polynesian villages, beaches, archaeological sites and caves are all part of the alluring charm of Tahiti Iti. Unpretentious and beautiful, the smaller loop of Tahiti’s figure eight quietly attracts independent, outdoorsy folk looking for a more authentic glimpse of Polynesia. More commonly called the Presqu’île, Tahiti Iti has made a name for itself in recent years thanks to its famous wave at Teahupoo. But despite its surfing fame, there’s much more to do in Tahiti Iti than ride the waves. Exceptional walks, boat tours to the incredibly remote Fenua Aihere and Te Pari, and horse riding are just a few of the options.

Taravao is this region’s ’capital’ and has some excellent places to eat as well as services. From this main hub, one road heads along the north coast towards Tautira, another along the south coast to Teahupoo and a third goes up the interior to the Taravao plateau.
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SIGHTS

1Boenechea’s Grave

2Pueu

3Taravao Plateau

4Te Pari

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Fenua Aihere

6Mokarran Diving

7Tahiti Iti Diving

8Teahupoo




TOP TIP

Tahiti Iti is one of the rainiest parts of the country so perfect hiking or boat weather is not guaranteed. Often if it’s raining in Teahupoo it’s sunny in Pape’ete and vice versa. If it feels like you’re in a never-ending storm, check the forecast elsewhere.




Hike or Boat Tahiti’s Wild Coast

A REMOTE, UNINHABITED WONDERLAND

Tahiti Iti has only 36km of paved road on each side: 18km that ends at Tautira on the north coast, and 18km to Teahupoo on the south coast. After this there are a few more kilometres of dirt road (on the Teahupoo side these roads are technically private) into the beginning of the Fenua Aihere (the bushland), inhabited by farmers, fishers and rustic weekend cabins. After these last dirt roads, the area can only be reached by boat. On the Teahupoo side the Fenua Aihere is protected by reef, and when the reef ends, a whole other region begins, the uninhabited Te Pari (the Cliffs).

The most fun you can have in a day on Tahiti Iti is by taking a boat excursion or hiking through these areas. The Fenua Aihere can be reached any time of year, but Te Pari requires minimal swell and storm-free skies. Around a dozen operators run day trips by boat, which invariably include a picnic lunch, a visit to a waterfall accessible via a short lava tube and, if the weather permits, a jaunt into Te Pari. Captain Cindy and her family are surfing royalty and are the masters of this coast. The main tour involves lots of swimming, hiking the most scenic stretches, bathing in waterfalls and even diving off cliffs if you’re up for it. Other options include a chilled-out massage where you make your own body scrub out of local materials, and an hour-long traditional Tahitian massage. Cindy’s tours all include a fantastic meal on the family’s land at the head of a relaxing river.

For a more surf-oriented version that feels like a day out with friends, contagiously happy, skilled boatman Michael of Teahupoo Taxi Boat Tours stops at many of the same places and has a more festive vibe. Michael will happily tailor tours on request.

To really get into the heart of Te Pari and visit sites like a semi-enclosed basalt ocean pool with a waterfall tumbling into it, hidden caves, waterfalls dripping with ferns and a fisher refuge at the end of a deep turquoise bay, you’ll need to sign up with Hitinui at Heeuri Explorer for a strenuous eight-hour day of some of the most incredible hiking you’ll ever experience. Hitinui, who grew up in Teahupoo, comes from a long line of cultural and ecological stewards and knows this area better than anyone. He’ll lead you across black, jagged cliffs, up rope-assisted, steep hills covered in pandanus trees and across miles of reef coastline. You can also opt for a two-day journey where you spend the night in a shallow cave. You might get awoken in the morning by whales (June to November) or dolphins leaping beyond the reef against a spectacular, pink sunrise.


TAHITI ITI PEARL FARM

Even though they’re called ‘Tahitian Pearls’, pearl farming only happened on the outer islands – until now. Tahiti’s only pearl farm floats inconspicuously off the coast of Vairao, near Teahupoo, and can be visited on day trips. It exists for tourists, not for production, but the Mati family who run it have been farming and grafting pearl oysters themselves for decades and know the business as well as anyone! There are a few itineraries available if you want to have a peek, some that include diving down to choose your own oyster then opening it to find a pearl you can take home.



WHERE TO STAY IN TARAVAO & TAHITI ITI

Tahurai Homestay

Simple, pretty rooms and A-frames in the peaceful heart of Teahupoo village. $$

Pension Reva

Excellent bungalows and food in the Fenua Aihere, only reached by boat. $$

Vanira Lodge

Naturalistic art-piece bungalows are perched on a Teahupoo hill. Beautiful garden swimming pool. $$

Greatest Surf Show on Earth

GET CLOSE TO TEAHUPOO BARRELS

Don’t surf? No problem. The wave at Teahupoo is not only one of the most spectacular and feared surfing waves in the world, but because of its geology and location, boats can pull up next to the break, sometimes close enough that you can see the stoke in the eyes of pros getting the barrels of their lives. Taxi boats are on offer everywhere but it’s best to go with skilled locals like Eric Labaste (the best of the best) or Michael with Tahiti Taxi Boat (who’s been at it for over 25 years). Waves aren’t guaranteed but swells come through year-round. The biggest tend to roll through from April to October. The international surf competition usually happens in August but will be in May in 2024 because the Olympics XXXIII surfing games take place here that August!


WHY I LOVE TAHITI ITI
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Celeste Brash, Lonely Planet writer

I moved to Tahiti Iti from the Tuamotu Archipelago in 1999, raised my kids here, and love both places with all my heart. Yes, it rains a lot on ’La Presqu’île’ but the lush landscapes, pristine lagoon and unparalleled friendliness of the small villages makes it my favourite place on the planet. I love to snorkel the reef along white-sand Maui Beach in Vairao and to explore the Fenua Aihere and Te Pari on foot. Going anywhere takes forever around here because you have to stop and say hello to everyone along the way!



WHERE TO EAT IN TARAVAO & TAHITI ITI

Snack du Bout de Monde

Simple and delicious meals with Chinese specialities, right on the water at the Tautira marina. $

Vini Vini Taravao

One of three around the island. Fresh, cheap fish dishes at the counter in the Hyper U Supermarket complex. $

L’Escale du Paquebot France

Dine on Tahitian-French creations with your toes in the white sand of Maui Beach, Vairao. $$$


Dive Tahiti’s Most Remote Coastline

PRISTINE CORALS AND FISHY PASSES

Tahiti Iti has two diving clubs: Tahiti Iti Diving located on Phaeton Bay to the west of Taravao, and the newer and excellent Mokarran Diving in Faaone, just north of town. Both specialise in dives around this much-less-visited and pristine area that includes several fauna-rich passes (think clouds of fish plus some sharks and turtles), reefs of sublime cabbage and hump corals plus some special lagoon sites, such as an eagle-ray drift area. Both operators run whale-watching expeditions too, with small boats where you’ll likely be the only boat out there, unlike trips you might take in Mo’orea or nearer to Pape’ete.
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Humpback whales | Yann hubert/Shutterstock ©


MONOI

Made from coconut oil with a macerated tiare Tahiti flower and myriad other scents from jasmine to sandalwood, monoi is used for everything from hair oil and skin moisturiser to mosquito repellent. It’s also an ingredient in many traditional remedies. You can find it mass produced by brands like Tiki and Heiva (all good quality) at supermarkets and beyond. The more lauded homemade versions, with an earthier scent that won’t appeal to everyone, are often sold in recycled rum or sparkling-water bottles at the market and craft stalls.



WHERE TO EAT IN TARAVAO & TAHITI ITI

Tavania

The best snack on Tahiti Iti. Always fresh, always smiling. $$

Taumatai

Fine Tahitian-French dining and excellent wine list in a lush garden setting. $$$

Le Manoa

Asian-influenced delights in a modern setting. $$$


Discover the Taravao Plateau on Horseback

EASY JUNGLE AND SEAVIEW ROUTES

Ranch du Plateau Rauvau Afaahiti (also called L’amour de la Nature a Cheval – ’nature love on horseback’) is geared mostly to local equestrians but offers some beautiful rides that are open to all. All the trips start from the darling little ranch then lead through the high-elevation jungles of the Taravao Plateau. You’ll pass under gigantic and graceful falcataria and Cytherian apple trees, and to some splendid views over the north coast of Tahiti Iti. The horses are generally gentle and the guides are fully licensed. The road to the ranch (signed) leads up from the Tautira road about 3km from Taravao.


TARAVAO PLATEAU

The road can be tricky to find (it leads southeast from the road that passes by the Lycee de Taravao high school) but is worth it to climb up to higher elevation and countryside with cows and pastures that could almost be in France. About 8km up is a belvedere viewpoint that’s nicely kept and has pretty views over Tahiti Nui and the isthmus. This area is where local milk and eggs are produced and is also a popular hike or run for locals in the late afternoons (on the main road).



Tautira & Tahiti Iti’s North Coast

DRIVE TO THE ROAD’S END

This north coast of Tahiti Iti is one of the least-visited areas on Tahiti. The road passes by lush valleys and coastline and there’s a good black-sand beach near the village of Pueu (visible from the road) that’s popular with bodyboarders.

Tautira, at the end of the road, 18km from Taravao, is a lovely village and unique on Tahiti as it’s not clustered along one main road but has many small residential lanes that criss-cross the town in a neat grid. There’s a sweeping black-sand beach at the edge of town that’s often empty and offers good swimming. In 1772, Spanish Captain Boenechea, who was leading the first missionary expedition to French Polynesia, anchored his ship Aguilla about 10km beyond Tautira; Cook landed here in 1774; and many years later, in 1886, the writer Robert Louis Stevenson spent two months here. You can visit Boenechea’s grave in front of the charming Catholic church in the centre of town.

The sealed road ends at Tautira, but you can bump along for another kilometre or two before the road becomes impassable to vehicles. A walking track leads round the coast for another 10km or so before reaching the Te Pari Cliffs. While in town, stop at Snack du Bout de Monde, for a lunch of fresh fish right on the water (although opening hours are erratic).


Getting Around

You could theoretically beach yourself in Teahupoo and walk or bike to the little shop at PK16.5 for supplies – or eat at Snack Hinerava (lunch only) at the road’s end or Snack Ludo across the river. Buses leave early mornings for Pape’ete (with buses returning in the afternoon) from Tautira and Teahupoo, and throughout the day to/from Taravao but it’s much more practical to have a car.






MO’OREA
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THE ISLAND THAT HAS IT ALL

With a shockingly blue lagoon surrounding mind-bendingly chiselled mountains, Mo’orea is a world-class beauty with activities and accommodation for every budget.
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Poisson cru (raw fish in coconut milk) | EQRoy/SHUTTERstOCK ©

If you’ve been dreaming of holiday-brochure turquoise lagoons, white-sand beaches, vertical peaks and lush landscapes, you’d be hard-pressed to find better than this gem of an island. Looming less than 20km across the ‘Sea of the Moon’ from its big sister Tahiti, Mo’orea absorbs its many visitors so gracefully that its feels surprisingly untouristy. There’s more to do here than any other island in the country, with hiking, shopping, archaeological exploration and much more inland, and a lagoon that’s perfect for leisurely swims or high-octane kitesurfing.

That said, the slim, heavenly beaches beckon relaxation and it’s easy to find a quiet strip, lay down your towel and do nothing for days. There’s accommodation for every budget, from campsites, inexpensive vacation rentals and dorm beds, to luxury overwater bungalows and everything in between. Mo’orea is a top pick for families too thanks to the gentle waters plus myriad activities including ziplining, horse riding, whale and dolphin watching, and scuba classes in clear water and on soft sands. Then there’s the food. The island’s excellent food tour will teach you everything you need to know about eating in the country. Or, take a cooking class – it’s hard to find a restaurant on the island that’s not top notch. Whatever the experience, there’s only one word to describe Mo’orea: divine!
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Find Your Way

It takes about an hour to drive Mo’orea’s 60km ring road (speed limit is 60km/h), with the two bays taking more time to navigate than you’d expect. Tourism is concentrated at the north of the island.
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Plan Your Time

There is so much to do on Mo’orea but slowing down to island time is a big part of the magic.
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If You Only Do One Thing

Take a hike and lagoon ‘Terre-Mer’ combo with Mana’hau Tours. It will get you up the mountain peak for some of the most spectacular viewpoints on the planet in the morning, then out on the sublime lagoon in the afternoon, perhaps to cavort with whales if you’re here from mid-July to October. You can choose the order of the tours, but ending with the lagoon tour will have you on the water at sunset – sublime! This is a long and exhausting day, but it might also be one of the best days of your life.




Three Days to Travel Around

Start by learning everything you need to know about eating in French Polynesia with Mo’orea Food Tours, then explore the lagoon on your own steam in the afternoon. Start day two with a lagoon tour or whale watching.

Shop in the afternoon then dine on the beach at Taoa Here Beach or Tiki Ata to a glorious sunset.

Day three, strap on your boots to hike an island peak and explore the archaeology of Opunohu Valley. Kayak or take a shuttle to have lunch on the islet at Coco Beach, then swim and relax. Finally, dine at Ke’iki, the island’s best restaurant.




If You Have More Time

Follow the three-day itinerary then take a chill day. Grab a bike and cruise the neighbourhood; rent a kayak or paddleboard to explore the lagoon; plop yourself on a beach for hours.

Do this for several days or get active by renting a car to drive around the island, go ziplining at Tiki Parc, take a quad tour to see the pineapple fields, go horse riding, go diving, take a cooking course or learn to surf or kitesurf.

Having time also lets you try the many great restaurants on the island, from food carts to swanky resort restaurants.



Seasonal Highlights

December to February are the hottest, calmest and rainiest. May to October is cooler and the trade winds pick up, perfect for wind sports.


FEBRUARY

The Mo’orea Marathon (the only marathon in the country) is held alongside cultural events including traditional dance performances and feasts.
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APRIL

Fringe season is a great time to visit. The lagoon is usually calm, the weather fine and prices are low.
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MAY

Xterra holds a number of challenging races including a swim-run combo. Triathlons are in October.
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JULY

The whole country celebrates the heiva and you’ll find traditional dancing, sporting events and lots of festivities around the island.
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AUGUST

While the official whale season is from mid-July to October, the most reliable months are August and September.
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NOVEMBER

Matarii I Nia starts off the ‘season of abundance’ and is celebrated on Mo’orea with a spiritual circle and traditional ceremony.
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DECEMBER

The influx of tourists through mid-January means it’s essential to book lodging and car rentals well in advance.
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Enjoy White Beaches & Blue Lagoons

GLORIOUS WHITE SANDS, OTHERWORLDLY VIEWS

Mo’orea holds some of French Polynesia’s dreamiest beaches and all are sparkling white and fronted by a ridiculously flashy blue lagoon. The best beach on the east coast, and one of the widest in the country, is Temae Beach, stretching from Teavaro round to the airport. The Sofitel Ia Ora Moorea Beach Resort occupies part of the beach, where there’s superb snorkelling in the shallow water and out on the lagoon side of the fringing reef.

The public section of Temae Beach, just north of the Sofitel, usually gets crowded on weekends and is basically a giant blue swimming pool, perfect for kids. This beach is under threat of development by a hotel investment group, but locals are fighting this with everything they have to keep it accessible to all. Do not leave valuables in your car. Other options in this area don’t have swimmable beaches, although the public beach is close by.

The narrow but sublime stretch of white sand at Ta’ahiamanu (Mareto) Beach is a popular spot for both tourists and locals on weekends. Fear not, you’ll find plenty of room to stretch out without bumping into anyone else’s beach towel. Despite the lack of facilities, it’s an ideal place for splashing about, sunbathing or picnicking. Snorkellers will find plenty of coral and marine life right in front of the beach. It also has stunning views into Opunohu Bay and the surrounding high chiselled peaks.

Plage de Tiahura on the truly gorgeous site of the old Club Med Hotel is another fine stretch of public beach with parking, bathrooms and showers, a green grassy area and graceful coconut palms. There’s good snorkelling and swimming here as well as a few panels explaining the surrounding coral ecosystem.

If you’re hoping to beach yourself at your hotel, Hauru Point has a narrow but beautiful sandy stretch that extends for a couple of kilometres, with turquoise water and good snorkelling. This is one of the island’s major tourist enclaves; for good reason, since it offers access to the three motu (islets) and superb sunsets.

You can kayak or paddleboard to the motu Tiahura (sometimes called Moea), Fareone and Irioa. All three of these little gems have private interiors, but the beautiful white-sand beaches are public. Be respectful when visiting and make sure to keep to the coastlines. The family-friendly Les Tipaniers hotel has the very best sandy beach in the Hauru Point area while most other options have small strips of sand or docks where you can easily plop yourself into the lagoon. Note that if you’re booking a vacation rental, this area is often referred to as Haapiti, since it’s in the Haapiti district, even though the village of Haapiti is well to the south.

The Hilton, Manava and Intercontinental resorts all have pretty but artificially created white-sand beaches.
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VACATION RENTALS

Mo’orea has been said to have the most vacation rentals per capita in the world. Whether this is true is up for debate, but there are a ton of non-hotel options from campsites to sumptuous villas. Booking outside weekends and high season can get you some excellent deals. Backpackers will like the houses here that are rented out like mini hostels, with rooms that share a bathroom, kitchen and living area, while high-end options might mean catered luxury on a private beach. Many places offer free kayaks and/or bikes and most rentals have a two-night minimum.



WHERE TO DINE ON THE BEACH ON MO’OREA

Motu Coco Beach

Delicious meals on Motu Tiahura – kayak or get the shuttle boat from the mainland. $$$

Taoa Here Beach

A classy over-the-water setting makes this perfect for a sunset cocktail or long lunch. $$

Tiki Ata

Dine with your feet in the water on a white-sand beach at this family-run gem at Fare Maheata Guesthouse. $$


MO’OREA FOR KIDS

Don’t hesitate to bring the whole family, as Mo’orea is particularly kid-friendly.

Flora & Fauna

You can spot colourful fish and turtles on a transparent kayak tour; visit rehabilitating sea turtles at Mana O Te Mana; or learn about the island’s ecology at Fare Natura.

Adventure

Take an introductory dive in the shallow waters of the lagoon; clip-clop amid volcanic landscapes; or zipline and do a ropes course at Tiki Park.

Relaxation

Splash about on Temae Beach or enjoy an ice cream at Mo’orea Tropical Garden.



WHERE TO ENJOY FINE DINING ON MO’OREA

Ke’iki

The best dishes on the island with a seasonal menu, served on a simple outdoor terrace. $$

Le K

An intoxicating mix of fine dining, romantic atmosphere and the feel of sand between your toes. $$$

Rudy’s

You can wash down the well-executed meat and fish dishes with fine wines. $$$


Dive or Snorkel Magnificent Waters

HIGH VISIBILITY, THRIVING MARINE LIFE

Mo’orea is one of French Polynesia’s main underwater playgrounds, which is no surprise considering its high visibility and clean waters. Although it can’t rival the Tuamotus, it offers safe, relaxed diving, and it’s a great place for beginners to learn to dive and get certified.

The underwater scenery is every bit the equal of what’s on land: you can dive sloping reefs and may go nose-to-nose with sharks – especially lemon sharks around Opunohu Bay – rays and numerous reef species. Shark feeding is fortunately banned now, but the abundance of sharks in many areas is because of this long-running practice. The corals around the island have been growing back steadily and are looking lovely, after getting massacred by Cyclone Oli in 2010.

Most dive operators are concentrated at the northwest of the island and will pick up guests at their hotels. Prominent sites include Tiki, with a good shark population, Taotoi and Opunohu Canyons – Eden Park. For lesser-visited sites on the east of Mo’orea, Ia Ora Diving leads trips to places like the Couloir des Raies (Ray Corridor) where you’ll likely see numerous spotted eagle rays.

For snorkelling, you can join an organised lagoon tour or DIY around Hauru Point and its motu, around the interior of the reef beyond Temae Beach or off Ta’ahiamanu (Mareto) Beach.

If you want to check out the underwater scene but you’re not much of a swimmer, AquaBlue at the Intercontinental Resort offers half-hour walks at a depth of 4m, with weighted helmets.
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CORAL GARDENERS EXPERIENCE

All ages can learn about and help restore the island’s coral reefs. Started by young locals, Coral Gardeners (CG) is creating a global movement to save coral reefs through restoration efforts, community awareness and science development with their in-house CG labs.

For the experience, visitors will learn the story of the operation and their conservation techniques, then get in the water themselves to help clean and monitor coral nurseries, plant mature corals onto the reef or plant coral fragments on growing stations.

As well as the ecological impact, CG gives many jobs to locals who love what they do.



WHERE TO EAT AT A CASUAL RESTAURANT ON MO’OREA

Snack Mahana

Heart-stealing, open-air lagoon-front spot great for burgers, grilled fish or tuna sashimi. $$

Snack-Resto La Canadienne

Quebec-style burgers, crepes and salads as well as desserts with – you guessed it – maple syrup. $$

Carameline

All-day breakfasts, burgers, pizzas, salads, ice cream and more at this affordable and popular spot. $$

Zip Around the Aquamarine Lagoon

SNORKEL, PICNIC, SPOT WILDLIFE

The best way to discover Mo’orea’s magnificent lagoon is by joining a lagoon excursion. There’s nothing quite like getting out on those bright blue waters with the crazy cutout silhouette of the island in front of you. Add some refreshing breezes, a few leaping fish (or dolphins if you’re lucky) and the incredible light which turns from full sun to cloudy. Just being on the boat is enough to make this experience worth it. But there is so much more.

Most tours take half a day but there are full-day tours as well that can take you around the whole island if the conditions are right. There are a lot of tour operators – who you choose to go with might best be determined by your location (there might be a guy who runs a small business next to your guesthouse, for example) and price. If you’re short on time, the ‘Terre-Mer’ combo tour with Mana’hau Tours combines a half-day lagoon tour with a half-day hike. The eight-person-maximum boat trips are led by Neykel, a marine biologist, who will bring you to see whales (from mid-July to October), or take you around the lagoon, providing a local’s knowledge and passion for her island. Her husband Fabien is a licensed guide who runs Mana Mountain hiking tours and takes care of the hiking half of the combo.

Tours typically visit Cook’s Bay, where you might see a congregation of nurse sharks through clear waters in the mornings, or have local outrigger-canoe paddlers surf your boat’s wake in the afternoon. Opunohu Bay is even less developed and a good guide will tell you about its history and local legends. You’ll likely stop to swim several times: on a sandy bank with the rays and sharks at a spot off the Intercontinental Moorea Resort & Spa, with sea turtles by Hauru Point and to see sunken carved stones (created by a local artist).

Some tours include a picnic lunch, which, depending on the price of your tour, can mean a full barbecue and bar served on a table with your feet in the water. At some point most tours go to Tiahuru and Fareone motu where you can enjoy the beaches or snorkel in the waterway between the two pieces of land if the tide is high enough. Perhaps the tour will end with a cocktail if you’ve gone high end enough!

Note that Mo’orea has a long history of shark and ray feeding, but mentalities are changing. It’s now illegal to feed the animals within the lagoon or near a pass. Some tour guides do ‘bait’, though, using tuna scraps they put in a box.
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CRUISING THE LAGOON UNDER YOUR OWN STEAM

A lagoon tour will whisk you around to all the sites but it’s easy to get out onto the water for slower paced adventures as well. Many lodging options have free kayaks and stand-up paddleboards or you can rent them at Tip Nautic at Les Tipaniers resort. From Hauru Point you can paddle out to Motu Tiahura, the stingray viewing point and beyond. If you’re new to paddling, join a tour with Mo’orea Blue Paddle, who offer transparent boats and boards so you can see all the life below. This is especially fun for kids.



WHERE TO EAT AT A FOOD CART ON MO’OREA

A L’Huere de Sud

Well-stuffed sandwiches (steak or fish and BBQ sauce in a baguette), generous burgers and voluminous salads. $

Allo Pizza

A huge variety of wood-fired pizzas, including fresh tuna. It has takeaway and delivery. $

Kaylakea Moz Food

Known for its grilled meats, but also has excellent poisson cru (popular raw fish dish) and more. $$
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SEA TURTLES & A HUGE RESORT

Spread over more than 10 hectares along the seashore, the Intercontinental Resort & Spa is the island’s biggest resort. Besides the 147 high-end units, the resort features a host of facilities and amenities, including two pools, two restaurants, two bars, a well-respected spa, a gift shop, a water-sports centre, a full dive shop and, best of all, the Te Mana O Te Manoa marine-turtle rehabilitation centre. Anyone can visit the centre to see the current patients in their large, seawater pool. They get fed once or twice per day. There’s usually a biologist on hand to answer questions.



WHERE TO HAVE A DRINK ON MO’OREA

Mateihani Rum Bar

A gorgeous selection of exotic rums and creative mixed drinks.

Vue Bar

Excellent cocktails, tapas and divine views at the Sofitel Kia Ora Resort.

Miti Bar & Terrace

A local’s favourite with live music some Friday and Saturday nights.


View Migrating Humpback Whales

A CLEAR-WATER WILDLIFE ADVENTURE

Between mid-July and October, something magical happens off the azure coast of Mo’orea: humpback whales cruise by on their winter migration, often with their calves. Whale watching and getting in the water with these giants has become one of the island’s biggest tourist draws; there are currently more than 20 authorised operators here making it the busiest place to see the mammals in the country. The chance of seeing whales is high, especially in August and September. Luck doesn’t seem to differ much between morning and afternoon tours.

Boat sizes range from private to up to 14 people and trips last around four hours. The best will be led by a biologist who will watch the whales from the boat, then get in the water themselves if needed to determine if others can observe at a safe distance without disturbing natural behaviours. Boats need to stay at least 100m away from the mammals, or 150m if there’s a mother with a baby. Freediving or swimming towards the whales is forbidden and the biologist will let everyone know when and where to go. Note that this often means some pretty athletic manoeuvres, like swimming for a few hundred metres in open ocean conditions (and yes, there are sharks down there). But once you see a mama whale gliding through the clear water with her baby, every other trouble in the world evaporates. It’s one of the most magnificent sights on the planet.

Rules change year to year, but in general, tourists are not permitted to swim with the mammals before 1 August.


TIKI PARC MO’OREA

This ropes course and zipline park is in a spectacular location high up in the Opunohu Valley between the island’s most impressive peaks. Routes range from Tiki Tamarii, an easy course for kids aged three to seven years old, to the high-altitude Tiki Ra’I that has several ziplines including one that’s 200m long! The Tiki Aito course (aito means warrior) is the most challenging with a rope bridge, Tarzan jumps, swings and more. It’s a great way to take in beautiful views with a lot of action, especially for families. All courses start with a mandatory training circuit.



WHERE TO STAY IN AN OVERWATER BUNGALOW ON MO’OREA

Sofitel Ia Ora Moorea Beach Resort

Views of Tahiti over the brightest blues forming a postcard backdrop. $$$

Hilton Mo’orea Resort & Spa

Decks with steps down into waist-deep water and a particularly gorgeous beach, plus snorkelling. $$$

Manava Beach Resort & Spa

Intimate and relaxed, with the best swimming pool on the island and a pretty beach. $$

Hike the Island’s Majestic Ridgelines

EASY STROLLS TO ROPE-ASSISTED ADVENTURES

Mo’orea is geologically older than other popular hiking islands like Tahiti, Ra’iatea and the Marquesas, so its volcanic interior is cut more sharply and deeply by erosion and the elements. As such there are few rolling slopes or big river valleys. Instead, hikes lead across jagged ridgelines or up steep inclines that often need to be tackled with ropes. You will be rewarded with world-class views of surreally shaped peaks and the surrounding turquoise lagoon. Few trails are well-maintained and for anything even slightly off the beaten path, you will want to hire a guide.


Three Coconut Trees Pass is Mo’orea’s most popular hike, and it can be done on your own, but a warning: tourists get lost here fairly often. Start at the Belvedere Viewpoint, where there’s a signposted trailhead. From here, the trail winds through mixed forest to a magnificent mape (chestnut) tree zone. After about an hour you’ll reach a steep hill that leads to the pass through ferns and purau (beach hibiscus trees). The pay-off is superb views from the ridge between Mt Mouaroa (880m) and Mt Tohiea (1207m). Count on three hours return. Don’t look for three coconut trees at the pass – two were blown down in an early-1980s cyclone.

Three Pines Pass is another well-trodden hike that starts at the Belvedere Viewpoint trailhead in the opposite direction. It’s a bit easier than the Three Coconut Trees Pass, taking about two hours. This beautiful walk leads to the valley’s restored archaeological sites as well as stunning views over the two bays. This is one of the best choices to hike on your own although again, a few tourists manage to get lost here every year!

The Opunohu Valley Loop (about six hours) combines Three Coconut Trees Pass and Three Pines Pass to create a challenging but well-worth-it full-day hike.

The trail linking Vaiare to Paopao was completely redone in 2023 and hopefully will continue to be maintained. Starting from Vaiare, the trail climbs to the ridge between Mt Tearai (770m) and Mt Mouaputa (830m) before dropping down into the valley and emerging at Paopao on Cook’s Bay (count on two hours). Another shorter hike (about three to four hours) leads up and along a steep ridge to the ‘Boulder of Mystery,’ a huge rock with striations and interesting shapes that was likely formed by underground water. The trail here (from Afareaitu) is invisible unless you know where it is, so a guide is essential.

If you’re really fit, the climb up Mt Mouaputa (830m, also called the pierced mountain) is the most spectacular hike on Mo’orea. It’s a seven- to nine-hour hard-going return hike from Afareaitu, with some difficult uphill scrambles, but the 360-degree panorama at the summit is worth the effort. A guide is essential for this one.

Another strenuous but scenic hike, the Mt Rotui (899m) climb starts from near Mo’orea Pearl Resort & Spa. You walk almost all the way along a ridge (no shade). It’s steep, but you’ll get tremendous views of the island. Allow roughly six hours there and back and definitely hire a guide.


Invasive fire ants have unfortunately proliferated on Mo’orea and you’ll likely encounter them on any hike where you have to wade through brush or duck under foliage. These ants have a painful bite that can leave you itching depending on your reaction to their poison. Not scratching them can help the bites disappear more quickly. Wearing long trousers and socks can help stop them biting you, but sometimes it rains ants from above, which is not fun at all.
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FOR ARCHAEOLOGY LOVERS

The Three Pines Trail and Opunohu Valley Loop lead through the restored archaeological sites near the Belvedere Viewpoint. It’s easy to get in the island’s best archaeology and hiking in one day!




I LIVE HERE: HOW TO TRAVEL RESPONSIBLY ON MO’OREA

[image: Prisca Amaru-Moorea - EDITEDjpg]

Prisca Amaru, surf instructor and masseuse, was born and raised on the island.

Buy fruit, fish and drinking coconuts from the side of the road. These are direct from small families and are almost always organic since produce comes from their own gardens. Everything there is in season and the fish was often caught that morning.

Do activities with local guides who know their island well. Some tourists think they’re being cool doing stuff on their own but it’s these people who get lost or injured. Guides need the work. You’re respecting the people of the island by getting their knowledge and guidance. Go with individuals or family-run places if you can.



WHERE TO STAY ON A BUDGET ON MO’OREA

Painapaopao Backpackers

Well-kept bungalows and dorm beds plus excellent ambience a 150m walk to the beach. $

Fare Tokoau

Simple bungalows with kitchenettes right on the lagoon. $$

Fare Maeva

Artistic, shabby-chic bungalows a short walk from a picturesque coral reef. $$


Take a Stroll Through Ancient History

ARCHAEOLOGY IN A MOUNTAIN FOREST

You’ll find the island’s archaeological sites high up on the Opunohu Valley road, on the route to the Belvedere Viewpoint. More than 500 ancient sites were discovered in this area back in 1967 by the venerable Dr Sinoto of Hawaii’s Bishop Museum, but only a handful were restored. You can imagine that these beautiful mape forests were once busy with village life centred along the creek that runs down the mountain. There are explanatory panels in French and English all along this walk. Come armed with plenty of drinking water and mosquito repellent!

From the main parking lot just beyond the Agricultural College, the first site you’ll see is the Marae i te Ti’i Roa. The temple is in a classic form to this island group and inland location and is made primarily with basalt stones. The platform measures 30m by 70m and is estimated to have been occupied at the end of the 17th century. Food storage wells, postholes from ancient houses, evidence of firepits and two incomplete human skeletons were found here during the excavations.

A short path leads north from here towards the creek, to a smaller stone platform on the left which served as a meeting place. Slightly downhill and almost directly across the path is the Te Mau Marae Ri’i Noa, two adjacent, simple stone platforms. Continuing downhill, you’ll reach the scenic and impressive Marae Ahu-o-Mahine, a platform of round stones with an imposing three-stepped ahu (altar). The original name of this place has been lost and the current name is taken from the warrior chief who reigned over this valley in the late 1700s when the temple would have been constructed. Its style is like coastal marae in the region and is unlike any other in Opunohu Valley.

Backtrack from here to just before the Te Mau Marae Ri’i Noa, where a smaller path leads to the left, and uphill across the stream. You’ll pass an unnamed site on the right and then cross another trail (turning left uphill here takes you on the Three Pines Pass trail to the Belvedere Viewpoint) before reaching a crossroads. Here you can either turn right back towards the parking lot or left, uphill to the Marae Fare-aito and Tahua te’a archery platforms. Fare-aito means ‘house of warriors’ and was named after the victory of Haapiti over Opunohu here.

It’s a quick walk uphill on the paved road from here to the Belvedere Viewpoint. You can take in the superb views of Opunohu and Cook’s Bays, Mt Rotui (which splits the two bays), and back to the towering mountains that rise in the centre of the island and which once formed the southern rim of the ancient crater.
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MO’OREA BY HORSEBACK

There are many ways to explore the Opunohu Valley but seeing it from horseback is possibly the most magical. These are short, two-hour guided rides that take in ever-changing scenery of pineapple plantations, shady forests and views all around of the incredible, sharp-shaped volcanic mountains.

Only some guides speak great English, but all manage to relay info about fruit trees you might come across and help with the horses, who are generally mellow. There’s a maximum of six riders per group but there are usually fewer. Note that this is a family business so don’t expect anything flashy.



WHERE TO STAY IN A BOUTIQUE HOTEL ON MO’OREA

Green Lodge

Intimate Bali-style bungalows surround a pool and front a coral beach and reef, great for sunsets. $$$

Taoa Here Beach House

Upscale, self-contained bungalows with sea views. Offers free bikes and kayaks and is good for families. $$$

Fare Miti

Cluster of simple bungalows located directly on an exceptional beach. $$


FARE NATURA

It’s hard to miss this impressive, fan-shaped building at the base of Opunohu Bay. The modern interior includes a small, well-kept aquarium of local species and two open halls with dioramas and videos explaining Mo’orea’s flora, fauna, geology and culture.

Don’t miss the ‘Naturascope’ room with huge videos of diving whales and other spine-tingling underwater footage projected on the walls. For an even deeper virtual experience, a small desk supplies VR headsets that take you scuba diving in Tahiti’s lagoon. You can also stroll the surrounding gardens – there are panels explaining each type of plant.



BEST LAGOON TOURS ON MO’OREA

Mo’orea Blue Water

Passionate, knowledgeable Mo’orea local Patea offers unique options like night snorkelling.

Temoana Tours

Luxe, magical tour that includes a full-service BBQ lunch at a private beach, with your feet in the water.

Lagoon Vibes & Mana’hau Boat

Professional and family-run. Lagoon Vibes seats 14 and luxurious Mana’hau seats eight.

Dig Deep into French Polynesia’s Cuisine

FOOD TOURS AND COOKING CLASSES

Mo’orea might not have the sophisticated restaurant scene of Tahiti, but it is the best island to delve deep into French Polynesian cuisine. Any trip to this island of more than one day should begin with Mo’orea Food Tours, the only outing of its kind in the country. Heimata Hall was born and raised on Mo’orea to a Tahitian mother and an American father, trained and worked as a chef in Hawaii and has now become a sort of local Anthony Bourdain, seeking out everyday dishes and passionately connecting them to culture and history. Tours start with mysterious-looking mango slices covered with a bright-red Chinese sweet-sour-salty powder at the port, lead to hidden food counters serving sandwich monstrosities, hidden snack cafeterias with dishes rivalling those at fine restaurants, and roadside stands selling yummy gifts to bring home. By the end of the tour, you’ll know where, what and how to eat like a local for the rest of your trip.


Once you’re head over heels for local flavours, sign up to learn how to cook them yourself at the Food & Cook Lab. Run by a charming local couple, the lab was originally created for individuals and small businesses to make takeaway dishes and comestible items in a space that’s up to government health code. That is still what happens here, but now there are also thrice-weekly morning cooking classes. You’ll start by harvesting a lot of what you’ll need in the gardens, while learning about the history and cultural significance of each product. Then head to the kitchen where you will char breadfruit (uru), husk, grate and milk coconuts, and make local specialities such as Tahitian poe (baked fruit with starch, covered in coconut milk) and farao uto (boiled bread made with germed coconut). Lastly, you’ll get to eat the delicious spread of everything you’ve made. Other workshops such as jam or cheesemaking are run on occasion – or ask about private, bespoke courses if there’s something in particular you’d like to learn.

Almost every land-based tour on the island goes to the Manutea Tahiti – Rotui Fruit Juice Factory & Distillery but you can also stop in on your own. It produces various juices (not all local) and alcoholic beverages, including yummy liqueurs and a selection of good rums. Free tours are usually available Monday to Thursday and free fruit juice and liqueurs are on offer throughout opening hours. The gift shop sells everything on offer plus some souvenirs.

Another not-to-miss stop for foodies is the Mo’orea Tropical Garden, a delightfully peaceful property perched on a small plateau. This is heaven on earth for the sweet-toothed, who can sample (and buy) homemade organic jams, dried fruits, vanilla and delicious ice creams; there are lots of original flavours, such as noni and breadfruit (in season). Freshly squeezed juices are also on offer. Lunch is always fresh and delicious, but if you happen to be here on a Friday or Saturday, don’t miss out on the traditional Polynesian lunch menu (if you’ve been on a food tour or taken a cooking class, you will see lots of familiar dishes). Needless to say, the lagoon views are fantastic.


FREE SHUTTLES

No car? No problem. Many of Mo’orea’s restaurants, tours and shops offer free shuttles and will pick you up at your lodging, as long as it’s not too far away. It’s best to call at least a couple of hours in advance. If you’re only going to grab a drink or don’t plan to purchase anything at a store, be kind and don’t make these small businesses go out of their way for you for nothing (although few will complain). You’ll find phone numbers to call and/or Facebook Messenger links online. Alternatively your hotel can arrange things for you.



BEST WHALE-WATCHING EXCURSIONS ON MO’OREA

Mana’hau Boat

Extra-nice boat, marine-biologist-led with turtle, ray and educational coral-reef visits optional.

Pacifik Attitude

Very small groups (up to seven people) and an excellent marine-biologist guide.

Dr Michael Poole’s Eco Tours

Dr Poole is a legend and the world expert on Mo’orea’s whales and dolphins.


WHERE TO GET TATTOOED ON MO’OREA

Mo’orea has some fine tattoo artists. Some pioneers, including Chime and Roonui, hail from Mo’orea but no longer live in the country. Most artists can use both traditional and modern electric tools. Book well in advance and at the end of your trip so you don’t have to worry about staying out of the water.

James Samuela

From a long line of local tattoo artists; he also studied at L’Ecole Nationale des Beaux Arts in Paris.

Mate Tattoo

Intricate and more delicate Polynesian designs.

Purotu Tattoo

An old master, very traditional.

Lovisa Tattoo

Passionate Frenchman who does beautiful work.



BEST HIKING GUIDES ON MO’OREA

Mo’orea by Foot

New Zealander Asher can hack through the roughest to easiest trails and offers a stay-and-hike option in a jungle bungalow.

Teheiarua Rando

Veteran and licensed guide who knows the island backwards and forwards.

Mana Mountain

Offers half- or full-day hikes only or a lagoon- and hiking-tour combo.

Shop the Island’s Creative Offerings

CLOTHING, PEARLS, UKULELES AND COMESTIBLES

Mo’orea is one of French Polynesia’s best shopping destinations. The island is home to a slew of creatives who make unique items that are only found here. Shops are easy to reach and hop around thanks to the low-key ring road. The prices here are usually cheaper than Bora Bora, and sometimes even Tahiti.

A number of clothing lines are produced on Mo’orea including Eimeo Clothing (their showroom is in Pao Pao but you can find their designs in shops and resorts around the island), who handmake sumptuous, classic Tahitian clothing – everything from gowns to men’s button-up shirts. Made In Moorea in Maharepa carries men’s and women’s wear as well as children’s clothing, house linens, hats and jewellery, and L’Effet Mer, also in Maharepa, creates gorgeous and unique handbags.

Friendly Laurence at Boutique la Maison Blanche (just next to the grocery store and no longer in the historical house return visitors might remember) has well-priced local clothing and gifts. Natural Mystic at Hauru Point is home to five island artists with revolving product lines that include artisanal soaps, shell jewellery and handbags. Almost next door to Natural Mystic is L’Endroit, which has one of the island’s best curated collections of locally made clothing, gifts, jewellery and more.

Tahitian pearls are another draw with lots of options and exceptional quality. The best place to browse is the central village of Maharepa, where you can pop into three high-end boutiques within steps of each other: Sab, Pearls & More and Pearl Romance. Near Hauru Point, P Originals is known for its uncommonly brightly coloured pearls.

Edible gifts are also easy to come by with tropical-fruit jams and jellies on offer at the Agricultural College near the Belvedere Viewpoint, at Mo’orea Tropical Gardens and at quite a few boutiques. Our favourite stop is Fare Tutava, a roadside stand on the western side of Opunohu Bay that sells jams, local honey and vanilla.

And lastly, for musicians, Woody at Woody’s Guitars & Ukuleles handmakes his instruments to such high quality that Mick Fleetwood of Fleetwood Mac has purportedly stopped in to buy three over the years.
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MO’OREA GREEN PEARL GOLF COURSE

This 18-hole Nicklaus-designed course in the Temae Beach area has stunning views of the lagoon at certain points and is lush and inviting even on the hottest days. It has a driving range over a lake and a restaurant and bar for relaxing, or you can just drive a few minutes to the beach for a meal at a food cart and a cooling dip in the swimming-pool-like lagoon. There’s a golf academy for kids as well as classes for beginners, making it a good stop for families. Club and cart rentals are available (you’ll want the latter if it’s hot).



WHERE TO BOOK AN ISLAND TOUR

Albert Safari

The biggest operator on the island has everything from island and quad tours to taxi service.

Franckyfranck Mo’orea Tours

Good, passionate guide with excellent 4WD trips.

Enjoy Mo’orea Day Tour

Great island tour, especially for families. Includes a delicious lunch.
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WHY I LOVE MO’OREA
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Celeste Brash, Lonely Planet writer

I can’t decide what is more stunning – the crazy shapes of Mo’orea’s peaks and how they look different from each angle around the island, or the perfect lagoon with its otherworldly blues, incredible visibility and impressive encounters with marine life. The combination of land and sea makes this a dream island, almost too good to be true, like this much beauty should not be bestowed on one place. I’m always surprised when I visit that despite new hotels and more tourists, the island retains its laid-back vibe, like it hasn’t been discovered yet. It’s where I send everyone who asks me ‘where should I go in French Polynesia?’



BEST DIVE SHOPS ON MO’OREA

Top Dive

Expensive but offers Nitrox, and the boat and service are excellent.

Ia Ora Diving

The only centre in the north of the island has dives to some locations the other places do not.

Mo’orea Fun Dive

Small, welcoming, independent centre that offers Nitrox and has competitive pricing.



Take a Leisurely Driving Tour
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Driving the 60km road around Mo’orea is a great way to spend a few hours. Start at the frenetic 1 Vaiare ferry port and turn right onto the main road. A few kilometres along on your right is the 2 Toatea Viewpoint, with its photogenic blue panorama. At the bottom of the hill is the entrance to 3 Temae Beach, a great place for a swim, then it’s onwards to 4 Maharepa, a bustling place with good shopping. The road soon winds into majestic Cook’s Bay with the tiny town of 5 Paopao at its base – stop at the old market here to glimpse a mural by renowned Polynesian painter Ravello before heading to the 6 Manutea Tahiti – Rotui Fruit Juice Factory for a tour and/or tasting. Wind around the other side of the scenic bay to 7 Ta’ahiamanu Beach for a swim or snorkel. Then you’re in glorious Opunohu Bay. Visit 8 Fare Natura, an excellent nature museum, at the base of the bay before heading up to the 9 Belvedere Viewpoint, stopping at archaeological sites along the way.

Backtrack to the ring road and skirt the western edge of the bay to 10 Hauru Point. There’s a high concentration of hotels, restaurants and shops for a reason: its white-sand beaches are a great place to stay. After Hauru Point you’re in the sleepiest part of the island, 11 Haapiti, with its famous surfing waves and its beautiful coral stone 12 Eglise de la Sainte-Famille that’s backed by sharp-edged mountains. 13 Afareaitu is the administrative centre of the island with a hospital, big school, mayor’s office and more. At a rustic shack on the lagoon, 14 Jardin de Corail will ferry you out to a little islet for excellent snorkelling.




Surf Easy to Advanced Reef Breaks

LEARN OR GO SOLO

Mo’orea has lots of excellent, reef-breaking waves. Haapiti (south swell) is by far the island’s most popular surfing spot. It’s a long ride with strong currents and can get double overhead in big swells. It barrels when there are northeast offshore winds and when there’s no wind, no matter what the size of the waves. Unfortunately, it’s often crowded.

Opunohu is an easier left-hander (November to April) that enjoys a sensational setting, but currents can get very strong. Remember also that this pass is a shark-diving hot spot. Cook’s Bay to the east also has a left that can get scarily shallow. Both of these spots are far from shore, so you’ll want a ride out there or a kayak.

Temae is a difficult right-hander at a recess in the reef that works on a south swell. This spot in particular is coveted by locals, so paddle out at your own risk and be very polite if you do so.

The island is a great place to learn or to hone your skills to reef breaks if you’ve only surfed beach breaks. Ex-local champion Prisca Amaru of Mo’orea Iriatai Surf School runs private or group lessons (maximum five students) from the south of the island just in front of Haumi Pass, the best place on the island for beginners. Her school is an eco-conscious affair where students get to the break on stand-up paddleboards. Prisca also happens to be one of the island’s best traditional Tahitian massage therapists so you can get your sore muscles pummelled post-workout!


KITESURFING & WING-FOIL SURFING

With an easterly wind blowing much of the time, and its shallow waters protected by the barrier reef, kitesurfing is very popular on Mo’orea. On windy days you’ll see dozens of kites whipping across the lagoon in front of the Intercontinental Moorea Resort & Spa. Lakana Fly offers beginner to advanced lessons for ages nine and up on a dreamy turquoise sandbank. You can also try out a foil-board towed behind a boat – it might entice you to take wing-foil lessons, a newer sport where you’re pulled on the foil board by a kite-sail. There are also gear rentals.



WHERE TO HAVE UNIQUE EXPERIENCES ON MO’OREA

Mo’orea Maori Tours

Tour the lagoon in an outrigger canoe on this excellent day-in-the-life-of-a-local experience.

Tahiti Parachutisme

Jump out of an aeroplane over the fantastic colourful landscapes of Mo’orea.

Voil’a Mo’orea

Sail the lagoon on a catamaran by day or on a sunset cruise.

Explore the Interior by Quad Bike

BUZZ AROUND FANTASTIC SCENERY

Visiting in and around the Cook’s and Opunohu Valleys by quad bike has become one of the more popular activities on Mo’orea. Be warned that driving the four-wheeled bikes isn’t a breeze for everyone and locals get annoyed by the big groups clogging the roads and the noise the vehicles make throughout this otherwise quiet area.

Most tours go through the Route des Ananas (Pineapple Rd) where, as you might guess, many of the island’s famous pineapples are grown. This is an incredibly scenic area with spiky plants sprouting their alien-looking fruit, silhouetted against the crazy cutout shapes of the island’s peaks.

You’ll stop to feed sacred freshwater eels in a river (another impressive sight) before heading up to the Belvedere Viewpoint, the island’s most famous photo stop with views over the two bays cut by Mt Rotui at the centre. Most tours stop at the archaeological sites along the way but there’s little to no information given about their history.

From here you’ll head up to Magic Mountain, at a height of 209m. This is otherwise an arduous 45-minute walk, but on your quad bike you will blaze up the hill. The steep drop-offs here can be scary if you don’t feel like you’ve mastered good control over your vehicle. The view from the mountain over the northern part of the island and the electric-blue lagoon is mesmerising.
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QUEEN TAHITI PINEAPPLES

Small, sweet and considered the best in the world, the majority of French Polynesia’s Queen Tahiti pineapples are grown on Mo’orea. Over 600 acres of the island is dedicated to farming these delicacies. You’ll find freshly squeezed pineapple juice at many cafes and restaurants and see bunches of the golden, prickly fruits for sale on the side of the road. You can also visit plantations to see fields of surreal pink flowers or ripe, yellow fruits sprouting from their crown of leaves. These are incredibly photogenic locations with the mountains behind, and the sweet smell emanating from the fields is sublime.




Getting Around

Mo’orea has PK (pointe kilometre – kilometre markers) like Tahiti, and these are used as addresses instead of street names and numbers. For directions you might be told something along the lines of ‘the first left after the market near PK25.’

The speed limit on Mo’orea is 60km/h.






HUAHINE
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THE ULTIMATE RELAXING ISLAND PARADISE

With its graceful silhouette, sparkling beaches and divinely blue lagoon, Huahine’s calm, Polynesian pace of life makes the whole planet seem to spin slower.
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Huahine is immaculately tropical and effortlessly Polynesian. Lush and lightly developed, this is an island to visit for extreme calm, communing with nature and a genuine taste of culture. There are plenty of opportunities for diving, snorkelling, exploring top-notch archaeological sites and touring the island, but the beauty of this place is just how easy it is to relax and do very little at all. The days go by and your smile gets a little wider.

It feels like one island, but in fact Huahine has two parts, connected by a short bridge. Huahine Nui (Big Huahine), to the north, is home to the busy little village of Fare and most of the main tourist and administrative facilities. Rugged and isolated Huahine Iti (Little Huahine), to the south, offers beautiful beaches, azure lagoons and an even more serene, get-away-from-it-all atmosphere.

The name Huahine comes from the Tahitian word vahine (woman), and hua (male or female sex). When you look at the hills from Fare, the mountain ridge does look undeniably feminine, like a pregnant woman lying down, and the entire island radiates fecundity and fertility. Faaapu (farming) takes up much of the land, and even the drier, coral islets are covered in thriving watermelons. Underwater is just as alive, with happy corals, plentiful fish, sharks, rays and sea turtles.
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Find Your Way

About 60km of paved road winds around Huahine Nui and Huahini Iti. Most parts fringe the coast, but there are afew steep climbs inland. A bridge connects the two parts of the island.
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Plan Your Time

Planning an itinerary on Huahine can be a somewhat unnecessary venture, since you’ll likely end up staying longer than expected and moving more slowly.
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If You Only Have One Day

Only spending one day on Huahine is almost criminal, but if you must, you’ll want to either rent a car or sign up for a tour to see the island. Take time to wander the sea and mountainside archaeology at Maeva, take the trip out to Huahine Pearl Farm & Pottery, feed the sacred blue-eyed eels at Faie, stop at all the viewpoints to snap photos of the incredible colours of the water, and swim in the lagoon at Fare Public Beach. Have a sundown cocktail, dinner and dance (weekends only) at Huahine Yacht Club.




Two Days to Travel Around

Follow the one-day itinerary then take a lagoon tour the next day. This will take up most of your day and will usually include excellent swimming and snorkelling at offshore, locally known spots to find rays, sharks, sea turtles and more. Relax on remote, pristine white-sand beaches, and partake in a jovial barbecue picnic on one of the fringing islets, where you might also get a dance lesson. That night head into Fare to the Farenuiatea Village roulottes to dine on your choice of fresh fish dishes, chow mein or crepes, and to enjoy the island vibe.




If You Have More Time

Now you’re talking! Take the two-day itinerary but add a few unplanned days in between. You might want to hop on a bike to cruise around nearby villages, peruse the shops in Fare at a leisurely pace, or simply plop a towel on the beach somewhere, swim, snorkel and read a book. Head back to places you loved on your lagoon tour with a kayak or a rented outdoor motorboat, go scuba diving or take a dive course, do a spirits tasting at Distillerie Huahine Passion, and don’t miss the Sunday Tahitian feasts at Chez Tara.



Seasonal Highlights

May to October is the cooler, windiest season. December to February is hotter and rainier, but the sea is calmer.


APRIL

Lovely, quiet low-season time of year to visit, when the winds are often calm and temperatures cool down a bit.
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MAY

Local and international crews race the Tahiti Pearl Regatta, while Polynesian canoes and cruising yachts come for the atmosphere.
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JULY

The Tiurai (Heiva) festival is the biggest event of the year and includes traditional sports, singing and dancing contests.
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AUGUST

Whales pass by Huahine’s coastline usually during August and September. The best viewing is from Motu Maeva.
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OCTOBER

The Fare Nui Fishing Contest usually takes place two days before the start of the Hawaiki Nui Canoe Race.
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NOVEMBER

The Hawaiki Nui international outrigger canoe race, the biggest sporting event in the country, begins on Huahine.
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DECEMBER

Toa mo’a (one-week sports and cultural event) draws visitors from around the country. There’s also a Float Parade at Christmas.
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Find Your Favourite Beach

ANGELIC SANDS, INTENSE BLUE WATERS

Dreams are spun with the likes of Huahine’s downy soft, glittering sands and swimming-pool-like lagoon. Fare Public Beach starts just north of the Huahine Yacht Club bar and restaurant. The broadest sands here are by the Maitai Lapita Village hotel and front a deep, protected mini-bay that’s perfect for kids and swimmers. For a more secluded and scenic spot, head to the site of the Old Sofitel Hotel, otherwise known as the Jardin de Corail. This is a small peninsula on the tip of Motu Maeva with a swimmable area fronted by a coral reef that’s great for snorkelling on one side; and a tranquil, emerald bay with spectacular mountain views on the other.

Heading to Huahine Iti, the long strip of white sand lining turquoise Avea Bay is a gorgeous place to lay your towel, although some parts are shallow and not ideal for swimming. The best area of the beach is in front of the Mahana hotel. Anini Beach is another stunner, with views out to Motu Araara and often crazy currents that run between the islet and the mainland, but has great snorkelling. The white sands get lots of flotsam and jetsam that wash up; you’ll usually find a jovial group of locals drinking beer in the parking lot (watch your valuables).

Arguably the most photogenic beach on the island is the site of the old Hana Iti Hotel that was destroyed in a cyclone in 1998 (plans to build a five-star hotel on the site are underway). The beach can be reached on a very rutted road by car plus a short hike, but is usually visited by water as part of a lagoon tour or private boat. The beach itself is small, white, and backed by jungle. Siki, the guardian, is often here selling seashell and seed jewellery and will sometimes show visitors how to cook breadfruit on a fire. Hike up the north hill and you’ll be led to one of the most spectacular vistas over one of the bluest bits of lagoon in the country.


WHY I LOVE HUAHINE
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Celeste Brash, Lonely Planet writer

I visited Huahine on my first trip to French Polynesia, with plans to go to the other Leeward Islands afterwards. I didn’t visit a single other island. Every morning I’d eat a mango, swim in the lagoon, ride my bike into town to buy a baguette sandwich and remind myself to look at the ferry schedule. Weeks went by. I never looked at the ferry schedule. Then I ran out of money and had to leave. The island still has this effect on me decades later. The intense beauty soaks you up like a big sponge and life elsewhere ceases to exist. It’s the ultimate sleepy getaway and one of my favourite places on earth.



WHERE TO STAY ON HUAHINE

Le Mahana

The island’s top choice, with comfort, excellent service and a sublime location. $$$

Maitai Lapita Village

Unique bungalows surround a lily pond, steps from Fare Public Beach. $$$

Huahine Vacances

Houses sleep up to five people. Price includes car and motorboat; great for independent types. $$$

Moana Lodge

Four pretty bungalows right on the lagoon, with free kayaks, bikes and good breakfasts. $$

Rande’s Shack

Two houses sleep multiple people, right on a gorgeous lagoon. Great for long stays. $$

Fare Maeva

A rambling, older place that stands out for ease of activity organising. $$

Hike to Breathtaking Views

GUIDES WILL LEAD THE WAY

There are no clearly marked trails on Huahine, and the occasional paths in the interior grow over quickly if they’re not maintained (which is usually the case), so DIY hikes are limited. The marae (traditional temple) walk at Maeva is the most interesting option, but the trail is often overgrown as well, and you’ll miss most of the significance without a guide. Other walks include the easy half-day jaunt up 462m-high Mt Pohue Rahi, which has a forested trail ending with the view over blustery and dreamily blue Mahuti Bay; and the more challenging ascent up 429m Mt Tapu, which has steeper climbs, takes about 2½ hours up and back, and boasts some of the best views over the island. Wandering the flat coastline of Avea Bay is a lovely way to spend a few hours, plus the lagoon is right there when you want to cool off. Sign up with Terii at Huahine Randonnee, a licenced local guide.
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SACRED BLUE-EYED EELS

The Polynesian long-finned freshwater eels (Anguilla megastoma) that wriggle through the clear river in Faie Village have been on the island at least as long as humans, and have sacred status here, only slightly below that of the coconut. The ritual daily feedings of the eels have been going on long before it was a tourist attraction, and the critters are quite tame, numerous (expect to see at least 20 at a time) and grow up to 6ft long. Their fantastic light-blue eyes shine through the shady waters. Guides (or you, if you’re brave enough) handfeed them mackerel.



Ancient Seaside & Mountain Temples

WANDER MAGICAL MAEVA

Start at the over-the-water Fare Potee. This beautifully reconstructed meeting house, complete with woven bamboo floors, contains photos, artefacts and explanation panels. Then take the (often overgrown) trail on the mountain side of the road, about 200m west from the Fare Potee. You’ll go past the toilets then a fortification wall, which was probably built as protection against the warlike Bora Bora tribes. Next, you’ll reach Marae Tefano. There’s a massive banyan tree overwhelming one end of the ahu (altar). Further on, a trail branches off to the left and runs slightly downhill to fairy-glade-like Marae Matairea Rahi. Once the principal marae at Maeva, this is where the most important island chief sat on his throne at major ceremonies and for human sacrifices – there’s a skull visible in the big rock where they say the victims were killed. Also surviving are the foundations of a fare atua (god house), where images of gods were guarded day and night. Retrace your steps to the main trail to the turnoff to Marae Paepae Ofata, a steep climb above the main trail but worth the effort. The marae is a large platform on the edge of the hill, with fine views down the hillside and across Motu Papiti to Lake Fauna Nui. Return to the main path, which drops steeply down to the road.

Given the lack of signboards and waymarks, it makes sense to hire a guide. Contact American anthropologist Paul Atallah, from Island Eco Tours – a more knowledgeable person you’d be hard-pressed to find. There are people at Fare Potee who also lead walks on the hillside for a fee or help direct you.
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MUCH-LOVED ISLANDERS: BOBBY & DOROTHY

Bobby Holcomb was a Hawaiian-born artist and musician who produced some of French Polynesia’s most beloved and timeless works during the 1980s. He chose Huahine as his home in 1976, learned the Tahitian language, and at the height of his career collaborated with Angelo Neuffer to produce their legendary album, Bobby & Angelo. With his close friend Dorothy Lubin-Levy, he helped maintain the island’s ancient temples and was well-loved by the community.

Sadly, Bobby passed away in 1991. Dorothy continued their cultural work on the island and was a source of stories and good humour until her sudden passing in 2023.



WHERE TO STAY ON HUAHINE

Tupuna

Bungalows constructed with local materials on a remote bay, surrounded by tropical gardens. $$

Motu Lodge

Equipped bungalow or larger villa on private islet. Boat transfers available; this is very isolated. $$

Chalet Tipanier

A duplex with small pool and full kitchens near airport. Prices include a car. $$



Huahine Driving Tour
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From 1 Fare drive 2.5km towards the airport to 2 Motu Tresor, a fascinating seashell museum. Continue with Lac Fauna Nuito on your left till you reach Maeva. Stop at the 3 Fare Potee museum before touring the archaeology on foot. Drive across the bridge to Motu Maeva, then get out to admire the 4 ancient stone fish traps in the channel – they’re still in use today! Turn left at the crossroads and drive a couple minutes to massive, petroglyph-decorated 5 Marae Manunu. Then take a U-turn to go the other direction on Motu Maeva to 6 Umatatea, the sublime garden gallery of painter Melanie Dupré. Continue on this road to a parking lot by the old Sofitel Hotel and 7 Jardin de Corail for a swim. Backtrack to Maeva via the bridge and turn south to 8 Huahine Pearl Farm & Pottery. A shuttle boat (by donation) takes you to the pearl farm, where you can see the pearl grafting process and shop for pearls and pottery. Back on the ring road, head to 9 Faie Village, where you can feed the sacred blue-eyed eels. The road goes steeply uphill from here to a 10 viewpoint over Maroe Bay. The road then runs around Maroe Bay before crossing the bridge to Huahine Iti.

Turn right and skirt the coast for 10km to 11 Avea Bay with its beaches, hotels and restaurants. Stop at the impressive 12 Marae Anini (once a site for human sacrifices) and pretty Anini Beach before driving Huahine Iti’s coast, stopping at the spectacular 13 viewpoint over myriad blues between Parea and Tefarerii, to Huahine Nui. After the bridge, end your drive with a tipple at 14 Distillerie Huahine Passion.




Explore the Spectacular Lagoon

ON A TOUR OR DIY

The best way to experience Huahine’s picture-perfect azure lagoon and brooding green silhouette is to get out on the water and visit the uninhabited motu – the beaches are isolated paradises that easily rival any on Bora Bora and more popular islands. The various lagoon tours offered usually have stops for snorkelling, swimming, shark and ray spotting, a visit to Huahine Pearl Farm & Pottery, and a motu picnic. Many of these include a full beach barbecue lunch, with live ukulele music and a chance to bust some Tahitian dance moves. Some tours will also make an island stop at Faie to feed the blue-eyed eels. Most trips are full-day but there are half-day options.

You can also dip a paddle around the quiet lagoon by kayak and paddleboard to explore on your own. Most accommodation places either hire out or offer these craft free to guests or you can rent them at Huahine Lagoon. Where you go will depend on what part of the island you’re launching from, but definitely stay within the lagoon and be aware of wind conditions and currents. There’s also a possibility of renting 15-horsepower outboard motorboats without a boat-driving permit, with Huahine Lagoon or Huahine Nautique. You can steer to glorious Hana Iti Beach, Motu Araara or any other motu, but bear in mind that many of the motu belong to local families: don’t treat the land as yours to explore without permission.

[image: shutterstock_2164012551jpg]

DIY13/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WONDROUS WATERMELONS

Huahine is agriculturally rich, with tonnes of land dedicated to faaapu (farming). Vanilla, myriad fruit trees, pineapples, taro and more grow prolifically here, but it’s the watermelons grown on the motu that make the island famous. These sugary beauties, from the small and round to the large and oblong, get their sweetness from the coral-rich soil.

If you drive out on Motu Maeva, you’ll surely see some growing (but don’t pick them!). You’ll find few for sale on here as most are shipped to Tahiti to be sold on the side of the road or at the Marche de Pape’ete.



WHERE TO STAY ON HUAHINE

Chez Guynette

Friendly, well-run hostel and restaurant right in Fare. $

Hiva Plage

Gorgeous campsites with tent rental or cheap rooms, run by the island’s hiking guide. $

Tifaifai et Café

Bright rooms in a house on Motu Maeva, whales pass by in August and September. $

Dive or Snorkel the Divine Waters

FISH AND CORAL DELIGHTS

Huahine has two scuba centres offering magnificent dives for all experience levels, Mahana Dive and Pacific Blue Adventure. Just offshore from Fare, the Avapeihi Pass is the most sought-after site, with dense fish action at all times. Snorkelling is no less impressive. On the east coast, near the visitor car park at the now defunct Sofitel, you’ll find Le Jardin de Corail, which offers superb snorkelling among coral pinnacles, as well as rich marine life only a few metres offshore. Motu Topati, at the entrance to Maroe Bay, and Motu Vaiorea, at the entrance to Bourayne Bay, are magnificent sites for snorkelling that are accessible by boat.
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BLACK SHORTS SURFING WARNING

It’s well-known that Huahine has excellent surf breaks, like those at Fare and Fitii passes, but the locals are so protective of their spots that you should not paddle out unless you’re escorted by a local – and even then, it might end badly for you. Getting verbally aggressed or even punched in the face is a real risk unless the ‘black shorts’ (surfers who get nasty to keep others away) aren’t surfing that day. If you do decide to go, bring your very best etiquette along with your reef surfing skills, since this is no place for beginners.




She Sells Seashells

PEARLS AND A SHELL MUSEUM

Huahine Pearl Farm & Pottery is a little pearl farm located in the middle of the lagoon where technicians will show you how they ‘graft’ (the seeding operation) pearls. The shop features a big selection of jewellery for every budget, plus the work of the founder, renowned potter Peter Owen, and his protégés. You can also jump off the dock for a swim and lounge around in the sunshine. A ferry departs from Faie for the studio around every 15 minutes.

The expanded Motu Tresor is another must-stop, even if you think shells are boring (spoiler: they aren’t). What’s even more impressive than this collection of more than 500 French Polynesian shells is the fascinating tour (in English or French) about the behaviour, ecology and history of each species. Count on one hour for the tour then don’t forget to peruse the pearl shop – the owner is also a professionally trained jeweller and has a unique collection for sale. A donation to help keep the museum alive will be appreciated.

BEST HUAHINE LAGOON TOURS

Poetaina Cruises

Tours in a motorised outrigger canoe with a particularly rocking barbecue lunch.

Huahine Nautique

Offers ‘Terre-Mer’: half-day lagoon tour plus half-day 4WD tour plus private and jet ski options.

Huahine Lagoon

Rents kayaks, stand-up paddleboards and motorboats for your DIY exploration.


Eat & Drink Like a Local

ROULOTTES TO A POLYNESIAN FEAST

Start cheap and cheerful at the Farenuiatea Village roulottes (mobile food vans) at the southeastern end of Fare. These serve simple, fresh and delicious dishes, from poisson cru (popular raw fish dish) to crepes. The best of the bunch are Chez Doume, which has some of the island’s best poisson cru, and Snack Mama Juju’s, which often has fresh-caught lagoon fish and sometimes lobster. For fancier feasting in Fare, head to charming Metis, which has only seven tables (reserve) and has creative dishes, such as parrot fish ravioli. Beachside Restaurant Omai at the Maita Lapita Hotel has a standard menu and unreliable standards but does have live ukulele music on occasion. But the most fun place in town is Huahine Yacht Club, where tourists and locals alike gather to laugh, drink, stuff themselves with island dishes and dance (weekends only), with a view of the sea.

Huahine Iti has some fine options too, such as Roulotte Italia pizzeria in Apo’o Maitai, which is run by real Italians who offer around 30 different topping choices. The restaurant and bar at Le Mahana hotel has a beautiful water view and offers several different poisson cru varieties, including Indian-, Greek- and Javanese-inspired versions. But the top choice on Huahine Iti, if not the whole island, is the sumptuous Sunday, live-music-accompanied Polynesian himaa (traditional ground oven) feast at Chez Tara. This is a buffet experience, with specialities like pua choux (pork and cabbage), poulet fafa (chicken and taro leaves) and banana ipo (boiled banana and coconut bread), all served in wooden serving dishes on colourful tablecloths. It’s all eaten on a postcard-worthy site at the edge of turquoise Avea Bay.
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DISTILLERIE HUAHINE PASSION

Creative French couple Christian and Rosy have lived on Huahine for over 40 years and have thoroughly embraced the island’s warm and friendly nature. Their charming and welcoming distillery takes the island’s fruit (mango, pineapple, vanilla, passion fruit) and transforms them into three grades of spirits, from sweet to throat-burning, with no artificial flavours or additives. Go in for a tasting, but be warned that it’s hard to leave without purchasing several bottles. The ‘Huahine’ is a mix of several fruits and is the most popular. Allow plenty of time to chat and watch your consumption if you are driving!



BEST HUAHINE ISLAND GUIDES

Island Eco Tours

Led by an American anthropologist who specialises in island archaeology.

Green Tours

Recommended tour covering the whole island, with a focus on flora, fauna, ecology and history.

Private Tours

Bespoke tours guided by a multicultural (and multilingual) island character in a comfortable car.

Chilled-Out Shopping

LOCAL, HANDMADE TREASURES AND MORE

Huahine’s laid-back lifestyle and intense beauty has attracted many foreign artists, and the best place to peruse their works is at Pacific Arts, located just next to the Huahine Yacht Club. Here you’ll find paintings (Jen Kuperman, Duday and Genevieve Dupree’s works are a highlights) as well as jewellery, locally made clothing, knickknacks and a book swap. For a deeper immersion into island art, head to Motu Maeva, where you’ll find the coconut-thatched-roof gallery of the highly respected artist Melanie Dupré. Many of her original artworks grace the walls, and less expensive prints and works on paper are also for sale. Other places in Fare to hit up include the artisanat (handicraft shop) next to the tourist office that has handmade jewellery, and colourful sun-printed cotton pareus (sarong-type garments). Mahi Mahi has local-style trendy clothing. Huahine Shop has a bit of everything and is great for locally popular plastic ‘jelly’ sandals, Hawaiian shirts and monoi (fragrant oil). An excellent woodcarver named Alexi Huukena sells his wares (tiki, model canoes, bowls and more) outdoors near Pacific Arts. There’s also a flea market every Friday next to the post office where you can sometimes score some barely used Tahitian gowns.

On Huahine Iti, there are two handmade pareu shops: La Passion du Pareo in Parea has a workshop to make your own, and Nathalie near Tefarerii also has a lovely selection. For vanilla, Maison de la Vanille in Maeva is a must-stop, and for pearl jewellery head straight to the Motu Tresor shell museum or hop on the boat shuttle to Huahine Pearl Farm & Pottery.


I LIVE HERE: BEST ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES
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Ruau Delord, beekeeper, lifelong Motu Maeva resident and amateur hiking guide, shares his favourite sites.

Maeva

The archaeology sites on the hillside and waterfront at Maeva are the best on the island. Our ancestors are buried there and there are many stories we know about how people lived, conducted their ceremonies and prayed.

Stone Fish Traps

My brothers still use them and catch jackfish, barracuda and a big variety of other fish. These old stone traps work as well as any modern fish traps.

Marae Manunu

This impressively big site on Motu Maeva is where our first Polynesian ancestors probably arrived on Huahine.




Getting Around

Staying near Fare means easy access to facilities and little need for a car. Huahine Iti is gorgeous, but if you choose to stay on this side of the island and don’t have a car, you’ll have to rely on your legs to get around. That said, most lodging options on Huahine Iti have on-site restaurants or guest kitchens and offer free bikes and kayaks to their clients.






RA’IATEA & TAHA’A
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NATURE, ADVENTURE, SOUL

Encircled by a common lagoon, these islands are ideal for exploring a mysterious and wild-feeling Polynesia.
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One of the Three Waterfalls | Ethan Daniels/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Apart from the striking beauty of Ra’iatea and Taha’a, the islands have little in common. Ra’iatea is high, imposing and fiercely independent, has the second biggest town in French Polynesia and is considered by many to be the spiritual seat of the Polynesian Triangle. Taha’a, on the other hand, has graceful low hills, is famous for its sweet-scented vanilla and is arguably the quietest of the Society Islands. Both hold strong appeal for self-reliant travellers, and are surrounded by palm-fringed, white-sand motu (small islets) and a clear blue, aquarium-like lagoon.

Scuba diving, snorkelling and kayaking are the principal aquatic draws, although a growing contingent of water-sports enthusiasts are also surfing, kitesurfing, wakeboarding and foil boarding. On land, and particularly in the mountains on Ra’iatea, visitors set off on hikes in search of breezy vistas, waterfalls and one of the world’s rarest flowers, the tiare apetahi. Meanwhile, pearl farms and vanilla plantations abound on both islands, offering tours and top-quality products with price tags to match.

Things change slowly on these islands, and their raison d’être has never been tourism. In recent years, however, visitor numbers have been increasing and locals on both islands have been opening businesses and converting their spaces to accommodation. Plans for two new hotels are afoot on Ra’iatea, and several resorts on both islands have recently changed hands or been revamped. There’s still not enough infrastructure to support high-season crowds, though, so book well in advance.
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THE MAIN AREAS

RA’IATEA

A sacred island.

TAHA’A

Vanilla, rum and pearls.



Find Your Way

Find your very own Ra’iatea and Taha’a by wheeling around each island’s perimeter, penetrating the interiors, boating out to the motu and, when the time is right, plunging into the lagoon.
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Plan Your Time

You’ll need several days to explore and connect with each of these very different islands; plan on spending considerable time on land and in the lagoon but also curled in a hammock.
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Hammocks, Taha’a | Raphaelle Gagnon-Durand/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


If You Have More TIme

Split your trip between Ra’iatea and Taha’a, perhaps staying at a resort on a motu as well. Rent a vehicle on both islands and do a driving tour of Ra’iatea and Taha’a, stopping at vanilla plantations and pearl farms along with marae (traditional temple) complexes. Plan for multiple hikes on Ra’iatea and spend a day boating around Taha’a, with stops for snorkelling or diving.




Pressed For Time

Base yourself in the north of Ra’iatea and right away, take an excursion to Marae Taputaputea to connect with the island’s spiritual core. The next day, hike up to the Temehani Plateau to see the famous tiare apetahi flower, but don’t let your trip end without a lagoon tour around Taha’a, during which you’ll visit a vanilla plantation, a pearl farm, a rum distillery and a motu’s coral gardens.



Seasonal highlights

HEIVA

In July both islands are in full swing with the Heiva festivities, including dancing contests and showcases of heritage, art and strength.

HAWAIKI NUI

The Hawaiki Nui canoe race in early November is another highly colourful event, with the boats stopping en route from Huahine.

ABUNDANT SEASON

Typically November to April is rainy and hot compared with the rest of the year. Less tourists equals better deals, though.

DRY SEASON

From May to October, the weather is cooler and there is less rain – perfect for activities like hiking. However, it can rain any time.



RA’IATEA
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Known as ‘the Sacred Island,’ Ra’iatea is the second largest of the Society Islands after Tahiti and the second most important economic centre. On its southwestern coastline perches the most significant traditional temple in Polynesia, Marae Taputapuatea. This UNESCO World Heritage Site has long inspired pilgrimages and many believe it still exudes power.

The capital, Uturoa, is the only real town and a decent place to shop and people-watch. Though Ra’iatea’s lack of beaches has left it relatively off the tourist radar, there are plenty of other natural attractions, including high, steep mountains, a clear and uniquely navigable river and a vast, reef-fringed lagoon. Just offshore, the Nordby Wreck is one of the region’s most intriguing dive sites, and the awe-striking hike up the famous Mount Temehani culminates with an introduction to one of the world’s rarest flowers, the tiare apetahi.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Marae Taputapuatea

2Nordby Wreck

SIGHTS

3Three Waterfalls

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4La Promenade de Gabbros

5Miri-Miri Pass

6Motu Iriru

7Motu Miri Miri

8Motu Oatara

9Roses

10Teavapiti Pass

11Temehani Plateau




TOP TIP

Make reservations for everything in advance, particularly between May and October, but don’t overbook yourself. Instead, set aside time to just drive around the island with no plan. It’s one of the best ways to truly connect with Ra’iatea.
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Temehani Plateau hike | Ashley Harrell/Lonely PLanet ©



DRIVING TOUR
Circling Ra’iatea

Ra’iatea’s 100km sealed road is a delight to circle on rented wheels, with some striking lagoon and mountain scenery and limitless options for choosing your own adventure. As you trace the coast you’ll cruise by pearl farms, vanilla plantations, remnants of marae and small settlements strung along the road. Make stops whenever the urge strikes and don’t hesitate to roll down the window; the breeze often carries the scent of fruit trees baking in the sun.


1 Uturoa Central Market

Begin with a wander around French Polynesia’s second largest town and you’ll catch its feisty buzz. For a peek at local life, nothing beats the central two-storey covered market, which sells fruits, veggies and a few artisan items.

The Drive: Follow the narrow road south through Avera and down to the magnificent Faaroa Bay, admiring the offshore islet Motu Iriru. After 15km, you’ll reach the botanical garden.
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Anapa Pearls | MALOFF/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Jardin Botanique de Faaroa

Wander this 3-hectare exotic garden at no charge between 7am and 7pm, taking in the beauty and fragrances of the island’s loveliest flowers. With clear maps, well-defined paths and informative signs on local flora and fauna, plus picnic areas and playgrounds for the kiddos.

The Drive: Travel 700m south and just past the College Faaroa, you’ll see signs for Mystery House on the left. Turn down the unpaved lane, park and walk up the path.
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3 Mystery House

Quirky French designer Gerard built this confounding attraction, and will take you on a tour for a steep 1500 CFP per person (750 CFP for kids). He’ll show you impossible geometrical figures on the lawn, before taking you into a dramatically tilting structure.

The Drive: After crossing Faaroa River, turn left and follow the winding road around the southeastern part of the island. It’s about 20km to Marae Taputapuatea.

4 Marae Taputapuatea

The most important marae (traditional temple) in French Polynesia, sprawling Marae Taputapuatea, dates from the 17th century. It’s dedicated to ’Oro, the god of war, who dominated 18th-century Polynesian religious beliefs. In 2017 the complex was declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

The Drive: The island’s southern shore is the most remote part of Ra’iatea. It’s 50km to the pickup point for Anapa Pearl Farm (reservations required).

5 Anapa Pearls

At this little grafting house and pearl boutique, you’ll learn about how pearls are made and then take a dip with mask and snorkel to check out what goes on underwater. Hopes are, of course, that you’ll buy some pearl jewellery while you’re here.

The Drive: Just 1km up the road you’ll arrive in the village of Tevaitoa, and right in the middle you’ll see the island’s oldest Protestant church, an architectural curiosity built smack on top of the magnificent Marae Tainuu.

6 Marae Tainuu

The walls of Marae Tainuu stretch for 50m, with some of the massive upright stones standing more than 4m high. It was from this westernmost point of Ra’iatea that ancient Polynesians departed on countless voyages, and today, their ancestors periodically reunite at this spot to tell stories.




Marae Taputapuatea

POLYNESIA’S FAMOUS TEMPLE

Like Muslims have Mecca and Christians have Jerusalem, the Polynesian people have Marae Taputapuatea. The revered temple complex is an imposing and moving sight, but unfortunately there is little information for visitors beyond some signboards and brochures. For a more complete understanding of the site, consider hiring a guide to bring it to life. We recommend visiting the site as part of an excursion with the reliable tour company Trucky Tour or booking a private experience with long-time guide Tahiarii Pariente, who owns Ra’aitea Excursions and Polynesian Escape.

The complex is located on the southwest coast of the island and at the centre of the ‘Polynesian Triangle’: a vast marine region that extends north to Hawaii, east to Easter Island and south to New Zealand. It dates from the 17th century and is dedicated to ’Oro, the god of war, who dominated 18th-century Polynesian religious beliefs. Despite its relatively short history, this marae assumed great importance in the Polynesian religion.


Any marae constructed on other islands had to incorporate one of Taputapuatea’s stones as a symbol of allegiance and spiritual lineage. This was the centre of spiritual power in Polynesia when the first Europeans arrived, and its influence was international: ari’i (chiefs) from all over the Maohi (Polynesian) world, including the Australs, the Cook Islands and New Zealand, came here for important ceremonies.

The main part of the site is a large paved platform with a long ahu (altar) stretching down one side. At the very end of the cape is the smaller Marae Tauraa, a tapu (taboo) enclosure with a tall ‘stone of investiture’, where young ari’i were enthroned. The lagoonside Marae Hauviri is made of pieces of coral, and Marae Hititai has an upright stone in a courtyard where human sacrifices took place.

In addition to a well-restored marae complex, Taputapuatea also features a patrimonial trail up a nearby mountainside. The path climbs past sacred stones, basaltic lava flows and the grave of a resident to a couple of spectacular viewpoints, from which visitors can gaze at the marae from above and out to other sacred sites within the lagoon.
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Marae Taputapuatea | ASHLEY HARRELL/LONELY PLANET ©


RA’IATEA HISTORY

In ancient times, the island known as Havai’iki Nui was the spiritual centre and cradle of Maohi (Polynesian) culture. Ari’i (chiefs) travelled from far-flung islands for important ceremonies and the population thrived until the 19th century.

James Cook showed up in 1769 and anchored off Opoa, then returned in 1774 and 1777. Protestant missionaries came to Ra’iatea in 1818, and following the French takeover of Tahiti in 1842 there was a long period of instability and fierce Ra’iatean resistance. It wasn’t until 1888 that the French attempted a real takeover of the island, and in 1897, troops put down the final Polynesian rebellion. The spirit of resistance is still palpable today, and Ra’iatea remains the cultural, religious and historic centre of the Society Islands and beyond.



WHERE TO STAY ON RA’IATEA

Ra’iatea Lodge

Cheerful, plantation-style lodgings on manicured, lagoon-front grounds. Excellent restaurant. $$$

Pension Manava

Well-managed bungalows, all with kitchens and private bathrooms, dotting a tropical garden. $

Motu Nao Nao

Private motu with dreamy trails and beaches. Stay in posh villas while a private chef indulges. $$$


I LIVE HERE: BEST TOURS TO UNDERSTAND THE REAL POLYNESIA
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Tahiarii Pariente was born in Ra’iatea and has worked here as a researcher, artist, lecturer and cultural ambassador. He owns companies Ra’aitea Excursions and Polynesian Escape, and recommends these tours.

West Coast Marae Visit

Explore the lesser-visited Marae Tainuu while learning about the historical and mythical background of the Maohi people.

Lagoon Tour

Discover beautiful stripes of blues between Ra’iatea and Taha’a, along with some interesting facts about the marine life and ecosystem.

Sunset Cruise

Close the day on the lagoon with Bora Bora in the background and an education on how the ancient Polynesians navigated by the stars.



WHERE TO EAT ON RA’IATEA

Snack Tonoi

Giant portions of delicious local and French food in open-air huts. Yes to the lobster special. $$

Opoa Beach Hotel

Ra’iatea’s most glamorous dining spot earns raves for its high-flying and ever-changing creative dishes. $$$

Restaurant Villa Ixora

Pair standout Mediterranean-Polynesian fusion cuisine with top-notch wine at this elegant Avera restaurant. $$$

Hitting the Trails

WATERFALLS, RARE FLOWERS AND EPIC VIEWS

Ra’iatea’s mountainous interior is a veritable playground for hiking enthusiasts. Some of the more challenging trails are steep and slippery, and it’s forbidden to hike them without a guide. Other less perilous paths can be hiked independently and are suitable for all ages and abilities. The best hike on the island (and one of the best across all of French Polynesia) takes guests up to the Temehani Plateau.

This scenic and rewarding hike starts on a dirt track near PK6 along the coastal road southwest of Uturoa. It climbs through a pine forest past curling ferns, delicate orchids and whooshing waterfalls to the 800m-high Temehani Plateau, and the views along the way become increasingly epic. At the top, your guide will show you the tiare apetahi, a rare white gardenia endemic to Ra’iatea. Its five white petals extend from just one side, and this unique design has become a symbol of Ra’iatea. Humans once collected them aggressively, and although that’s now forbidden, there are only a few dozen bushes left. Efforts to grow them outside of the Temehani Plateau have all failed, and their numbers are in steep decline due to a fungus, so this is a hike you’ll want to do sooner rather than later. It takes about seven hours to complete and is of moderate difficulty.


The second best hike on Ra’iatea is the Three Waterfalls, which takes you past – you guessed it – three waterfalls. It’s an easy stroll to the first (the smallest), which has a great swimming hole, but the trail climbs steeply from here, with some tricky scrambles. After passing the second waterfall, the trail follows the riverbed through a bamboo forest. The third waterfall is the most splendid – a 40m beauty with a fabulous swimming hole at its basin. Wade beneath the fall for a free massage, and keep an eye out for eels. The whole hike takes about four hours and is of moderate difficulty.

A guide is required for both of the aforementioned hikes, and there are just two certified hiking guides on the island. Thierry Laroche at Raiatea Randonee has been around the longest and is very knowledgeable about local flora. Kiam Marti of Temehani Rando is also very experienced, kind and professional. Both guides speak English. They charge 9000 CFP per person for the Mount Temehani hike and 5000 CFP for the Three Waterfalls trail. Prices include snacks and possibly transfers, depending on where you’re staying.

There are a couple of easier hikes on the south part of the island that do not require a guide. Just off the transversal road you’ll see signs for La Promenade de Gabbros, a 30-minute round-trip hike to geological curiosities known as Gabbros. They are coarse, dark-coloured, mohawk-shaped rocks that form the chimney of the volcano that birthed the entire island. Just 2km up the road you’ll find the Macaranda ridge trail, a 1.3km hike through a dry forest and along the caldera of Ra’iatea’s main volcano, with stairs and ropes to assist in the ascent. When you reach the summit at 250m, you’ll take in views of the entire Faaroa Valley as well as Faatemu Bay at the southernmost tip of the island. Keep your ears open for the blue cicada species endemic to the island. It’s the only cicada species in French Polynesia.
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THE LEGEND OF THE TIARE APETAHI

There are several legends surrounding the origins of this flower, the most popular of which involves an ill-fated woman called Apetahi. After catching her fisherman husband with another woman, Apetahi is said to have climbed the Temehani Plateau, committed suicide and left an arm behind, with her palm and five fingers extending toward the sky. Shortly thereafter, white flowers shaped like open hands apparently bloomed all over the plateau. Although Apetahi’s husband tried to transplant some to his garden, the flower refused to grow anywhere else.



WHERE TO EAT ON RA’IATEA

Fish & Blue

Delicious seafood and cocktails in a fairy-lit setting with tables in the sand. Truly magical atmosphere. $$$

Va Nui Restaurant

Upscale little restaurant with lagoon views and a menu of classic French Polynesian dishes. $$$

Ra’iatea Lodge

A refined establishment with an all-star chef; think lobster, sea urchin, beef cheek and lamb confit. $$$

Water Adventures

SAILING, SNORKELLING, DIVING, KAYAKING

Around Ra’iatea, there are enough waterborne activities to keep a traveller busy for at least a week. With a central position in the Society Islands and a fine lagoon, Ra’iatea is a major hub of yacht-chartering, with operations that offer fully stocked and equipped boats, and basically anything a customer could want. Bare-boat charter rates vary seasonally (July to August is the high season), and two of the better-known operations are Tahiti Yacht Charter and Dream Yacht Worldwide. Day tours by boat are also quite popular, although most companies based on Ra’iatea zip around Taha’a after scooping up their guests from the pier in Uturoa.

For those who enjoy self-powered watercraft, most hotels and pensions offer free kayaks and the opportunity to paddle the blue lagoon to a white-sand beach on a motu. The most scenic include Motu Iriru to the east, Motu Miri Miri to the west and Motu Oatara to the southeast. Full-day kayak tours with an operator will add even more adventure, taking you up the jungle-clad Faaroa, French Polynesia’s only navigable river. On a trip with Raiatea Activities you’ll glide between the rocky banks into the complete serenity of this wild region as guides share their knowledge about the river’s history and ecosystem.

For those more interested in underwater pursuits, Ra’iatea’s best diving centre is Hemisphere Sub, and there’s also a decent smaller outfit called Te Mara Nui and a few charter boat services that offer scuba to clients. The companies provide transport from your hotel and frequent about 20 sites around Ra’iatea and Taha’a, including passes, vertical walls, coral gardens and French Polynesia’s most interesting shipwreck (the Nordby). A two-tank dive is 15,500 CFP and an open-water certification course is 69,000 CFP.

[image: shutterstock_696757381jpg]

Kayak, Ra’iatea | SPATULETAIL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


RA’IATEA’S BEST DIVE SITES

Nordby Wreck

A 60m vessel that sank to 29m in August 1990 is now home to groupers, leaffish, lionfish, moray eels and nudibranchs. Visibility isn’t great.

Teavapiti Pass

Expect grey, blacktip and whitetip sharks, plus trevallies, red snappers, Napoleon wrasses and, if you’re lucky, manta rays.

Miri-Miri Pass

This crystal-clear pass off the western coast has lots of fish action and delicate bunches of purple Distichopora coral.

Roses

At about 45m, the seabed is blanketed with a gorgeous coral rose carpet. Off the northwestern coast, it’s for advanced divers.




Getting Around

A sealed road marked with point kilométrique (PK; kilometre point) distances hugs the coast all the way around the island. The options for getting around are to rent a car or a scooter, or even a small boat, from Raiatea Location (raiatealocation.com), take taxis (which start at 1000 CFP per ride), or hitchhike. Hitchhiking is fairly accepted here because of the low-key tourism and lack of public transport. However, there are always dangers associated with hitching and Lonely Planet doesn’t recommend it.





TAHA’A


[image: jpg]

Larger than you’d think (it’s bigger than Mo’orea) and roughly orchid-shaped, this island specialises in two of the most pleasant things French Polynesia has to offer: vanilla and pearls. This befits the subtle and sweet personality of Taha’a, where smiles are as common as hibiscus flowers and the scent of vanilla wafts through the air. There’s not much going on, but that’s what’s so wonderful about this island. Forget the world while soaking in the incredible quiet and natural beauty. From the string of sandy motu to the north of the island, the silhouette of Bora Bora sits so close you could almost believe you were in the high-rolling neighbour’s lagoon.

A sealed coastal road encircles most of the island, but traffic is very light and there is no public transport. Taha’a’s easily navigable lagoon and safe anchorages make it a favourite for visiting yachties and day-trippers from Ra’iatea.
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TOP TIP

Book any rental vehicles, tours and lodgings well in advance, but also leave openings in your itinerary for doing absolutely nothing. Before showing up at a restaurant, call ahead to be sure its open and can accommodate you.




Exploring the Lagoon

AQUATIC ADVENTURES

The most popular way to experience Taha’a is by boat, on one of the many tours that circle the island and make stops for snorkelling, shark-watching and a motu lunch (along with an array of land activities such as pearl farm, vanilla plantation and rum distillery visits). The best and most entertaining of these adventures are operated by Are Tours, which employs talented locals to drive the boat, prepare a delicious Polynesian lunch and put on music performances and demonstrations such as coconut harvesting and preparing. The tour costs 9000 CFP per person, and just a heads up: the guides wear traditional outfits that are um, very revealing.

The best stop on the tour is at the shallow snorkelling channel just beside Le Taha’a Resort off Motu Tau Tau. You’ll don a mask and snorkel to drift through what feels like an aquarium, with abundant coral, tropical fish and oodles of brightly coloured clams. Be careful not to touch any coral, which can harm both it and you. Alternatively, some guesthouses will drop you on a motu for a day of snorkelling or you can join an organised pirogue (outrigger canoe) tour.

Prefer to go deeper? Taha’a has one dive centre, the low-key operation Tahaa Diving based on Hurepiti Bay. The owner Michel speaks English and offers free pickups on the west side of the island. He specialises in bringing small and medium-sized groups to about a dozen sites around Taha’a and Ra’iatea. The best include Tau Tau, a gently sloping reef off the west side of Taha’a, where blacktips, trevally, tuna, barracuda and Napoleon wrasses congregate, and Ceran Pass, an advanced dive on the east side of Taha’a where sea mounts, grey sharks and barracudas are highlights. Most dive sites involve a 20- to 45-minute boat trip across the lagoon. A two-tank dive is 15,000 CFP and package deals are available.


BEST PLACES TO EAT ON TAHA’A

Le Ficus

Feast on traditional oven fare with your toes in the sand while watching Tahitian dancers and a fire show. Schedule varies, call ahead. $$

Tahaa Maitiai

Fabulous lagoon views and delicious French food. The menu features lots of fresh seafood, local fruits and vegetables, and lip-smacking desserts. $$

The Tipairua

Le Taha’a Resort’s gourmet restaurant features creative French-Polynesian fusion cuisine paired with sommelier-selected fine wine. Reservations required. $$$

Zilia

Alfresco dining at Eden Private Island on a wide deck with 180-degree views of the main island. The ‘surprise’ menu highlights local products and cooking techniques. $$$



WHERE TO STAY ON TAHA’A

Le Taha’a Private Island & Spa

One of the country’s best resorts, on Motu Tau Tau with outrageous snorkelling. $$$

Au Phil du Temps

Popular bungalows with TVs and private outdoor bathrooms a few metres from the lagoon. $$

Vahine Island Private Island Resort

Nine-bungalow resort on an unrivalled white-sand motu with blue in all directions. $$$



Circling Taha’a on a Driving Tour
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Your drive around the 70km sealed road of Taha’a begins in 1 Vaitoare, one of the island’s eight villages, where the quay and most of the rental car companies are based. Head west alongside the impossibly blue lagoon en route to 2 Champon Pearl Farm, a well-run family operation known for high-quality mounted and loose pearls (tours 8am to 4pm). Continue on, tracing Apu Bay for 1.5km before reaching 3 Fare Vanira, a family-owned vanilla plantation where you can wander amongst the vines, learn the process and buy some high-end products. It’s another 10km to reach Pati, a delightful hamlet at the end of the road. Park and walk 15 minutes along the lagoon (and briefly into it to avoid the property with all the ‘no trespassing’ signs) to 4 Joe Dassin Beach, a secluded white-sand dream once owned by (and now named after) a famous French singer.

Double back and proceed north to the larger village of 5 Haamene, the island’s administrative and commercial centre, for a slice of daily life. From here drive west and turn down the side road along Hurepiti Bay, an incredibly scenic detour that ends with 6 Patisserie Reiri Chongue, with items ranging from marlin carpaccio to crème puff desserts. Reverse course and continue circling Taha’a clockwise, with stops at 7 Pari Pari Rum Distillery to sample the pure agricole rum (made with local sugarcane and no molasses) and 8 Marae Faremeho Vaimai, the site of a Polynesian temple set in tropical gardens that was being restored at the time of research. As you circle the remainder of the island, open the windows, count the mailboxes designed specifically for the delivery of fresh baguettes from local bakeries, and enjoy the scenery.




Guided Island Tours

HITTING THE GROUND ON TAHA’A

The best introduction to the island’s natural history and ecosystems is a 4WD adventure with Vanilla Tours, the island’s first tour company (in operation since 1988). Run by the knowledgeable and engaging Noah Plantier, the tour begins in his family garden, where Noah introduces guests to local produce, flowers and a massive ficus his father planted. Noah then drives guests around the island in his Land Rover, explaining how the plants arrived, feeding you edible foliage and making stops at viewpoints and island attractions, including a vanilla farm and a rum distillery.

His half-day tour is 6000 CFP per person, but if you’ve got time, definitely take the full day 9000 CFP per person (kids under 12 are half price). It includes a picnic and a jaunt up a mountain road into the wild centre of the island, where you can hike a bit and visit an astonishing viewpoint. Noah has all kinds of goodies and surprises in store. If he’s booked up, 4WD tours with Taha’a Tour Excursions, Vaipoe Tours and Hamana Cultural Tour are also recommended.

Another great way to see the island is on a two-wheel tour with Ecobike Taha’a. It’s 4000 CFP per person with a two-person minimum for a 3-hour tour.


THE NEWEST CROP ON TAHA’A

Move over vanilla and pearls. Sugarcane is the hot new thing on Taha’a! Okay, okay, it isn’t entirely new. Polynesians brought the crop from Papua New Guinea long before Europeans arrived, and islanders appreciated its taste and medicinal qualities. But it wasn’t until 2005 that projects commenced to revive the cultivation and supply two Taha’a rum distilleries that have popped up.

Today, local families are growing the crop over more than 26 hectares of land, and selling it to distilleries making high-quality agricole rum (which is produced without molasses). Don’t miss the tour at Pari Pari Rum Distillery, where you can sample the top-notch spirits.




Getting Around

There is no public transport on Taha’a. Hiring a car, scooter or bike are the only ways to see the island independently. The coast road is mostly sealed and in good condition. If you do decide to tackle it by bicycle, keep in mind that there are some steep stretches on the south of the island that can be challenging. If you are contemplating hitching, remember that traffic is very light.






BORA BORA
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ABSURDLY GORGEOUS HONEYMOON ISLAND

Astounding visitors and emptying wallets since the mid 20th century, this tropical island and its mesmerising lagoon are truly the stuff of dreams.
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To call Bora Bora photogenic would be a glaring understatement. Formed by a volcano some 7 million years ago, the island’s stunning basaltic peaks soar above lush lowland rainforest, while the surrounding lagoon’s sapphire, indigo and turquoise hues swirl like a blue-obsessed painter’s palette, ebbing here, flowing there, and eventually colliding with crystalline beaches and castaway-cool, palm-fringed motu (small islets).

Ancient Polynesians had the place to themselves from the 3rd century up until the 1800s, when Protestant missionaries from England and colonisers from France did their worst. US troops got an eyeful of Bora Bora when they established a base there during WWII, and shortly thereafter, an ever-increasing contingent of overwater-bungalow-obsessed visitors sent prices to the sky. The COVID-19 pandemic was particularly rough on Bora Bora’s tourist economy, and the costs of living and vacationing on the island have been rising. At the poshest resorts, a small salad can cost upwards of 4000 CFP.

Well-heeled honeymooners are undeterred, and other gung-ho travellers can still find a handful of budget and midrange options. The reward – aside from unparalleled beauty – is a slow-paced, sun-and-sand holiday paired with some action-packed adventure. Diving, snorkelling, hiking excursions and countless lagoon and island tours are on offer, and while there isn’t much nightlife to speak of, every visitor should make a point of seeing a traditional Polynesian dance performance.
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Find Your Way

Whether you’re cruising around Bora Bora’s 32km perimeter road, splashing into its shallow turquoise lagoon, or chillin’ on the surrounding motu, this astounding destination can make all of your island dreams come true.
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Plan Your Time

When in Bora Bora, you’ll want to plan some activities in advance but also build in stretches of downtime to kick back and appreciate the knockout scenery.
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Pressed for Time

If you only have a couple of days in Bora Bora, there are two ways to play it: either stay on a motu in an overwater bungalow and don’t even think about leaving, or stay on the main island and opt into adventure. Book a half-day lagoon tour to get out and see the fishes and scale a mountain for a birds-eye lagoon view. Find time to decompress at Matira Beach, feast on French cuisine at Saint James restaurant, and see if there’s a buffet and dance performance happening near you.




A Weeklong Stay

Consider splitting your time between the main island and an overwater bungalow at a fancy resort. There will be plenty of time for massages, tropical cocktails and beach time at Matira, but you can also embark on several island expeditions. Rent a car or scooters or hop on an ATV tour one day and circumnavigate the island. Follow hiking guide Django through the Faanui Valley on the Ancestors’ Path. Enjoy a full day’s lagoon tour, with stops for snorkelling and a motu lunch. You’ll have your pick of the island buffet and dance nights.




If You Have More Time

With more than a week in Bora Bora, you’ll be able to do everything mentioned above, plus additional excursions to some farther-flung locales. Honeymooners should consider a helicopter ride to the heart-shaped atoll Tupai and scuba enthusiasts can take advantage of some of the lesser-explored, shark-filled dive sites. You could also rent your own boat for a self-guided trip around the lagoon, summit Mt Pahia and Mt Ohue or take up kitesurfing. Don’t miss the local Tahitian oven dinner on Friday night at the Conrad.



Seasonal Highlights

Avoid crowds, save on resorts during low season (December to March). Book ahead for high season (May to October).


JANUARY

Sometimes rainy; therefore, great for deals at the island’s luxury resorts. Taurua Varua, an important cultural event, occurs.
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FEBRUARY

Valentine’s Day is always a big deal at the resorts. It’s still technically the rainy season, so good deals abound.
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MARCH

Low season continues, but island events start happening, including competitions to find Bora Bora’s best orero (guardian of spoken history).
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JULY

Peak high season. Bora Bora hosts its largest cultural festival, Heiva, on a stage in Vaitape.
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SEPTEMBER

The height of humpback-whale season (runs from August to November). Best time to see mothers and their calves.

[image: shutterstock_1218839440jpg]

IMAGINE EARTH PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

OCTOBER

This month is all about calm, clear conditions for scuba diving, and stone-throwing competitions on the main island.
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,
NOVEMBER

Visibility is great for snorkelling and scuba diving. Arrival of the Hawaiki Nui outrigger canoe race on Matira Beach.
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Overwater Bungalow Bliss

SUPER AQUATIC ACCOMMODATION

In all the world, you’d be hard-pressed to find more luxurious and romantic accommodation than the choices standing on stilts above Bora Bora’s famous lagoon. The hardest part (beyond affording the hefty price tag, of course) is selecting which resort’s opulent overwater bungalow is right for your once-in-a-lifetime trip. During research time, six of the island’s overwater resorts were open for business, and here’s the intel at each to help you choose your dream stay.
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MAIN ISLAND OR MOTU?

One of the most important choices you’ll make on a trip to Bora Bora is where to stay. Many honeymooners may prefer the castaway vibe of the dreamy motu, but adventurous and/or budget-conscious couples may find such vacations ‘Bora Boring’ and should consider the main island, which offers a better base for independent exploration (particularly when paired with a rental vehicle).

Although some motu resorts offer free shuttles, the schedules aren’t always convenient, and while water taxis are always available, they start at 2000 CFP per trip. Note that land taxis on Bora Bora are equally exorbitant, starting at 1500 CFP for the shortest of rides (and bags cost extra).



Le Bora Bora

Of all Bora Bora’s overwater options, Le Bora Bora has the strongest Polynesian feel and it got a major revamp in 2020. Set on a private motu north of the main island, the resort features overwater suites, bungalows and villas, all with spacious, artful interiors, oversized bathtubs and easy access from sundecks down to burgeoning coral nurseries. Some of the options have private pools and views of Mt Otemanu; all blend perfectly into the exquisite landscape.


Meals are reasonably priced at three delicious restaurants, a tropical spa offers Polynesian treatments, and a dazzling infinity pool looks out over a white-sand beach, where kayaks and paddleboards are complimentary. The only drawbacks: it’s exposed to prevailing winds and the boardwalks are a tad slick when it rains.

A free shuttle operates several times a day between the resort and Chancelade Base on the north of the main island. Overwater bungalows start at 140,787 CFP, and airport boat transfers cost 4000 CFP.

Conrad Bora Bora Nui Resort

The 84 overwater villas and bungalows at this five-star resort are contenders for French Polynesia’s best. Perched over the lagoon beside a hilly motu southwest of the main island, all contain the obligatory glass-floor viewing panels and sumptuous quarters. Some of the most luxurious bungalows are two-storey and feature private dipping pools, Mt Otemanu views and overwater hammocks.

The resort features top-notch amenities, including an infinity pool, five outstanding restaurants and a gorgeous, hilltop spa overlooking the resort. Service is outstanding and astounding vistas abound throughout the property. On Saturday evenings, the resort hosts a Tahitian oven dinner in which a variety of local foods are cooked underground.

There are four shuttles between Vaitape and the resort, but you’ll pay 7500 CFP for airport boat transfers and 4900 CFP per person for any shuttle after 6pm. Overwater bungalows start at 119,860 CFP.


BEST MAIN ISLAND RESTAURANTS

Saint James

At a Vaitape shopping centre, stylish waterfront restaurant features French specialities. Free dinner shuttle. $$$

Bloody Mary’s

Sand floors, coconut stools, thatched roof. Choose your meal from an extensive display. Free shuttles. $$$

Villa Mahana

Mediterranean-Polynesian fusion cuisine, served with French wines in a stylish villa reminiscent of Provence. $$$

Aloe Cafe

In centre of Vaitape, this casual restaurant offers tasty meals all day long. Free Wi-Fi. $$

Bora Bora Beach Club

Open-air restaurant on Matira Beach serving French and Polynesian specialties, including foie gras, fresh lobster. $$$



Four Seasons Resort Bora Bora

Since it opened in 2008, this resort has consistently impressed with its high-calibre service, postcard-perfect setting, splendid overwater bungalows and tasty (if exorbitantly priced) food. Each overwater bungalow comes with its own large pool on an enclosed deck overlooking the sea, with direct access to the lagoon.

The international clientele consists mainly of celebs, honeymooners and couples who spend the day by the pool and being treated at the sumptuous spa, but it’s also welcoming to families (young children and teenagers have their own entertainment program).

Overwater bungalows start at 119,788 CFP plus a tax and service fee of 26% that covers transfers and other amenities.

WHERE TO STAY (APART FROM OVERWATER BUNGALOWS)

Villa Paahi

Delightful two-bedroom villa on a motu just beside Bora Bora’s most thriving coral garden. $$$

Bora Bungalove

Comfy, spacious bungalow with kitchen, waterfront terrace, and small room with outdoor bathroom. $$

Chez Nono

Two bungalows, two Polynesian-style villas, steps from Matira Beach. No frills but overall good value. $$

Sunset Hill Lodge

Eleven good-value and fully equipped studios with air-con, divided between lagoonside and mountain locations. $$

Hotel Matira

Beachside bungalows circling a lawn, just steps from turquoise water, featuring dark-wood furniture and sundecks. $$$

Bora Bora Camping Motu Écologique

Modest campground, limited amenities, but idyllic Motu Tupe location. $


St Regis Bora Bora Resort

Another favourite with honeymooners, this resort is a perfect high-style escape, with gorgeous overwater bungalows. The resort’s motu is landscaped for optimum beach space and features a series of turquoise channels and a vast ‘lagoonarium’ that’s home to a couple of oversized humphead wrasses, a big draw for fish lovers.

Another highlight is the food. The St Regis was one of the original pioneers of fine à-la-carte dining on Bora Bora, and it’s safe to say you’ll eat excellently in its two restaurants. You can also book in for a beauty treatment in the lavish Miri Miri spa.

The resort operates free shuttles to Vaitape. Airport transfers are 7075 CFP per person and overwater accommodations start at 224,500 CFP.


WHY I LOVE BORA BORA
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Ashley Harrell, Lonely Planet writer

On flights out of Bora Bora, there’s a mad rush for the window seats with the best views on the right side of the plane. This includes people who have lived on the island for all of their lives, and on several lucky occasions, it has also included me. The hypervigilance and elbow-dodging becomes more than worth it once airborne, when the views of this curiously shaped dormant volcano encircled by a multihued lagoon and satellite coral motu are downright mesmerising. Costs and crowds be darned, my photos from behind an aeroplane window have never come out so lovely.



Maitai Polynesia Bora Bora

This midrange resort on the main island prides itself on offering the cheapest overwater bungalows in French Polynesia (starting at 64,317 CFP). The options are much less exclusive and glam than the ones found at other hotels, and lack much privacy (the coastal road passes just behind). But the unbeatable location offers adequate compensation, and at the end of the day, you’re still falling asleep to the sound of the water lapping beneath your overwater bungalow.

Amenities include two restaurants and two bars, along with free kayaks and snorkelling gear. A taxi to the hotel from Vaitape costs 2500 CFP.

BEST ROMANTIC RESORT RESTAURANTS ON MOTU

Le Corail

Elegant, experimental haute cuisine in dining room overlooking the ‘lagoonarium’ at the InterContinental. $$$

Lagoon by Jean-Georges

Helmed by inimitable Jean-Georges Vongerichten, the St Regis’s Thai-French restaurant has views of Mt Otemanu. $$$

Iriatai

Trust chef’s ever-changing, innovative tasting menu with wine pairings at the Conrad’s open-air French restaurant. $$$

InterContinental(s) Bora Bora

There are two InterContinental resorts in Bora Bora: Le Moana on the main island and the Thalasso on a nearby motu. They’re connected by a free shuttle service, and both offer splendid overwater bungalows.

Le Moana is ideal for those looking to do Bora Bora in style without feeling cut off from the main island. It spreads along the eastern side of Matira Point (good for watching the sunrise), a thin stretch of beach is right out the front and there’s sensational snorkelling offshore. Its overwater bungalows feature Polynesian designs, and the most sought-after ones are bungalows 11 to 18, with magnificent lagoon views from the bedroom. Other perks include free kayaks, paddleboards and snorkelling gear. It’s renowned for its twice-weekly buffet and dance night.

Thalasso has one of the best resort reputations on the island, and the accolades are well deserved. Seen from above, the layout of the 80 overwater bungalows resembles two giant crab claws. The wow factor continues inside, with floor-to-ceiling windows and Philippe Starck-inspired decor. There’s also a lavish spa, an overwater wedding chapel (complete with a glass-floor aisle), a coral nursery and an innovative seawater air-conditioning system,

Overwater bungalows start at 170,700 CFP.
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RESPECTING BORA BORA’S MARINE LIFE

To preserve the beauty of Bora Bora’s lagoon and the creatures who call it home, there are a few guidelines travellers should follow. When booking your lagoon tours, ask if the tour operator engages in feeding sharks, rays or other sea creatures to attract them to the boat in the lagoon or near the pass. This is illegal, but it still happens, and you can help by expressing disapproval and booking a different tour instead.

Don’t chase any animals in the water, which can stress them out and result in them moving to other places. Finally, be sure the sunscreen you wear in the water is reef-safe and try to avoid touching or kicking coral.



BEST LAGOON TOUR OPERATORS

Lagoon Service

Comfortable boats, various lagoon tours. All-day swimming, snorkelling and motu lunch for the win.

Moana Adventure Tours

Providing lagoon activities since 1969, this company employs local, certified guides and various combo-tour options.

Reef Discovery

Specialises in small groups interested in manta rays. Certified naturalist guides. Gear, lessons, boat provided.

Exploring the Lagoon

BOATING, SNORKELLING, DIVING AND MORE

Taking a cruise around Bora Bora’s idyllic lagoon will be one of the highlights of your trip to French Polynesia. As if zipping around in the mind-meltingly gorgeous environs wasn’t enough, you’ll also have a chance to swim, snorkel and dive in otherwise inaccessible (and bathtub-warm!) water.

Competition is fierce among the various operators who provide trips on the lagoon and its surrounding motu, so don’t hesitate to shop around. Ask what’s included in a cruise and check the ethos of the operator, especially regarding interactions with sharks – a growing number of operators are abstaining from creating inappropriate interactions with animals. If you feel comfortable renting your own boat and zipping around the lagoon without a guide, La Plage Tours offers self-drive boats starting at 15,000 CFP for two hours, while guided trips start at 14,000 CFP per person for a half-day.

Most guided trips include snorkelling gear, but it’s not a bad idea to bring your own, particularly if you want a mask that won’t leak or fog up. With clear waters and healthy coral gardens, the lagoon is a snorkeller’s paradise, even for those who have experience in some of the world’s other top underwater destinations. Schools of glittering fish and perhaps a stingray or a blacktip shark are just a few of the regulars.

Meanwhile, diving in the translucent, toasty waters of Bora Bora is amazing and involves sloping reefs, canyons, swim-throughs and active cleaning stations. There are only a few species of coral to be found, which can make for slightly less dynamic gardens. But sharks, manta rays and other marine life abound, and can be seen in shallow waters in the lagoon or outside the reef. If you’re a beginner, you’ve definitely come to the right place – Bora Bora is a great destination to learn to dive or to take a certification course (starting at 55,000 CFP).

For those who aren’t ready to take the full plunge with scuba diving, but aspire to more than just snorkelling, there are a few innovative options. The company Aqua Safari provides the unique experience of walking underwater, wearing a diver’s helmet and weight belt. Pumps on the boat above feed air to you during the 30-minute ‘walk on the wet side’, in less than 4m of water. Walks are available to everyone over the age of six, and a dive instructor accompanies you on your walk (helmet dives start at 11,000 CFP).

If you’d rather ride the sea than walk it, tour operator Bora Ocean Adventures offers underwater scootering. It’s accessible to anyone over six, nonswimmers included, and each bright-yellow scooter accommodates a driver and a passenger. The upper bodies of both riders are enclosed in an air-filled cockpit, allowing for discussion about the mind-blowing ocean life that surrounds. A surface buoy keeps the scooter at a max depth of 3m, and a diving guide leads the way during the 30-minute underwater experience. A scooter dive for one or two people costs 44,000 CFP.

All operators organise free pickups and drop-offs from hotels and pensions.
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Underwater scootering | Dana Neibert/Getty images ©


BEST BORA BORA DIVE SITES

Anau

The lagoon’s most celebrated dive spot: manta ray cleaning station in less than 20m of water.

Toopua

Coral garden with clownfish and anemones extends over a drop-off, eagle ray sightings at bottom.

Muri Muri

Advanced site behind the airport; grey sharks, dogtooth tuna, turtles, even whales can be spotted.

Tapu Nui

Known for sightings of blacktip reef sharks and lemon sharks, usually found at around 25m.



BEST DIVE SHOPS

Eleuthera Bora Diving Centre

The best dive shop in Bora Bora, right on Matira Beach: high standard of service.

TOPDIVE

Popular dive centre operates from the InterContinental on the motu. Offers nitrox at no additional charge.

Hiro Dive Bora Bora

Private diving service (one instructor), specialises in small groups. Wealth of experience in Bora Bora waters.

Ride the Wind

CATCHING AIR AND TAKING FLIGHT

Once you’ve studied the lagoon from below, it’s time to consider it from above. There are a number of options for soaring over, around and through Bora Bora, the most popular (and costly) of which is a scenic flight.

Tahiti Nui Helicopters offers four experiences on the island: A 10-minute ‘Pacific Pearl’ tour, which loops around Motu Toopa then follows the the island’s east coast before turning back (17,000/14,440 CFP per adult/child). For double the time and double the price, the ‘Shades of Blue’ tour circles almost the entire island and several scenic motu before reversing course. ‘The Heart of Tupai’ makes a large, 30-minute loop around Bora Bora and also the heart-shaped atoll Tupai, an ideal experience for honeymooners (47,025 CFP per person). For 224,984 CFP per person, the Tupai escape adds a 10-minute stop on the private atoll, where you’ll be alone on the fine white sands at the edge of the shimmering lagoon.

For those looking to catch some of their own air, Skydive Tahiti offers tandem jumps in Bora Bora for 116,000 CFP per person. Included are a 25-minute scenic flight, 45 seconds of free fall and a tranquil parachute ride over the world’s most dazzling drop zone. There’s also tandem paragliding around Mt Otemanu (prices vary, see boraboraparasailing.com) and parasailing around Bora Bora’s lagoon (starting at 30,000 CFP per couple for a 15-minute flight) with Bora Bora Parasailing.


BORA BORA WHALES

Between early August and mid-November, just four companies are permitted to conduct whale tours, and these companies largely follow the interaction guidelines to avoid disturbing the migrating humpbacks.

Tohora Bora Bora, the company that pioneered the activity 10 years ago, offers 3½-hour tours on a large boat with a maximum of 10 passengers (14,000 CFP per person). Whales are never guaranteed, of course, and the tours take place outside the lagoon, which means the water can get choppy (BYO motion-sickness medicine). Snorkel gear is provided and the boat is equipped with a directional hydrophone, allowing passengers to listen in on whale songs.



BEST THREE SNORKELLING SPOTS

Aquarium

Behind the motu Pitiuu Uta lies a vibrant coral garden at 5m deep: clear water, tropical fish.

Coral Garden

Surrounded by motu just west of the airport, this nameless, expansive underwater garden teems with fish.

Manta Cleaning Station

South of airport at end of peninsula. Snorkel with manta rays as fish nibble them.



DRIVING TOUR
Wheeling Around Bora Bora

Rent a car or scooter for the day and choose your own adventure. The astounding lagoon and motu views at every turn make circumnavigating Bora Bora a breathtaking endeavour, and the journey can be completed in about 45 minutes by car. Take it slow and follow your curiosity: local fruit stands, roulottes (food vans operating as snack bars), roadside viewpoints and huts selling pareus and other souvenirs make for delightful stops.


1 Vaitape

The island’s main settlement, Vaitape, is a great place to shop for a picnic lunch, take care of banking needs and get a feel for the way locals really live. Pop-up food stalls sell such delicacies as pahua taioro (clams marinated in coconut seawater sauce) and firifiri (doughnuts) near the marina along the main road.

The Drive: Heading north, you’ll pass accommodation, restaurants and residences along Circle Island Rd. After a small harbour (that served as a US submarine base during WWII) is Marae Fare-Opu.
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2 Marae Fare-Opu

There are only a handful of marae on Bora Bora, and this one is squeezed between the roadside and the water’s edge. Two of the slabs are clearly marked with turtle petroglyphs. The ancient Polynesians believed that the favourite food of the gods was turtles, so they sacrificed them on the marae during special ceremonies.


The Drive: On the short drive north on the Circle Island Rd to Boutique Vainia Bora Bora, you’ll have stunning views west of the multicoloured blue lagoon and Motu Tevairoa.
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3 Boutique Vainia Bora Bora

Specialising in pareus (colourful wrap-around skirts/sarongs that are popular all over French Polynesia), this family run shop offers demonstrations of how they tie-dye the garments.

The Drive: Curving around the mostly residential northern part of Bora Bora, it seems incredibly peaceful. Gaze towards Motu Mute to the north and catch a glimpse of the airport.

4 Naval Museum Bora Bora

This small, private museum has a collection of 40 model ships made by historical ship enthusiasts, including a tiny replica of HMS Bounty, along with Jacques Cousteau’s Calypso and several traditional Polynesian sailing canoes.

The Drive: Wheeling south you’ll hit several lovely lookouts over nearby motu. Continue until you see a peninsula jutting east, which is known as the ‘Finger of God.’

5 Fiti’u’u Point

Turn up the small hill and follow the track peeling to the east, which leads to two massive WWII coastal guns and a concrete bunker that were left by the US troops. The walking trail along the ridge starts behind the first house, at the sharp bend in the road.

The Drive: As you wind down the east side, you’ll pass the galleries, shops and lodgings of Anau, and another peninsula with a gorgeous lookout, Paopao Point.

6 Matira Beach

No trip around Bora Bora is complete without a stop at this glittering white-sand beach. Spend some time exploring the resorts and shops here, and cap off the adventure with a picnic on the beach.




Chillin’ at Matira Beach

SPLASH INTO BEAUTY

Bora Bora’s only real beach, this stunning stretch of snow-white sand and pinch-me-I’m-dreaming turquoise sea is perfect for sunbathing and swimming (but less so for snorkelling). Matira Beach graces both sides of Matira Point, a narrow peninsula that extends south into the lagoon and features a smattering of lodgings and restaurant options.

For a casual and delicious lunch, make for Snack Matira, an unfussy little restaurant right on the beach that concentrates on simply prepared fish and meat dishes, as well as burgers, sandwiches and omelettes. Eat alfresco or grab your victuals and find your picnic spot on the sand. For a good cocktail and a more high-end meal, Bora Bora Beach Club is your spot.

If lazing around gets old, Matira Point’s steady winds and reef-sheltered lagoon are just the thing for adrenaline-fueled water sports. Kitesurf School Polynesie offers beginner to advanced lessons in kitesurfing and foil boarding that start at 26,000 CFP for a 90-minute course (for one person) or 35,000 CFP for a two-hour course (for two people). Meanwhile, Bora Bora Water Sport offers wakeboarding, wake foil, water-skiing, subwing and tubing. Prices start at 26,000 CFP for an hour, and depend on where you’ll need a pickup.


BEST ART SHOPS IN BORA BORA

Art Gallery & Studio – Alain Despert

View bold, vibrant works of renowned French painter Alain Despert in his studio north of Vaitape.

Masson Art Gallery

Mother-father-daughter team of artists selling their oil paintings and pareus (sarong-type garments) in Faanui Valley.

Marama Tattoo

Legendary Matira Beach tattoo shop: sterile, reliable, wildly popular for traditional designs. Book well ahead.

Bora Bora Original

Gorgeous boutique selling clothing, jewellery, other accessories made by local artists and artisans in Vaitape.



BEST PEARL SHOPS ON BORA BORA

Tahiti Pearl Market

In Vaitape Harbour, longstanding shop offers competitive prices on mounted and loose pearls. Free pickups.

La Perle de Maimiti

The private home of an experienced salesperson with limited but interesting selection. Free pickup.

Deep Sea Pearls

In Vaitape centre; wide choice of mounted and loose pearls, jewellery pieces. Free transfers available.

Bora Bora on Foot

THE ISLAND’S BEST HIKES

Not all the action is in the water on Bora Bora, and you could do worse than take the time to explore the island’s spectacularly mountainous interior. A guide is essential, as the paths are notoriously difficult to find and follow and there are two guides to choose from.

Knowledgeable and entertaining guide Django Teriirere has been living in Bora Bora’s Faanui Valley all his life and runs the company Bora Hiking Explorer. His dynamic hikes include information on everything from local schools to religion, tropical botany to family graveyards. He also plays the ukulele and the nose flute, weaves hats and purses out of plants, and if you hike with him along the Kings’ Valley & the Ancestors’ Path, he will show you an awesome vine swing, some remains of a marae (traditional temple), a sacred banyan tree and a stunning viewpoint overlooking Faanui Bay.


Django also offers more challenging hikes from Matira Beach up into the mountains, where you can see the multicoloured lagoon in all its glory, and to the Anau Cave, located within a cliff at 400m above the Anau Village. Both are moderate hikes; the Matira one takes around four hours and the Anau Cave trek takes about six. Neither should be attempted in the rain or directly after, as the paths become very slippery.

For the fittest and most gung-ho hikers, there’s also an ascent of Mt Ohue (619m) and Mt Pahia (661m), two of Bora Bora’s iconic summits. This six-hour hard-going return hike from Vaitape features some difficult uphill scrambles and a few treacherous sections, but the panoramic views make it all worthwhile. Note that hikers have been lost and injured here, so a guide is essential. A second professional guide, Azdine Oualid, runs the company Polynesia Island Tours, which offers all the same hikes and is also recommended.


There are also a number of shorter hikes that can be safely undertaken without a guide, most of which include WWII cannons left behind by the US military as destinations. The 2.4km Farepiti Cannons hike starts around 350m past the cargo vessel quay in Farepiti, where you’ll see a dirt road winding up the hill to your right. The track is obvious, but watch out for 4WDs and ATVs wheeling up and down the path. The initial section is an uphill slog, but the trail eases up when you reach a plateau with lagoon views over to Motu Ahuna. From here, it’s an easy hike to the cannons up on the mountainside above Point Pahua, and the views over Vaitape and Teavanui Pass and over the lagoon towards Le Bora Bora resort are stunning.

Still easier is the Faanui Cannons hike, which starts 50m north of the departure point for Le Bora Bora, on the right, and extends just 300m toward Tereia Point. Hikers who make the short walk up to these two cannons will also be rewarded with spectacular views of the lagoon.
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BORA BORA HISTORY

Polynesian settlers inhabited Bora Bora starting in the 3rd century, and their marae and other artifacts remain scattered around the island. James Cook first sighted the place in 1769, and in 1820 the London Missionary Society arrived to spread Protestantism, obliterating local culture. In 1888, the island was annexed into a French protectorate. In response to the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the US established a supply base on Bora Bora in the 1940s and up to 6000 people were stationed on the island. Today the airport runway on Motu Mute is the clearest reminder of those days. Eight 18cm naval cannons were installed around the island during wartime; all but one is still in place.



BEST ISLAND HISTORY & CULTURE TOURS

Maohi Nui

Local company offering private and group tours. Also traditional dancing and feasts on a motu.

Vavau 4x4 Adventures

Offers half-day 4WD trips covering US WWII sites and various lookouts. Includes tropical fruit tasting.

Tupuna Safari Bora Bora

Runs half-day jeep tours that visit archaeological ruins, WWII sites and lookouts. Bilingual local guides.
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I LIVE HERE: CONNECTING WITH POLYNESIAN CULTURE

[image: Django.Teriirere - EDITEDjpg]

Django Teriirere is a hiking guide who was born on Bora Bora and has lived on the island all his life. He loves sharing his heritage, and recommends these three sites for connecting with Polynesian history and culture.

Faanui Valley hike

A walk in the footsteps of ancient Polynesians, with stops for show-and-tell about the island’s botany, culture and history.

Ofa’i Honu

This ‘turtle stone’ is the most sacred stone in all of Bora Bora. A symbol of fertility and life, it is located in Povai Bay.

Terei’a Point

On the northwestern tip of the island, this was called rere raa varua by ancient Polynesians. They believed spirits of the dead flew away from here.



BEST VIEWPOINTS ON BORA BORA

Popoti Rock

Take a 4WD/ATV tour to access this 360-degree viewpoint to see much of Bora Bora.

Matira Hills

Moderate hike leads to stunning views over Matira Beach, a volcanic crater, Ra’iatea and Taha’a.

Mt Ohue

Steep, difficult ascent rewards at 600m: views of Bora Bora, Ra’iatea, Taha’a, Maupiti and Tuai.


After Dark

NIGHTLIFE IN BORA BORA

For such a famous island, the bar scene is very tame on Bora Bora. However, sunset and stargazing cruises are popular, and there are a few cool beach bars where you can cut loose over cocktails in pleasant surrounds with occasional live music. If there’s one thing you absolutely have to check out while you’re on Bora Bora, though, it’s a traditional dance show.

Many are held in one of the luxury resorts and require reservations, with prices for a combo show and buffet dinner ranging from about 7500 CFP to 13,000 CFP (plus the cost of a ferry to and from the venue). Some resorts are fine with outsiders grabbing a drink at the bar while a show is happening, but be sure to call ahead and ask. There are performances nearly every night of the week, with the exception of Sunday. The schedule is posted on the door of the Maupiti Express office in Vaitape, and if you’re staying at Le Bora Bora, the St Regis, the Conrad, the Four Seasons or one of the InterContinentals, ask at reception about which night(s) the dancers will perform. The Bora Bora Yacht Club also hosts a performance and dance night on Tuesdays, but the food and entertainment are not as spectacular as the setting.

If you’re an adventurous sort of traveller interested to see how locals like to party, venture north to Le Recif, the island’s only nightclub. Hip-hop, reggae and funk blare until the wee hours between Wednesday and Saturday, and there’s also pool and karaoke. It can get pretty wild.


BEST PLACES FOR A COCKTAIL

Upa Upa Lounge Bar

The Conrad’s elegant, open-air bar has bangin’ cocktails and occasional live music.

Bloody Mary’s

Famous bar in Bora Bora lacks lagoon views, but the ambience, camaraderie and cocktails compensate.

Bora Bora Yacht Club

The big draw here is the stunning wooden deck overlooking the lagoon – romantic at sunset.

Vini Vini

The InterContinental Le Moana’s bar: super chill and features lovely sunset views of the lagoon.




Getting There & away

Arrivals and departures happen by either airplane or boat.

Air Tahiti flies between Bora Bora and Tahiti, Huahine, Maupiti, Mo’orea, Ra’iatea, and the Tuamotus. There’s a direct flight to Rangiroa and onward connections to other atolls, including Tikehau and Fakarava. For fares and schedules, visit airtahiti.com/en, and if you’re island-hopping, you can buy an Air Tahiti Pass. Air Moana, a newer airline, also has flights between Bora Bora, Tahiti and Mo’orea. At research time, Motu Link Airlines was preparing to serve Bora Bora.

The Maupiti Express 2 serves Ra’iatea, Taha’a and Maupiti. Buy tickets onboard or at the office on the Vaitape quay. The schedule and prices can be found at tahititourisme.com/en-us/business/maupiti-express-ii. The Apetahi Express operates ferries between Tahiti‚ Huahine‚ Ra’iatea‚ Taha’a and Bora Bora. The schedule and prices can be found at apetahiexpress .pf/ fr/ horaires.






MAUPITI
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THE PARADISE TIME FORGOT

Bora Bora’s discreet little sister, Maupiti is one of the most ravishing islands in French Polynesia.
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Shrink Bora Bora to a third of its size, subtract 10,000 people, turn back the clock 50 years, and there you have Maupiti, the westernmost volcanic landmass of French Polynesia’s leeward islands. A visit to this often-overlooked island is a soul-satisfying journey to simpler times, and the beauty of the place cannot be overstated.

Maupiti’s craggy, volcanic peaks are cloaked in lush vegetation and encircled by a shimmering lagoon with every hue from lapis lazuli to turquoise, not to mention a perfect ring of motu (small islets) and palm trees leaning over the coral-rich waters. This little charmer is not exactly a secret, but it’s managed to remain a hideaway where people come to indulge in the lazy lifestyle in between hikes, lagoon excursions, diving trips and kayaking adventures.

There’s just one perimeter road and bikes are the transport of choice. There are no showy resorts; instead guests choose from a smattering of family-run stays where they eat local-style meals and partake in genuine interactions with islanders. In recent years, more pensions have opened and lagoon tours have become more frequent, at times stressing the coral and scaring off resident manta rays. Some islanders embrace the additional income, but others are sounding the alarm about the impacts of overtourism. Should you be lucky enough to visit, tread lightly.
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Find Your Way

Maupiti is a tiny little island, just 11 sq km. You’ll need to decide whether to stay on the main island or on one of the motu, but either way, getting around is fairly easy on bicycles and in boats.
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Plan Your Time

Visitors love to set their internal clocks to Maupiti’s languid pace. But when the urge to adventure strikes, mountain hikes, lagoon tours and traditional island feasts await.
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Pressed for Time 

Base yourself on the main island to maximise time and immerse yourself in local culture. Rent a bicycle and tour the island, then spend at least a half-day chilling out at Tereia Beach and walking across the lagoon to Motu Auira. Schedule an early morning hike up Mt Teurafaatiu and an afternoon lagoon tour with your pension host.




Five Days to Explore

Staying in a motu bungalow becomes more appealing if you’ve got several days to explore. Relax upon arrival and take a kayak into the lagoon. Then, for later in the week, plan a hike up Mt Teurafaatiu, a lagoon tour and manta ray swim and a visit on two wheels to Tereia Beach. Don’t miss the Tahitian oven feast on Saturday.



Seasonal highlights

DRY SEASON

As with most Society Islands the dry season (June to October) is the most popular time to visit Maupiti.

RAINY SEASON

January, February and March are the rainiest months, and the time you’re most likely to score a great bungalow at short notice.

SNORKELLING & DIVING

April to June and September to November is when the water is calmest. Manta ray season runs from April to September.

HEIVA

In July, like the rest of French Polynesia, the island is in full swing with the Heiva cultural festivities all month long.


Staying in a Pension

FAMILY-STYLE ACCOMMODATION

Part of what makes Maupiti so special is that there are no proper hotels. Instead, visitors stay in the homes of local families or in rustic bungalows, and hosts provide a wide array of services. When guests arrive at the airport or boat dock, hosts pick them up and often place shell necklaces over their heads. If you’re staying on a motu, your host will likely take you to the accommodation straight away. If you’re on the main island, your host will take you on a (very short) driving tour, pointing out the highlights. Then you’ll head for your pension.

Modest, colourful homes dot the main road around Maupiti and are also scattered around surrounding motu. Some are ideal for their beachfront locations, while others are hidden down quiet side streets or perched on hilltops, with gorgeous lagoon views. If you’re big on privacy, a bungalow might be more your style. But if you’re on a budget and like the idea of experiencing everyday life on Maupiti, consider renting a room in someone’s home.

There are several tried-and-true pensions on the main island that are often fully booked, but it’s worth a shot. These include Pension Vaiatea, Pension Ludo et Moyra, Pension Orovaru, Pension Tereia, Tautiare Village, Pension I Love Maupiti and Fare Maupiti Belvedere. In recent years, more and more islanders have been opening up their residences to guests, which means the chances of being able to stay in a pension are increasing.

If you’re fussy about air conditioning, hot water, wi-fi or a private bathroom, be sure to ask about whether it will be available. Many visitors also arrange in advance for a half-board, as there are limited options for meals on the island, and many of the hosts are skilled chefs who enjoy sharing their food and culture with guests. If you prefer to make your own food, keep in mind that the market is only open Tuesday or Friday between 6am and 9am. During ‘abundance season’ from December to April, fruits abound on the trees, and everyone shares.

Many hosts can take you on island excursions as well, and those who own small boats will likely ask you if you’d like to tour the lagoon (say yes). A few of the pensions also offer free bicycles, and if yours doesn’t, the host will be willing to drive you somewhere to rent one; trying our cycling tour. Everyone on this small, friendly island knows each other and will be eager to point you in the right direction and connect you with what you need.

If you’re travelling with valuables, be sure to take them with you when you leave the pension, as most do not have locks. And if you don’t speak French, have a translation app ready to use. Very few people on the island speak English.
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MOTU OR MAIN ISLAND?

Your biggest decision: staying on a motu (islet) or on the main island? For the full Robinson Crusoe experience, places on a motu are hard to beat, as they offer plenty of remote and tropical tranquillity. Be prepared to feel like a bit of a captive, though, except if you’re ready to paddle to the Vaiea or pay anything from 1000 CFP to 1500 CFP for a transfer by boat to the mainland. If island life is your top priority, stay on the main island. Better yet: combine the two options!



WHERE TO STAY IN A BEACH BUNGALOW

Pension Papahani

On Motu Tiapaa, this well-run pension has four bungalows and fab lagoon frontage. $$

Maupiti Résidence

Two spacious bungalows on Tereia Beach, with a terrace that delivers full-frontal lagoon views. $$

Maupiti Holidays

On Motu Tuanai, these cosy bungalows face the ocean and are booked a year in advance. $$

Espace Beach

Rustic bungalows and rooms on Tereia Beach. Tropical plants and relaxing little nooks abound. $$

Fare Pae’ao

Isolated on a private motu, these elegant bungalows are sprinkled around a lush garden. $$

Kuriri Village

These simply designed bungalows on Motu Tiapaa have ramshackle charm and wooden decks. $$


WHY I LOVE MAUPITI
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Ashley Harrell, Lonely Planet writer

My most perfect day of research was spent on this faraway and little-explored time capsule of an island. I woke before dawn and climbed with the sun up the flanks of majestic Mt. Teurafaatiu, claiming the panoramic volcano and lagoon views all for myself. Then the kind family I stayed with boated me around the lagoon, with stops for snorkelling abundant coral gardens, strolling the white-sand beach of a motu and eating oversized, delicious clams, straight from the sea with a squeeze of lime. If you told me I dreamt the whole thing, I might just believe you.





CYCLING TOUR
Wheeling Around Maupiti

Maupiti is small (and flat) enough to be explored by bike, which is by far the most enjoyable way to get around the island. A 10km coast road hugs the shoreline almost all the way around the island, and if you’re intrepid, there’s a bit of off-roading. Be sure to stop and admire the views, pick some fruit off a tree and chat with the friendly locals.


1 Vaiea

Start in the village of Vaiea along the island’s eastern coast, from where you can admire the towering summit of Mt Teurafaatiu. As you wheel through town, you’ll pass a post office, a government infirmary and houses brightened with hibiscus. They often have uru (breadfruit) trees shading the family tombs in the front yards.

The Ride: Pedalling north you’ll have lovely views of the mountain to your left and the lagoon and Motu Tuanai to your right. Before you leave the village, arts and crafts shop Otetiare Artisanat is on the left.
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2 Otetiare Artisanat

Local Otetiare has been selling jewellery at this roadside shop in front of her home for some 30 years. She loves collecting shells and urchin spines on nearby motu and stringing them into necklaces, bracelets, earrings and wind chimes. The designs are one-of-a-kind and quite lovely.


The Ride: Pedal north past the basketball court. On the mountainside is a track heading inland. Follow it for 200m to a small pumping station, and then follow the rocky riverbed. After 100m on the left are the petroglyphs.

[image: jpg]

3 Haranae Petroglyphs

Hidden within the Haranae Valley, these interesting petroglyphs are etched into boulders in a rocky riverbed. There are two turtles and two crabs. Locals say these were carved by ancient Polynesians sometime around 1450.

The Ride: Continue cruising along the north side of the island and you’ll pass a small store, some homes, the occasional fruit stand and an art shop, Vaitia Artisanat, which also rents kayaks.

4 Tereia Beach

Here the lagoon is crystal clear and the bone-white beach is nearly all sand (no smashed coral or broken rock). This is a stunning place to sun yourself and the east side is deep enough for swimming. There are no facilities except two small beach restaurants. At sunset, the spot becomes downright romantic.

The Ride: Either pedal your bike on the sand and around the eastern tip of the island, or reverse and take the transversal over the mountain and down to the other side. The Marae Vaiahu is signposted northwest of the main quay.

5 Marae Vaiahu

Maupiti’s most important marae (traditional temple) features a large coastal site covered with coral slabs and a fish box. Made of four coral blocks in the form of a rectangle, the box was used for ceremonial purposes to ensure successful fishing. Four fish kings are represented on the sides. Beware of stinging hornets in the area.




Exploring the Lagoon

CORAL, FISH, MANTAS AND MORE

Maupiti’s magnificent lagoon is crystal clear, bath-warm and filled with all manner of tropical marine life, from schools of butterflyfish and parrotfish to manta rays and banks of flame-coloured coral. The best snorkelling sites are the reefs stretching north of Onoiau Pass (but beware of the currents) and Motu Paeao to the north.

Pensions run lagoon tours; figure between 5000 CFP and 8000 CFP for a full-day trip in a pirogue (outrigger canoe) or small motorboat. You’ll glide through the blue and stop periodically to snorkel, freedive and feast on clams straight from the sea (note that they must be larger than 18cm to legally consume them). You’ll also make a stop at the manta rays’ cleaning station, but there are no guarantees of spotting them. For lunch, your hosts will bring you to a motu and serve local dishes like poisson cru (raw fish) and grilled tuna.

For scuba divers, Maupiti’s lagoon is an underwater playground and a particularly good place to learn, with a couple of very safe dive sites perfect for beginners. The signature site is Manta Point, where you can observe manta rays in calm, shallow waters. There are also outstanding dive sites outside the lagoon, but they aren’t easily accessible or recommended for beginners due to the strong currents and swell in the pass.

Sea kayaking is also a popular activity, and paddling around the quiet lagoon is very safe. Most accommodations either rent or offer free sea kayaks for guests’ use, and some also organise boat charters for fishing trips (from 6000 CFP to 10,000 CFP for a half-day at sea).


INTERACTING WITH MANTA RAYS

While snorkelling or diving with manta rays in Maupiti (or anywhere else in French Polynesia), keep in mind that disturbing these sensitive and majestic creatures can result in them leaving areas where they need to feed, breed and get cleaned. Enter the water calmly and quietly, and avoid any splashing or commotion. When you see mantas, it’s best to remain still and let them decide whether to approach you. If you do want to get closer, keep a distance of at least 3m and always allow mantas a clear path to leave. Don’t ever touch or chase them.

The Manta Trust website provides more information.
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Scan the QR code to learn more.



WHERE TO EAT ON MAUPITI

Chez Mimi

Casual spot on Tereia Beach. Get there before 1pm for grilled fish, raw fish and sandwiches. $$

Snack Tarona

A humble budget bite dishing up hearty portions of French Polynesian and Chinese staples. $

Espace Beach

On the lagoon serving simply prepared fish dishes for lunch or dinner by reservation only. $$

Melting in the Sun & Sand

KICK BACK AT TEREIA BEACH

Follow the coastal road to the western end of the island and you’ll arrive at what resembles an oversized thumb of fine white sand dotted with coconut palms and the shallow, warm bath of a multicoloured lagoon. This heavenly peninsula is one of the prettiest and most relaxing spots in the Society Islands, and there are myriad ways to enjoy it.

An entire day can somehow pass as you immerse yourself in the shallow lagoon and wade in knee-deep water to neighbouring Motu Auira, with the occasional stingray gliding through your journey. Take a beach walk south around the tip of the thumb, also known as Tereia Varua point, where you’ll encounter a string of secluded coves and a rock formation shaped like a lizard that plays an important role in local legend.

It’s worth keeping in mind that Maupiti is an island where time slows down, and for at least a little while at Tereia Beach, so should you. Relax into a beach hammock and admire the colourful boats suspended in frames over the water. Read a novel. Feast on fresh fish with your toes in the sand at one of the laid-back beach restaurants. Just take it real easy, and you’ll begin to understand and fully appreciate why Maupiti residents rejected a proposed resort at this heavenly location.
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Manta ray | Marc LENFANT/Shutterstock ©


MAUPITI’S MOTU

Motu Auira

Across the shallow lagoon from Tereira Beach, this motu features a melon-production plantation as well as a lovely coral-sand beach.

Motu Tuanai

The airport and a couple of pensions are found on Motu Tuanai, another picture-friendly islet. The shallow water offers good swimming for young children.

Motu Tiapaa

The most developed motu has beautiful sandy white beaches and good snorkelling on its ocean and lagoon sides. Can seem crowded (by Maupiti standards).

Motu Paeao

At the northern end of the lagoon, this private motu is ideal for swimming and snorkelling, with fabulous coral gardens and jade waters.



WHERE TO DIVE AROUND MAUPITI

Manta Point

At this manta rays’ cleaning station, wrasses feed on parasites from the mantas’ wings.

Faaapu

A great reef dive off Motu Tuanai featuring a large circular basin at 12m.

Coral Garden

A superb lagoon dive just south of Motu Paeao, with copious fish life. Great for beginners.


Summitting Mt Teurafaatiu

MAUPITI’S BEST HIKE

The ascent of Mt Teurafaatiu (380m) is vigorous, but the 360-degree panorama at the summit is absolutely worth the effort. Ribbons of blue water flecked with turquoise and sapphire, islets edged with brilliant blades of white sand, lagoon pockets mottled with coral formations, and Bora Bora in the background. It is, in a word, hallucinogenic.

To avoid the midday heat, start out in the early morning when it’s still dark and ascend with the sunrise. There are a couple of ways to access the trail, but the most straightforward path begins on the northeastern part of the island, about 200m south of the church. Just before the road curves south, duck through the shrubbery and pass a small cave on the left, after which you’ll start to see white trail markers indicating the start of the ascent. These continue throughout the hike, about half of which is shaded within the tropical forest. Be prepared to scale rocks and traverse narrow stretches with drop-offs on either side, and wear shoes with good grip and ankle support, as there is loose dirt in some sloping areas.

The most difficult part is towards the end, with a climb up steep rock to reach the ridge. Allow three hours for the return trip and be sure to bring plenty of water and bug spray. If you prefer to take a less strenuous but partially unmarked route, contact your pension to organise a tour with a local guide (about 4000 CFP).
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Tahitian oven feast | tomfry/Shutterstock ©


ISLAND HISTORY

Stone axes, whale teeth and fishhooks discovered on Motu Paeao date back to 850 CE, when Maupiti was inhabited by one of the earliest Polynesian civilisations in the Society Islands. Dutch explorer Jacob Roggeveen found the island in 1722 and European missionaries were quick to follow, eventually installing Protestantism as the major religion. Bora Bora began to assert influence over Maupiti in the early 1800s and the power struggles continued through the century. French influence also reached the island during this period, and missionaries and local chiefs continued to wield power until after WWII, when the French took over. Maupiti has changed little over the last hundred years, and fruit crops grown on the motu are still major sources of income.



BEST TOUR OPERATORS ON MAUPITI

Sammy Tours

Well-run lagoon tours that include snorkelling and swimming stops and an excellent beach barbecue.

Albert Firuu

‘Prince Albert’ will bicycle with you around the island to explain the history and legends.

Maupiti Diving

This low-key diving venture specialises in small groups on its aquatic adventures.

Tahitian Oven

A TRADITIONAL FEAST

On Saturdays, all the restaurants on Maupiti close, and locals and visitors descend on Motu Tiapaa for a traditional Tahitian oven feast and celebration. It’s by far the largest event around the island, with more than 100 people often attending, and guests from all pensions are invited.

Early in the morning, locals dig a hole in the ground and place volcanic stones at the bottom, then a layer of wood and coconut husks on top. They light a big fire and begin to oil up and season fish, clams, pork and breadfruit. The food is all placed in handwoven baskets, and once the wood has all burned and the stones are blazing hot, they are covered with branches and banana leaves, and a large tray holding the baskets of food is set on top.

The oven is then covered with a large lid, and fabric and sand are placed across the top. Guests begin to show up at around 11.30am, and a ceremony opens the event. After the piping hot food is removed from the oven, everybody digs in with their hands and the locals sing, play ukeleles and beat drums. There are also coconut-opening demonstrations and games of pétanque. The cost to attend the Tahitian oven is 2000 CFP per person and drinks at the bar cost extra.


I LIVE HERE: LOCAL FOODS TO TRY

[image: Alison.Tetuahiti - EDITEDjpg]

Alison Tetuahiti has lived in Maupiti for all of her life, and opened some rooms in her home to guests in 2023. She and her husband love taking people on lagoon tours and cooking for them, and she recommends trying these local specialties:

Pahua

These brightly coloured clams are delicious both raw and straight from the sea (with a squeeze of lime) or cooked in the Tahitian oven.

Farfaru

A fish dish with an infamous odour, prepared with crabs and shrimp fermented with sea water, slices of fresh tuna and green coconut flesh.

Po’e

This dessert is a pumpkin puree with sugar and tapioca flour, and it’s often added to the top of a Tahitian oven feast.




Getting There & Away

Maupiti is 320km west of Tahiti and 40km west of Bora Bora.

Air Tahiti flies from Maupiti to Tahiti, Ra’iatea and Bora Bora. Flights to/from Maupiti are in high demand, so book well in advance. You can find the schedule at airtahiti.com.

The Maupiti Express II ferry runs from Bora Bora to Maupiti and back once a week. The trip takes around 2½ hours.
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Scan the QR code to check the schedule on the Tahiti Tourisme website.






THE TUAMOTUS
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LAID-BACK POLYNESIAN PERFECTION

Experience the dream South Seas snapshot on an atoll. Think shimmering lagoons backed by swaying palms and mind-blowing coral gardens.
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Red-footed booby | NNEHRING/GETTY IMAGES ©

Heart-palpitatingly gorgeous land- and seascapes, a relaxed atmosphere and an amazing underwater world make the Tuamotus a prime choice for a true holiday of a lifetime. It’s a geologically unique archipelago, with 78 atolls – narrow coral rings encircling turquoise lagoons, similar to the Maldives – that are flung over an immense stretch of indigo-blue ocean. Coming from the Society Islands, it does feel like discovering another territory. The silence, starry skies, innumerable coral beaches, blue lagoons, idyllic spots and languid pace of life captivate nearly everyone who makes it here.

The place is definitely more a back-to-nature than a jet-set-tourist kind of haven, making it possible to find that deserted motu (coral islet) where you really feel like you’ve been stranded in paradise. Most tourists visit Rangiroa, Tikehau and Fakarava, which have the bulk of tourist infrastructure, but it’s also possible to explore lesser-known beauties such as Ahe, Manihi and Mataiva. Anyone who loves the water will adore the Tuamotus. With some of the best diving and snorkelling in the world, the clear waters of the archipelago are a magnet for anyone with an interest in marine life. The richness and variety is astonishing; dazzling coral walls and magnificent schools of brightly coloured tropical fish await you when you get down to the reef. In deeper waters lurk manta rays, sharks and turtles.
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Lagon Bleu, Rangiroa. | M Swiet Productions/getty images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

RANGIROA

The Tuamotus’ biggest star.

TIKEHAU

Beaches and great diving.

MATAIVA

Untainted, simple bliss.

FAKARAVA

Diving and snorkelling aplenty.

AHE

The perfect tropical getaway.

MANIHI

Off-the-beaten-track diving.



Find Your Way

This huge archipelago stretches for about 1600km. Most tourist-oriented atolls lie to the north. The vast majority of visitors fly into the Tuamotus, while some arrive by cargo ship or on their own boats.
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Plan Your Time

Whether you’re looking to work your suntan or dive on a pristine reef, it’s a good idea to island-hop in the Tuamotus. Take your pick!
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If You Only Visit One Island 

If you only have time for one island, make it Rangiroa, the most iconic atoll of all the Tuamotus (although Fakarava is a serious contender). Blessed with top-notch dive sites and impossibly scenic islets backed by arching coconut trees, it never fails to dazzle even the most jaded traveller. During a quick visit, arrange a boat excursion to the Lagon Bleu or Île aux Récifs.




10 Days to Travel Around

After Rangiroa, it’s time to head for nearby Tikehau, the sublime lagoon of which is ringed with tiny deserted islets that are accessible by boat only. Then you could hop southeast to Fakarava and experience one of French Polynesia’s most spectacular shark dives, or simply relax with swimming and lazing on a coral beach. Oh, and there are unforgettable sunsets to savour.



Seasonal highlights

JANUARY

Storms and rains are more likely but the lagoon often looks like a turquoise-backed mirror – great for boat excursions.

MAY

It’s low season, so fewer travellers and more choice of accommodation. Good dive visibility and not much wind – great for lagoon tours.

JULY

Rough seas because of the prevailing trade winds (great for kitesurfing). This is festival month, with dances and sport in each village.

OCTOBER

The shoulder season is a great time to visit; there’s less wind and the water is usually calm – perfect for water activities.



RANGIROA
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A huge, sumptuously inviting rectangular lagoon dotted with reefs, Rangiroa (rung-ee-roh-ah) is the largest and most often visited of the Tuamotu atolls. While visitors coming directly from Tahiti or Bora Bora will probably find Rangi (as it’s known to its friends) to be a low-key, middle-of-nowhere sort of place, this is the big city for folks coming from anywhere else in the archipelago – think one paved road, a few stores, a couple of resorts and a smattering of restaurants. But it’s only the beginning: Rangiroa’s biggest draw lies below the surface. It remains one of the best places in the world to see sharks, manta rays and dolphins, which are spotted year-round on the outer reef and inside Tiputa Pass, just minutes from your bungalow. For landlubbers, the never-ending string of remote islets beckons, and boat trips across the lagoon to paradisiacal spots are not to be missed.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Tiputa Pass

SIGHTS

2Île aux Récifs

3Lagon Bleu

4Vin de Tahiti

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Motu Nuhi Nuhi – The Aquarium

6Rangiroa Plongée

7The Six Passengers

8Topdive

see 8Y’aka Plongée

SHOPPING

9Gauguin’s Pearl

10Pearly

see 8Rairoa Création




TOP TIP

Rangiroa measures 75km from east to west and 25km from north to south. It has two villages: Avatoru and Tiputa. Most places to stay and eat are dotted along the 10km road between Avatoru village (to the west) and Tiputa Pass (to the east).



[image: shutterstock_730022812jpg]
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Take it Easy at Lagon Bleu & Île Aux Récifs

IDYLLIC AND REMOTE NATURAL SITES

The best way to discover the atoll is on a full-day excursion to the most scenic spots around the lagoon. The two main attractions are on the southern and western ends of the lagoon, each at least a one-hour boat ride away from Avatoru each way. You’ll need a good set of sea legs if a strong wind kicks up choppy waves on the lagoon. Tours are cancelled in bad weather or really rough seas, which are more likely to occur during the winter months from June to September. Snorkelling gear is provided, although it’s not a bad idea to bring your own equipment as not all sizes are available. Don’t forget to bring reef sandals to protect your feet from jagged-edge coral.

The most popular excursion is Lagon Bleu (Blue Lagoon). This is what many people visualise when imagining a Polynesian paradise: a string of motu and coral reefs has formed a natural pool on the edge of the main reef. In other words, a lagoon within a lagoon. The captain anchors off a small island and guests walk knee-deep across a (mostly dead) coral seabed and over the island itself to reach the inner lagoon. The views are truly magical. You can explore a bird island where hundreds of seabirds nest and laze on incredibly photogenic spits of white-and-pink coral sands. Snorkelling, unfortunately, is nothing special. A picnic is provided on one of the islets surrounding the blue lagoon – expect grilled fish, chicken and raw fish in coconut milk. The area is also a breeding ground for blacktip reef sharks. Your Polynesian host will throw them the leftover scraps from your picnic, which encourages them to stick around. Fear not, they are harmless.

And now, Île aux Récifs (Island of Reefs), one of the eeriest natural sites in French Polynesia. Due south of Avatoru, it’s an area dotted with raised feo (coral outcrops), weathered shapes chiselled by erosion into silhouettes on the exterior reef. They’re on the ocean side so you don’t immediately see them when arriving by boat. They stretch for several hundred metres, with basins that make superb natural swimming pools. There’s a splendid shallow channel for swimming and a lovely coconut grove fringed by a fine beach. The picnic here is as good as it gets.

Both excursions are popular so expect to see other groups, especially on Lagon Bleu. Some operators combine Lagon Bleu and Île aux Récifs on the same day but this involves at least four hours by boat for the whole trip and not much time spent on each spot.

All bookings can be made through your hotel or pension, but you can also make direct arrangements with the boat-tour companies. Transfers are provided. Note that tours don’t run every day in low season and that a minimum of six people is required, so give your hotel or pension as much notice as possible.
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WHERE ARE THE BEACHES?

Although the atoll boasts clear, aquamarine water and a brochure-esque appeal, it’s not a beach holiday destination, and swimming and sunbathing opportunities are scarce. There is one public beach, near the Kia Ora Resort & Spa, but it’s nothing to rave about. You come here for the lagoon and the diving, less so for the beach. While most accommodation options are right on the lagoon, nearly none have sandy beaches. That said, they usually do have plenty of coral and good snorkelling, just steps from your bungalow, which provides some compensation. And of course, you can also sign up for an excursion to Lagon Bleu or Île aux Récifs, which are blessed with superb coral-sand beaches.



WHERE TO STAY ON RANGIROA

Rangiroa Plage

This no-frills backpacker spot housed in Avatoru village has a spiffing lagoonside location. $

Rangiroa Reef Lodge

One of the deals on the island, with three well-arrayed bungalows near a hoa (narrow channel). $

Le Coconut Lodge

Gets rave reviews from travellers who want something more personal than a hotel. $$

Les Relais de Joséphine

This high-end pension’s setting, right on Tiputa Pass, is arguably the prettiest on the island. $$

Kia Ora Resort & Spa

The swankiest option in the Tuamotus, with garden villas dotted around a coconut plantation. $$$

Maitai Rangiroa

This low-key resort features 34 bungalows scattered on a small property by the lagoon. $$$


CORAL WINE

A vineyard? On an atoll? Strange but true, Vin de Tahiti has a 6-hectare vineyard planted on an islet about 10 minutes by boat from Avatoru village. This is the only atoll vineyard in the world, making the only wines produced from coral soil. It produces coral white wine, dry white, sweet white and rosé. Over the last few years, sugar canes have been planted and the domain now also produces rum. To taste the wines or the rum visit the Vin de Tahiti wine cellar in Avatoru. Most restaurants on the atoll also serve them. More on vindetahiti.com.




Dive the Legendary Tiputa Pass

HIGH SENSATIONS AND PROLIFIC MARINE LIFE

The number-one activity on Rangiroa is diving, and it’s no wonder. The Tiputa Pass has achieved cult status in the diving community and offers some of the best drift dives in the world. If you have never experienced a drift dive, you will find Tiputa Pass unforgettable. Various dive plans are available. At incoming current, the Zodiac will generally drop you at the edge of the reef wall. You’ll descend quickly through intense blue water to about 30m before joining the pass entrance further to the south to let yourself be swept through the pass – you’ll feel as though you’re gliding. The depth reduces progressively, rising to 20m at the inside entrance of the lagoon. You’ll finally reach the coral boulders close to Motu Nuhi Nuhi for a convenient decompression stop, where the boat picks you up. When the tidal flow is going out, you dive along the outer reef, east of the pass and away from the current.

What about marine life? What makes Tiputa Pass so unique is the shark action and the dazzling variety of reef species. Don’t forget your camera – you’ll have fantastic opportunities to approach big pelagics at arm’s length. Expect bewildering numbers of grey reef sharks, hawksbill turtles, shoals of snappers, trevallies, barracudas, surgeonfish, unicornfish and groupers. There is also a good chance of seeing majestic manta rays, typically with 3m wingspans, and eagle rays. A pod of bottlenose dolphins can also be spotted on a dependably regular basis on the outer reef. You can hear their distinct, piercing sounds, and they usually come very close to the divers and might stay up to half an hour with them, circling, frolicking and clicking happily – a fascinating experience. Avoid chasing, touching or petting them, and keep in mind that sightings can’t be guaranteed even though they seem to have taken up residence along the outer reef. Advanced divers may come across large hammerheads cruising in the depths between November and February. Don’t expect spectacular coral formations, though. This is not Rangiroa’s strong point.

All dives are led by highly experienced, English-speaking dive instructors who know all the tricks of the pass. Good news if you don’t feel comfortable on a boat: Tiputa Pass is just a five-minute boat ride away from most dive centres. Most dives are suitable for both experienced and novice divers, but novices would be advised to start with easier sites, such as Motu Nuhi Nuhi – The Aquarium, within the lagoon. It’s an ideal site for divers who want to refresh their skills before taking on the more technical drift dives in the pass. Motu Nuhi Nuhi is also the site of choice for introductory dives and training courses. In less than 10m, it teems with all the common reef fish, including triggerfish, angelfish, moray eels, parrotfish, damselfish, butterflyfish and wrasses.

Good news for non-divers who would still like to experience the joys of Tiputa Pass: it can also be explored by snorkelling. A couple of dive operators offer dedicated guided snorkelling trips through the pass when the incoming current is mild. A floating device is provided and it feels super safe. If you don’t want to get wet, you can also book a tour on a glass-bottomed boat.
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BEST DIVE CENTRES ON RANGIROA

The Six Passengers

This well-regarded dive shop runs the full gamut of beginner courses as well as diving and snorkeling trips.

Topdive

This fully-fledged, well-organised dive shop offers the full range of scuba activities. Nitrox dives are offered at no extra charges.

Y’aka Plongée

This low-key, welcoming outfit has an excellent reputation for service, and instruction caters to small groups.

Rangiroa Plongée

This small dive outfit provides personalised service at affordable rates and specialises in small groups.



WHERE TO SHOP ON RANGIROA

Gauguin’s Pearl

An excellent selection of set and loose pearls directly from the pearl farm. Also runs free tours.

Pearly

Creative local jewellery, including earrings, necklaces and rings, most of which are made of pearl.

Rairoa Création

High-quality earth paintings that represent traditional designs. Also sells woodcarvings and bracelets.


BEST PLACES TO EAT ON RANGIROA

Snack du 6 Passengers

This is a terrific spot for a lagoonside meal. Lunch only. $

Mitivai

Located between two busy dive shops, it serves fine food to accompany the wonderful lagoon views. $

Puna

Features all the Polynesian classics as well as grills and sandwiches. The dining deck overlooks the lagoon. $

Chez Lili

This cute eatery at the eastern tip of Avatoru serves well-prepared daily specials with an exotic twist. $$




Getting Around

The airport is smack in between Avatoru (to the west) and Tiputa (to the east). A sealed, entirely flat road runs 10km from Avatoru village at the western end of the string of islets to Tiputa Pass, at the eastern extremity. There’s no public transport on Rangiroa, but you can hire a bike or scooter. Keep in mind that the road is not lit at night. Car hire is also available. If you have booked accommodation, your hosts will welcome you at the airport.





TIKEHAU
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Tikehau is a joy. Its unparalleled beauty, endless coral beaches and low-key yet reasonably developed tourist infrastructure make it a real charmer. Time has eroded the ring of coral into sweeping, twisting motu of white and pink sands that engulf little bays, craggy nooks and the vivid turquoise lagoon. Idyllic picnic spots abound and the atoll’s secluded shores are some of the best in the Tuamotus for lounging, loafing and lollygagging. The neat village of Tuherahera, the only settlement, is on the southern side of the atoll close to the airport; it’s one of the most appealing in the archipelago and, unlike on Rangiroa, you don’t have to travel far to find that perfect strip of strand. Below the turquoise waters, a vast living world beckons divers of all levels. In a (coco)nut shell, Tikehau is arguably one of the most pleasing atolls in the Tuamotus and a perfect respite from anything. It is increasingly popular, so book ahead to get top picks.
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SIGHTS

1Les Sables Roses

2Motu Puarua

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3Coco Dive

4La Ferme aux Mantas

5Raie Manta Club

6Tikehau Diving

7Tuheiava Pass




TOP TIP

Tikehau lies 300km northeast of Tahiti and 14km north of Rangiroa. There are daily flights between Pape’ete and Tikehau and several weekly flights between Rangiroa and Tikehau. There’s no bank or ATM on the atoll.




Enjoy the Underwater Riches of Tuheiava Pass

ABUNDANT MARINE LIFE AND TRANSLUCENT WATER

Although it’s less charismatic than neighbouring Rangiroa, Tikehau has its fair share of underwater delights and deserves attention for uncrowded dive sites. Most dives take place in or around Tuheiava Pass, Tikehau’s only pass, about 30 minutes by boat from Tuherahera village. It features excellent diving suitable for every level of diver. Novice divers in particular will feel comfortable and introductory dives are also made here in shallow waters. The outer reef gently slopes down, visibility is often spectacular and currents in the pass are easily manageable. In brief, the dive conditions are less challenging than anywhere else but still offer excellent fish action. Depending on the current, at least three different dives can be done here, and they never disappoint. When the tide is incoming, grey sharks, silvertips, barracudas, trevallies and the usual reef species regularly cruise by. Hammerheads and tiger sharks are also occasionally spotted. With an outgoing current, you can dive the southern exit of the pass at a place named La Bouée (The Buoy) or the northern exit at Teonai, which both feature prolific fish life and splendid coral formations adorning the fissures and ledges of the reef. If you’re not diving, local dive centres can also take you there and you can snorkel off the reef while divers are underwater.
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WHY I LOVE TIKEHAU
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Jean-Bernard Carillet, Lonely Planet writer

Each atoll in the Tuamotus has its own charm and distinct personality, but it’s Tikehau that wins my heart. Neither too large or too small, it offers a good combination of village life, seclusion, water activities and sensational beaches, and I like that mix. And there is that mellow atmosphere that is so unique to this atoll – it’s simply indescribable. And from a logistical point of view, Tikehau is easy to navigate. I rent a bike or a kayak at my pension to get to some idyllic spots in a few minutes. Bliss!



WHERE TO SLEEP ON TIKEHAU

Pension Hotu

A great place to enjoy the coral beach in low-key surroundings. $

Tikehau Glamping

A campsite and basic cabins in a coconut grove behind the owner’s house, right in the village. $

Tikehau Village

Simple yet well-appointed bungalows are right on the beach. Has kayaks and bikes. $$

Swim with Majestic Manta Rays

SURREAL ENCOUNTERS

Several manta rays (up to four individuals) usually congregate in the morning around a lagoon site aptly named La Ferme – there was a pearl farm here before – in order to be cleaned by small wrasses that feed on parasites from the mantas’ wings. Manta rays commonly range in size from 2m to 4m. They are harmless filter feeders, eating mainly plankton. They have tails, but no barbs as stingrays do.

Snorkellers and swimmers can easily observe these majestic creatures in less than 10m of waters. One downside: as the sea floor is sandy, the water clarity is not exceptional – underwater photographers may be disappointed. Most lagoon tours stop here on their way to Motu Puarua (Bird Island) and most dive centres offer stops to this site on a regular basis. Note that it’s not a zoo – sightings can’t be guaranteed. Avoid chasing, touching or harassing these graceful giants as they may swim away. Stay calm and silent and let them glide towards you.


BEST DIVE CENTRES ON TIKEHAU

Coco Dive

This well-esteemed venture takes beginners and experienced divers to Tuheiava Pass.

Tikehau Diving

This small, professional outfit has years of experience diving Tuheiava Pass.

Raie Manta Club

This dive school is very experienced after more than a decade running dives around Tuheiava Pass.



WHERE TO SLEEP ON TIKEHAU

Relais Royal Tikehau

This upscale pension sits on a secluded motu about a 20-minute walk from the village. $$

Ninamu

Superb bungalows anchored on a private motu a 10-minute boat ride from the village. $$$

Le Tikehau by Pearl Resorts

Stunning resort located between endless swaths of white- and pink-sand beaches. $$$

Stroll & Bathe in Tranquil Tuherahera

VILLAGE LIFE AND SANDY BEACHES

Most islanders live in Tuherahera, in the southwest of the atoll. Find peace in this pretty village, bursting with uru (breadfruit), coconut trees, bougainvillea and hibiscus. There is an uncommon variety of faiths, including Catholic, Sanito, Seventh Day Adventist and Protestant, which each has its own church. You can easily attend a church service.

Fancy a dip? Head to one of Tuherahera’s coral beaches. The best one lies east of the village, near the airstrip. The sand is wide and the waters are calm and translucent, and there’s great snorkelling to be had around the coral pinnacles that are peppered off the shore. Another beauty lies at the western tip of the village; this strip is lapped by a glassy turquoise channel and has pinkish sands. On the ocean side, you’ll find a few coral bays where you can enjoy magical sunsets.


BEST EATERIES ON TIKEHAU

Snack Ohina

Serves invigorating Tahitian favourites such as grilled mahimahi, tuna carpaccio and raw fish. In the village. $

Snack Tiehau

This local-style eatery in the village is known for its delicious poulet citron (lemon chicken). $

Roulotte

Simple meals are the order of the day at this no-frill roulotte (food truck) not far from the supermarket. $



Take a Tour Around the Lagoon

CLASSIC SOUTH SEAS PARADISE

The easiest way to get a broad look at the delights around the lagoon is to take a one-day boat excursion. All pensions and hotels can organise excursions, sometimes through an outside operator. Be sure to book as soon as you arrive on the island as tours don’t run every day and are weather dependent. They typically include a short walk around Motu Puarua (Bird Island), a tiny islet in the middle of the lagoon, where you can observe thousands of fairy terns, brown noddis and red-footed boobies. Stay on the path and avoid coming too close to the nesting sites when taking photographs. The next stop is usually a barbecue picnic on Les Sables Roses, one of many wonderfully scenic motu dotted along the southeast shores of the atoll. On this side Tikehau is fringed with truly amazing ‘Pink Sands Beaches’ that really do glow a light shade of pink, a result of finely pulverised coral – hence the name. Comb the beaches, work your suntan, swim in gin-clear waters or snorkel off the islets – it’s a tough life on Tikehau!


Getting Around

A 10km track goes around Tuherahera, and passes by the airport. Bicycles can be hired at your pension. If you’ve booked your accommodation, your hosts will meet you at the airport. To get around the lagoon, you’ll need to book a tour with your pension.





MATAIVA
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Like stepping into a time machine, this tiny, bijou atoll is a dream-come-true for those looking to come down a few gears. Despite (or thanks to) the limited tourist infrastructure, it provides a delightful holiday escape and is becoming one of the more popular spots in the archipelago. Though slim, the beach that edges the lagoon is an astonishing sight. Highlighter-pen emerald and turquoise water laps a stage-set-perfect crescent of white coral sand. It’s great for snorkelling, kayaking, sunbathing, picnicking and swimming. With only one village, less than 300 islanders, one road and two family-run pensions, Mataiva is definitely low-key and this is what makes it so attractive, not to mention the unique structure of its lagoon. Here the coral heads create walls 50m to 300m wide that form large basins with a maximum depth of 10m. Seen from the plane it looks like a mosaic of greens. Unforgettable.
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TOP TIP

Mataiva is 350km northeast of Tahiti and 100km west of Rangiroa. There are only two weekly flights to/from Tahiti and Rangiroa and two small-scale accommodation options, so book well in advance. No ATM on the atoll.




Explore the Atoll’s Hidden Gems

STAY COOL ISLAND-STYLE

The two pensions run a programme of daily tours to the most scenic sites of the island, by boat or by car. To the east of the lagoon, Île aux Oiseaux (Bird Island), a crescent-shaped coral spit covered in small shrubs, is a favourite nesting place for brown noddies, terns and red-footed boobies. Another eerie natural site is Rocher de la Tortue (Turtle Rock), a big coral outcrop lying about 4.5km north of the village on the exterior reef. Its base has been undercut by water erosion, fashioning it into a peculiar mushroom shape. South of the village, La Piscine is an artificial pool that was originally carved into the shoreline to extract phosphate. It’s now a great spot for swimming, although the water is milky. Mataiva also boasts one of the few noteworthy archaeological sites in the Tuamotus. About 14km from the village, on the edge of a hoa (channel), Marae Papiro consists of a traditional sacred platform built of coral slabs in a coconut grove beside a lovely strip of coral sand.

There’s no diving on the island but the channels near Marae Papiro offer fantastic snorkelling (and swimming) in gin-clear waters. In the mood for sunbathing? In the south, along the edge of the lagoon, you’ll find a series of narrow but appealing coral beaches.


BEST PLACES TO STAY ON MATAIVA

Pension Ariiheevai

One of the best deals in the Tuamotus. Rates include daily activities and excursions and digs are in eight well-organised bungalows scattered on a property abutting the white-sand-fringed emerald lagoon. Kayaks are free. $

Pension Mataiva Village

It’s an all-inclusive formula. The eight bungalows, two of which have direct lagoon views, and five rooms are comfortable. Has kayaks. $




Getting Around

Mataiva is a small atoll, so it’s fairly easy to get around. From the village, a track goes almost all the way around the island. The northern track finishes at Marae Papiro, about 14km away. The southern track is about 10km long. Cycling is an excellent way of getting around. The two pensions have bikes, and will drive you around by 4x4 during your stay.





FAKARAVA
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One of the largest and most beautiful atolls in French Polynesia, Fakarava is the stuff of South Seas fantasy. Heavenly white and pink sand, ruffled coconut trees and an unbelievable palette of lagoon blues are the norm here. The atmosphere is supremely relaxed and the infrastructure is quite good, with an assortment of atmospheric pensions (with the mandatory terrace overlooking the lagoon). Fakarava is a great place to unwind, but for those looking for more than a suntan, it offers a number of high-energy distractions and lots of tempations (by Tuamotus’ standards). The fantastic diving and snorkelling are legendary among divers, who come for a truly exhilarating experience in the two sensational passes. This aquamarine jewel is filled with such a variety of sea life that it has been designated a Unesco nature preserve.

Whatever your inclination, one thing is sure: after a few days here, you’ll find it difficult to pack and leave.
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SIGHTS

1Hirifa

2Lagon Bleu (Motu Tehatea)

3Les Sables Roses

4Plage du PK9

5Rotoava Village

6Tetamanu Village

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

702 Fakarava

8Dive Spirit

9Enata Fakarava Diving

10Garuae Pass

11Kaina Plongée

12Topdive

13Tumakohua Pass




TOP TIP

Fakarava is 490km east-northeast of Tahiti. There are almost daily flights to/from Pape’ete, plus services to/from Rangiroa. Most accommodation lies in or around Rotoava, with a few options near Tetamanu. There’s one ATM in Rotoava.
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Dive the Iconic Garuae Pass

UNDERWATER WONDERS

This must be one of the most sensational, thrill-packed dives in French Polynesia, with a spectacular seascape, an enormous variety of reef fish as well as pelagics, incredible dive conditions and a true sense of wilderness. The gigantic Garuae Pass, more than 800m wide, is the largest in French Polynesia. When the boat drops you at the ocean side of the pass, you’ll have the impression that ‘anything can happen’.

Swimming through the intense cobalt-blue water towards the entrance of the pass, you’ll be overwhelmed by the sight of the reef looming and plunging dramatically to abyssal depths. The powerful incoming current will then propel you into the channel, where the average depth is about 15m. Expect to come across inquisitive sharks of many species – greys, whitetips, blacktips and occasionally massive silvertips – that congregate in the pass to hunt. Hammerheads, manta rays and big tuna can also be expected in the blue waters off the pass. Unlike Rangiroa’s passes, the coral is excellent, with good growth on the pass bed. The dive usually finishes at Ali Baba Cavern, a large coral basin at 20m, replete with schooling fish, where the boat picks you up. When the tide is going out, you dive along the outer reef, away from the current. Here you can find some really healthy coral gardens and scenic white-sand valleys.
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BEST DIVE CENTRES ON FAKARAVA

Topdive

This reputable outfit in the village also has an annex on a motu near Tetamanu.

Kaina Plongée

Specialises in small groups and offers dives to Garuae Pass and day trips to Tumakohua Pass.

02 Fakarava

Offers knowledgeable and personal service. Serves Garuae Pass and Tumakohua Pass.

Enata Fakarava Diving

This small, reputable dive operation is based on a motu in the south, near Tetamanu.

Dive Spirit

Has daily outings to Garuae Pass as well as regular day trips to Tumahokua Pass.




Go Nose-to-Nose with Hundreds of Sharks

THE THRILL OF A LIFETIME

At the southern end of the atoll, Tumakohua Pass is much less intimidating as it’s smaller and narrower, though it still retains that special wild flavour. It’s renowned for its shark population. When the tide is incoming, hundreds of grey reef sharks (up to 500 individuals on one single dive!) can be seen drifting along the right side of the pass at 28m. You start in the open sea and swim towards the mouth of the pass and let yourself get carried away by the current. At the entrance of the pass, you’ll see a profusion of small and large reef fish, including bigeyes and marble groupers (they breed here in June and July).

An added charm to the dive is the series of long, white-sand canyons dissecting the coral bed that look just like ski slopes. Whitetip sharks usually lie in these sandy gullies. The dive ends literally at the foot of the stilt restaurant at the Tetamanu Village guest house, where schools of goatfish and snappers swarm along healthy coral formations – a perfect area for snorkelling in the shallows. For those who don’t feel comfortable enough to dive the pass, most operators offer guided drift-snorkelling trips through the pass. A floating device is provided.


I LIVE HERE: UNMISSABLE SIGHTS ON FAKARAVA
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Turere Teanuanua was born and raised on Fakarava. She runs a pension in Rotoava and works part-time at the town hall. She shares her recommendations on how to make the most of Fakarava.

Sunset Watching

In Rotoava we are known for wonderful sunsets, which you can enjoy on the boat quay. When the lagoon is calm and flat, it makes for superb pictures.

Enjoying Local Life

There are plenty of sleeping options on the island, but it’s better to opt for a homestay or a pension so that you can have a better glimpse of local life. On Sunday, I recommend attending a church service because it’s a colourful and festive event.

Hirifa

When it comes to beaches, don’t miss Hirifa, which really feels like a morsel of paradise, even for us locals.



Discover the Unspoilt Sands of Les Sables Roses

FANTASTIC BEACH BUMMING

A double crescent of dreamy beaches split by a narrow spit of white-and-pink coral sands, Les Sables Roses seems to come right out of central casting for tropical ideals. The turquoise water laps both sides of the sandy strip and there’s only one boat: yours. It’s perfect for relaxing, swimming and evening your sunburn. It’s near the southernmost tip of the atoll, not far from Tetamanu, and is reached only on lagoon-excursion boats (about 90 minutes away from the main village). Note that snorkelling is not exceptional here as proper coral formations are scarce and the surrounding waters aren’t deep enough.

WHERE TO SLEEP ON FAKARAVA

Relais Marama

On the ocean side of Rotoava (no beach), this no-frills option is a great deal for solo travellers. $

Fafapiti Lodge

A comfortable option with three top-notch bungalows and lagoon views 15km south of Rotoava. $$

Tetamanu Village

This place sits on a paradisiacal motu overlooking the stunning Tumakohua Pass. $$

Kaipolanie Garden

Right in the village (no lagoon views), with two well-proportioned bungalows in a tropical garden. $$

Raimiti

This very isolated spot near Tetamanu has only nine units. Perfect for a romantic getaway. $$$

Havaiki Fakarava

Petite resort-style venue at the southern end of Rotoava, with 10 small but immaculate bungalows. $$$


Learn to Kitesurf at Hirifa

OBSTACLE-FREE EXPANSES AND PURE SENSATIONS

At the southeastern corner of the atoll lies Hirifa, an impossibly scenic, almost deserted islet and sandbank and a favourite spot for yachties to anchor. There’s a splendid pink-sand beach that must be one of French Polynesia’s most paradisiacal swimming and sunbathing sites (and that’s saying a lot). On top of fitting the picture-postcard ideal, Hirifa is one of the best places around the Tuamotus to kitesurf. Regular easterly tradewinds and large expanses of flat, shallow waters with no obstacles ensure a perfect experience for all levels, from beginners to pros. A ‘kitecamp’ and kite school are based in Hirifa. They offer various accommodation options on a boat as well as kite courses. Find out more at kitetuamotu.com.


HOW TO MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR DIVING HOLIDAY

If you’re based in or near Rotoava, day trips to Tumakohua Pass are organised on a regular basis by the local dive shops, but they’re weather- and tide-dependent and require a minimum number of divers.

If you stay in one of the four pensions near Tumakohua Pass, it’s super easy to dive this pass, but you won’t be able to dive Garuae Pass as the three dive centres in the south don’t organise trips to the north. The solution? Plan a combined stay – spend a few days in northern Fakarava followed by a couple of days in southern Fakarava. That way you’ll get the best of both diving worlds.



WHERE TO EAT ON FAKARAVA

Korikori

This family-run affair boasts an ace location right on the edge of the turquoise lagoon. $

Hirinaki Lounge

Serves delicious fish and meat dishes in cosy surrounds. In Rotoava. $$

Snack du Requin Dormeur

A hip beachfront restaurant with fantastic lagoon views, cool breezes and great food. Lunch only. $

Frolic in Lagon Bleu

LAGOON TEMPTATIONS

Simply divine. Near the northwestern corner of Fakarava, Lagon Bleu features an indescribably lovely stretch of white-sand coral beach, turquoise-blue water, palm trees leaning over the shore – and not a soul in sight. It’s a fantastic place for a picnic or a bout of snorkelling and swimming. You’ll need to take a boat tour to get to Lagon Bleu – it’s a 30-minute boat ride from the village.

Disconnect on Plage du PK9

PRISTINE PARADISE

A bit of a local’s secret, Plage du PK9 is – you guessed it – 9km west of the village (go past the airport and follow the dirt track towards the northern pass; at the PK9 marker, take the path to the left). It’s a thin, laid-back stretch of white coral sand backed by palms and lapped by sparkling turquoise waters. The beach offers shimmering waters and is great for sunbathing and picnicking. It’s equally good for swimming and there’s excellent snorkelling not far offshore. About 400m past Plage du PK9, there’s a partly restored marae (traditional temple) built of coral slabs that sits in a coconut grove beside a lovely strip of coral sand. Bring plenty of water. Beware of falling coconuts.


Slow down to Island Time in Rotoava

LOVELY VILLAGE AND LAID-BACK ATMOSPHERE

Most islanders live in Rotoava village at the northeastern end of the atoll, 4km east of the airport. Aside from Rangiroa’s Avatoru, this is the most developed and busiest town in the Tuamotus, but it’s still pretty quiet by most people’s standards. With only a few streets, a couple of churches and stores, a town hall and a school, it’s easy to explore. You’ll also find a couple of eateries and shops. On the ocean side, the Phare de Taputavaka is worth a gander. This pyramid-shaped lighthouse built of stones is one of the oldest in French Polynesia, said to be more than 80 years old.

[image: EDY114jpg]

Phare de Taputavaka | Judy Waytiuk/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TETAMANU

Rotoava, to the north of the atoll, is the main settlement, but a handful of inhabitants live in Tetamanu village, a tiny community on the edge of Tumakohua Pass, which is as backwater as backwater gets (despite the growing numbers of divers who stay in the nearby pensions). It has a cute coral chapel built in the 19th century and an old graveyard with coral tombstones. If you’re not based in Tetamanu Village guest house or Chez Sab (the two places to stay on Tetamanu), the only option to get there is on a lagoon excursion. Most boat tours to Les Sables Roses make a stop at Tetamanu so that you have time to walk around the islet.




Getting Around

The airport is 4km west of Rotoava. There’s a surprisingly good paved road from the airport to the southeast side of the atoll. Bikes and e-bikes are available for rent. Tetamanu is accessible by private boat only or during a lagoon excursion. If you’ve booked accommodation, you’ll be met at the airport.





AHE
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This 20km-long by 10km-wide ring of coral is a charmer. Spectacular coral reefs, pristine islets fringed with white sand and an unhurried pace of life make Ahe an ideal destination for anyone looking for an authentic Paumotu experience. The many hues of its pure aqua-blue water, the foaming breakers around the reef and the thin strips of coral-sand beach of its many-deserted motu make for an enchanting scene. The atoll’s beauty draws in a large number of yachties between May and August. There are only two accommodation options and one village, which guarantees seclusion and intimacy. The aim of the game on Ahe is to slow things down and enjoy the lullaby of the wavelets off your bungalow – but if you’re keen to get the blood flowing a bit there are a few options available.
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TOP TIP

Ahe lies 450km east of Tahiti. The village of Tenukupara is in the far southwest and the airport is at the northern extremity. There are several weekly flights between Pape’ete, Ahe and Manihi. There’s no bank or ATM on the atoll.




Take a Cruise Around the Lagoon

PHOTOGENIC SPOTS AND TOP CORAL GARDENS

The two pensions are on private islets to the northeastern side of the atoll. Both rank among the most secluded places to stay in the Tuamotus. Their bungalows lip out onto the blue-on-blue vista of lagoon and sky. You can also walk to the ocean side and enjoy a wilder atmosphere and dramatic sunsets. Various activities are offered, including kayaking and paddleboarding. They also run fantastic lagoon excursions that take in the atoll’s most captivating spots. You’ll get the chance to swim and snorkel in otherwise inaccessible places.

The best area is near Tiareroa Pass, the only pass at the northwest of the atoll. Pull on a snorkel and drift over rainbow-coloured coral, keeping a lookout for delicate angel fish, friendly turtles, spearfish, moray eels and leopard rays. Another sensational coral garden lies to the south and boasts superb coral pinnacles. At the southern tip of the atoll, the Petit Lagon (Small Lagoon) is a bewitching bay with shallow, jade-green waters and white-sand banks. Back on dry land, a great way to get a feel for Ahe is to explore Motu Manu, which has the only remaining patch of primary forest in the Tuamotus. It consists of imposing Pisonia grandis.


BEST PLACES TO STAY ON AHE

Cocoperle Lodge

This haven of peace is set in a coconut plantation facing the lagoon and a lovely hoa (small channel). The six bungalows are made with local materials. Meals come in for warm praise. $$

Chez Raita

Raita and her husband offer local hospitality at its finest. Digs are in four well-maintained bungalows that open onto the lagoon. Enjoying sunsets from the end of the 30m-long pontoon is an unforgettable experience. $$




Getting Around

You don’t have to bother about transportation as all excursions, tours and activities are organised by the pensions. They also arrange pick-up at the airport.





MANIHI
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So you’ve explored the Society Islands and you’ve dived and snorkelled Rangiroa and Fakarava. You’ve experienced the frisson of Garuae Pass and Tiputa Pass. Why not try something a bit different? Manihi is one of the most ravishing atolls in the Tuamotus, yet it still remains a hideaway where insiders come to revel in an unblemished tropical playground and to drop out of sight in a quaint pension, where you can enjoy fantastic views of the shimmering aqua lagoon without even leaving your bed. It’s often overlooked because it doesn’t get much hype and, like Ahe, it’s a bit off-the-beaten track. For divers who are after special dive sites, Manihi is heaven. It offers complete relaxation in a pristine environment and tailor-made diving excursions where there’s only one boat: yours. Get there before the crowds do.
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TOP TIP

Manihi lies 460km east of Tahiti and is 28km long and 8km wide. The only pass and the village are at the southwest of the atoll. There are several weekly flights between Pape’ete, Manihi and Ahe. There’s no bank or ATM.




Dive & Relax on the Island

THE ATOLL ALL TO YOURSELF

Manihi is still a secret, word-of-mouth destination that savvy divers will add to their itinerary; one dive centre means it’s never crowded. There’s also the thrill of exploring virtually untouched sites that feel very different from the rest of the Tuamotus. There’s only one pass, Tairapa Pass, around which are the dive sites. Its safe layout makes it ideal for both novice and experienced divers.

The pass is about 100m in width, and the pass bed gradually rises from 25m at the ocean side to a shallow coral shelf at 5m before sloping gently down again into the lagoon – nothing intimidating even when the tide is incoming. There’s a profusion of (healthy) coral that you won’t see anywhere else in the archipelago. Sure, there aren’t many sharks, but the density of fish life is astounding, with countless crevices and little canyons on the upper sections of the reef. If you need a break from diving (or if you’re not a diver), the local dive centre can take you to some splendid islets at the far eastern end of the atoll. Here you’ll find fabulous bays and coves blessed with natural pools lapped by emerald-green waters – perfect for swimming, sunbathing and snorkelling.


BEST PLACES TO STAY ON MANIHI

Blue Way Dive Lodge

A private islet with an outstanding location, a dive shop, one bungalow and one private room – a winning formula. Food here is a definite plus, with generous meals using local ingredients. It’s a 30-minute boat ride to the pass. $$

Poerani Nui

A plan B if Blue Way Dive Lodge is full, with an assortment of few-frill bungalows in a coconut grove. It’s also on a private islet. $$




Getting Around

If you stay at Blue Way Dive Lodge – which we recommend – boat transfers to/from the airport are included and all excursions, tours and dive trips are organised by the lodge.






THE MARQUESAS
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CULTURAL POWERHOUSE WITH STUNNING LANDSCAPES

A world away from Tahiti, these windswept, mountainous islands hold archaeological sites, hiking trails to remote beaches, and are host to a magnificent cultural renaissance.
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Boar-tooth pendant | Juergen/shutterstock ©

Nature’s fingers have sculpted the Marquesas Islands into grand, sharp silhouettes that jut up dramatically from the cobalt-blue ocean. Waterfalls taller than skyscrapers trickle down vertical canyons, the ocean thrashes towering cliffs, phonolite pinnacles project from emerald jungle, and scalloped bays are blanketed with desert arcs of sand. An array of rare and colourful birds flutter in the leafy fringes.

Some of the most memorable hikes and horse rides in French Polynesia are found here, in the islands’ rugged interiors. And the past is almost palpable. While there are world-class, restored archaeological sites (the archipelago applied for Unesco status in 2023), you’ll also see pae pae (ancient stone platforms) everywhere – in the middle of mango forests, on the roadside and even as foundations for modern houses in the villages. Some stone tiki are known and documented while innumerable others lie hidden in overgrowth or on private property. There’s a ubiquitous feeling of energy and mystery.

But the highlight is the culture. In everything from cuisine and dances to language and crafts, the Marquesas are vastly different from the rest of French Polynesia. Locals proudly wear boar-tooth necklaces, ride horses with traditional wooden saddles and break out into powerful haka chants when the feeling arises. Don’t expect reef-protected lagoons, swanky resorts or nightlife – the Marquesas are an ecotourist’s and culture lover’s dream, not a beach-holiday destination.
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THE MAIN AREAS

NUKU HIVA

Archaeology and hiking dreamland.

’UA HUKA

Little-visited island of woodcarvers.

’UA POU

Behold the dreamy phonolite-spired silhouette.

HIVA OA

Lush beauty that inspired Paul Gauguin.

FATU HIVA

Enjoy the sunset-lit Bay of Virgins.




Find Your Way

The northern Marquesas group consists of Nuku Hiva, ’Ua Pou and ’Ua Huka, while the lusher southern group holds Hiva Oa, Tahuata and Fatu Hiva. Each island holds its own magic.
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Plan Your Time

Getting here and around is time consuming, so give yourself as much opportunity as you can to melt into the slow pace of life and explore.
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Nuku Hiva | Powerfocusfotografie/getty images ©


If You Only Have Two Days 

Fly to Nuku Hiva, where even the ride from the airport over the high-elevation ‘Terre Desert’ is exciting. Spend the afternoon wandering Taiohae or hike to the Sentinel or Colette Bay. Book a tour to visit the island’s fascinating archaeology. Head to the quay in the morning to watch fishers come in with their catch before returning to the airport.




A Week to Travel Around

Follow the two-day itinerary then fly to ’Ua Pou. Drive to Tohua Mauia archaeological site and look for the famous pierres fleuris on Hohoi beach. The next day take a guided hike to the interior. Fly to Hiva Oa the following day and walk in the footsteps of Gauguin in Atuona. Book a day trip to Tahuata for your final day.



Seasonal highlights

JANUARY

School holidays plus good weather equal lots of visitors. Boats to Fatu Hiva tend to get serviced and stop running.

JULY

This is festival month, a fantastic time to visit with dance performances and more, so book everything well in advance.

NOVEMBER

Often a sweet spot for weather: not too hot but also not too rainy. Calm seas are good for diving.

DECEMBER

In odd-number years, try to catch either the Marquesas Arts Festival or the mini Marquesas Festival.



NUKU HIVA
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This huge, sparsely populated island (the second largest in French Polynesia after Tahiti) features a terrain of razor-edged basaltic cliffs pounded by crashing waves, deep bays blessed with shimmering, Robinson Crusoe–like beaches, dramatically tall waterfalls and lush, green valleys that feel like the end of the world. Timeless little Taiohae, with sailboats bobbing on its bay and tattooed locals trotting through town on horseback, is the marvellous ‘capital’ of the Marquesas.

The island has a fascinating portfolio of archaeological sites, with more tiki (sacred statues) and tohua (open-air gathering places) than you can count, while the ancient, rock-pile ruins of house foundations called pae pae seem to inhabit every stretch of forest. Horse riding is top notch, there’s exceptional hiking, and shopping for beautiful handicrafts can help you remember it all.
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SIGHTS

1Anaho Bay

2Kamuihei, Tahakia and Teiipoka

3Musée Enana

4Notre-Dame-des-Isles-Marquises Cathedral

5Pae Pae Piki Vehine

6Taiohae Beach

7Tiki Tuhiva

8Tohua Koueva

9Vaipo

EATING

10Snack du Petit Quai

SHOPPING

11Fare Artisanal




TOP TIP

It can be difficult to arrange tours or guides on Sundays and most eating options are closed this day as well. There are also very few dining options at night any day of the week. Most hotels and guesthouses offer included meal options.




TOHUA KOUEVA

The archaeological site Tohua Koueva is around a 2km (hot, uphill) walk from Taiohae and can easily be visited from town. Head up the road past the store Magasin Larson.




Take It Slow in Taiohae

DISCOVER THE ARCHIPELAGO’S CAPITAL

The Marquesas’ capital spreads languidly along a crescent-shaped bay at the base of soaring mountains. Walking west to east, start at the tiny Musée Enana, with its interesting collection of artefacts. Meander along the shady black-sand beach to the magnificent Notre-Dame-des-Isles-Marquises Cathedral with its woodcarvings and impressive stones that come from each of the archipelago’s six inhabited islands. Continue through town to the Fare Artisanal (craft centre) next to the tourist office, to stock up on seed jewellery and woodcarvings. Then hit the quay, where fishers bring their catch in the morning, for the best lunch in town at Snack du Petit Quai. From here, head around the backside of Tiki Tuhiva (a giant hilltop statue of a warrior and tiki) to the town’s only white-sand beach – if the sea is calm, you can swim and snorkel here.
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Tiki, Tohua Koueva | Bru G/Andia/Universal Images Group via Getty Images ©


HERMAN MELVILLE IN TAIPIVAI

In July 1842, the American whaler Acushnet put in at Taiohae and a certain Herman Melville jumped ship and escaped into the bush only to be captured and held captive for three weeks by the feared cannibal tribes of Taipivai; Melville wrote about his amazing experiences in his novel Typee (1846). Later he went on to write Moby Dick, which has passages and a character obviously inspired by the people he lived with on Nuku Hiva. While there is talk of developing tourist sites associated with Melville, there’s not much of interest yet. The story, however, is a great conversation piece!



WHERE TO SLEEP IN NUKU HIVA

Le Nuku Hiva

Nuku Hiva’s only real hotel has gorgeous bungalows, a swimming pool and a hit-or-miss restaurant. $$$

Mave Mai

Motel-style building by the quay with plain rooms, great views and excellent breakfasts. $$

Pension Bellevue

Tiny, breezy B&B with helpful owners and the best dinners in town. $$


Ride to Remote Bays on Horseback

THE ISLAND’S PRETTIEST COASTLINE

Friendly and knowledgeable Nui runs horse-riding tours to the sublime Anaho Bay, on Nuku Hiva’s northeast coast, and beyond. Clip-clop over a ridge from Hatiheu village to an arc of white beach framed by surreal green hillsides. A few families make their living harvesting copra here and, with the only coral reef on Nuku Hiva, the bay is lagoon-like and inviting. Back in 1888 Robert Louis Stevenson anchored here and wrote about its beauty in his book In the South Seas. Nui can also create multiday bivouac adventures for more experienced riders. He’s based in Hatiheu, so you’ll have to arrange a transfer with him, hire a taxi or rent a car, to get there from Taiohae.

This Hatiheu to Anaho route can also be hiked, while the trail to Colette Bay and some routes on the Toovii Plateau can be done on horseback with local operators.


UNESCO & THE MARQUESAS ISLANDS

The six mayors of the inhabited Marquesas islands met in early 2023 to submit the archipelago’s application for a Unesco rating. The holdup had been what to call themselves. The Marquesan name for the group is ‘Te Henua Enana’ in the north and ‘Te Fenua Enata’ in the south (both translate to ‘The Land of Men’). They eventually compromised on the name: Te Henua Enata. It’s likely that the islands will be accepted. If they do it will be a big change for these independent-minded people, who are exceedingly deserving of the recognition, but used to peace, quiet and keeping their vestiges private.



WHERE TO EAT IN NUKU HIVA

Chez Yvonne – Hinakonui

A Marquesan lunch extravaganza in Hatiheu, served in a homey setting across from the beach. $$

Snack du Petit Quay

Lunch on fresh fish and local meat stews in a breezy spot overlooking the water. $

Moana Nui

One of few places open at night; serves pizza, local favourites on a bay-view terrace. $$

Feel the Mana of the Ancients

EXTRAORDINARY AND POWERFUL HISTORY

To understand the power and depth of Nuku Hiva’s historic places, go with a guide. Excellent operators include Koakoa Tours led by Aniata Kimetete, and Jocelyn at Henua Enana Tours.

Tour or not, start at Pae Pae Piki Vehine, on the waterfront in the centre of Taiohae, built for the 1989 Marquesas Festival. This photogenic pae pae (traditional meeting platform) contains modern sculptures and a dozen magnificent tiki made by the island’s sculptors and artisans from Easter Island. Far less visited is the flower bedecked Tohua Koueva, located about 1.3km up the Vallee Pakui road then another 700m on a dirt track on the right. It’s believed that this extensive communal site, with its paved 90m-long-by-30m-wide esplanade, belonged to the war chief Pakoko, who was killed by the French in 1845. All the stone carvings are contemporary.

Most tours stop at Te Ai’tua mea’a in Taipivai village, built for the 2011 Marquesas Festival and decked out in interesting modern, mostly cement tiki. There’s a good local craft market here and public toilets.

Heading over and down the mountain towards Hatiheu, Kamuihei, Tahakia and Teiipoka are three connecting sites that make up the largest excavated archaeological area of Nuku Hiva. The importance and sheer number of these structures testify to the dense population this valley once sheltered. Large moss-covered basalt rocks and huge banyans, the largest of which has been estimated to be more than 600 years old, exude intense mana (spiritual power). At the foot of the largest banyan is a deep pit, presumably dug for the remains of sacrifices. Other pits scattered about the site are mostly ua ma, which stocked the all-important breadfruit. A little higher, on Teiipoka, are two large rocks about 2.5m high by 3m wide and decorated with petroglyphs that represent turtles, fish and the eyes of a tiki, along with human figures. It’s estimated that the valley contains more than 500 other petroglyphs like these. On the other side of the track is the restored tohua Tahakia, one of the biggest in the Marquesas, as well as some pae pae.

Powerful Hikokua, about 300m farther down the road, dates from around 1250 CE and was in use until the 1800s. The vast, central, rectangular esplanade was used for dance performances at community festivals. On the terrace stand two modern stone carvings by a local artist. Near the centre of the esplanade are nine Christian tombs that probably date from the time of the first missionaries’ arrival, after the abandonment of the site. The platform at the bottom, on the northern side of the esplanade towards the ocean, was the tuu (ceremonial activity centre), upon which human sacrifices took place. The chief’s residence stood at the northeast corner of the esplanade.

Then head into the beautiful seaside village of Hatiheu to peruse the town’s modest yet well-organised archaeological museum. It explains the archipelago’s history and culture via artefacts, exhibits and replica, with signs in English. Ask for the key at Restaurant Hinakonui next door, where, incidentally, you can enjoy one of the most delicious Marquesan lunches in the archipelago (reserve in advance).


THE MARQUESAS ARTS FESTIVAL

Grandiose, visceral and a force of cultural revival, this week-long festival is held once every four years (in December 2023 then December 2027), either on ’Ua Pou, Nuku Hiva or Hiva Oa. ‘Mini festivals’ are held on either ’Ua Huka, Tahuata or Fatu Hiva in between two ‘big’ festivals (in December 2025 then December 2029). The highlight is the dance performances, including the spine-tingling Haka Manu (Bird Dance) and Haka Pua (Pig Dance), that are ever-evolving, due to modern vision and a stronger remembrance of the past. Most dances take place on archaeological sites. Events also include traditional Marquesan music, meal preparations, and arts and crafts displays.



NUKU HIVA HIKING GUIDES

Kimi Rando

Ex-legionary, firefighter and jovial character, Kimi has a good 4WD to get to the trailheads. $$

Tamahautini Rando

Based in Hoomi, specialises in lesser-known routes on the southwest side of the island. $$

Cannibal Art

From half-day to two-day adventures with boat transfers to the Hakaui Valley. $$$

Hike Waterfalls to Beaches & Plateaus

THE MARQUESAS’ BEST-MAINTAINED TRAILS

Nuku Hiva has exceptional walks that take in some awe-inspiring viewpoints, without another traveller in sight, plus most are very well signposted. The easiest from Taiohae is The Sentinel (3.2km return from the trailhead above the quay) that leads along the east side of the bay to the ocean, has one small turnoff that leads to a small pebble beach, and offers amazing views from a rocky outcrop. Also from Taiohae, the hike to Bay Colette (7km return) starts from behind Le Nuku Hiva hotel and leads past vistas to a sandy beach where you can take a dip.


Toovii Plateau (13km return) is a short drive from town and its higher altitude, relatively flat terrain, plus shade makes it great on hot days. The hike takes in forests and spectacular views, including the basalt spires of Akapa on the north coast. But possibly the best hike is to the 800m-high Vaipo Waterfall. You’ll need to organise a boat transfer (30 to 40 minutes; your hotel can book this for you) to charming Hakaui village then an easy walk around 4.5km to near the falls (it’s forbidden to go all the way due to falling rocks) that are a mere trickle nowadays, but still one of the highest in the country. The basalt formations in the Hakaui Valley are incredible and you can lunch post-hike at the delicious ‘snack’ restaurant in Hakaui (reserve when you book your boat transfer).
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Hike to Vaipo Waterfall | AP-PHOTO/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


SCUBA DIVING IN NUKU HIVA

Nuku Hiva holds some of the most unusual diving sites in French Polynesia, with numerous manta rays frolicking in the clear waters, some hammerhead sharks and – more rare – the endemic and colourful dragon eel. The more turbulent open-ocean diving here is remarkably different from the sheltered coral reef environments of the rest of the country, and the water stays an almost constant 28°C. Up until recently, the only diving available was unguided but Nuku Dive changed that in 2023; there’s a sturdy boat and top-notch guides to help you discover 15 spectacular sites off Nuku Hiva’s coastline.




Getting Around

Most lodging options will arrange pickup at Nuku Hiva’s airport, 35km (a one-hour drive) from Taiohae, via the spectacular scenery of ‘Terre Deserte’ and the Toovii Plateau. Taxis also meet flights, but it’s best to reserve one in advance. Car rentals and e-bikes are available in Taiohae.





’UA HUKA


[image: jpg]

This low-key, little-visited island feels entirely clean of the troubles of the world; the trees are heavy with fruit, wind whips over the mostly bare hills, surf swishes against the rocky cliffs – and good luck getting a signal on your mobile phone outside of Vaipae’e, or a working internet connection. Woodcarving is the main activity here and this is the land of masters. There are only three villages, and after a day or two the small communities here seem to absorb you like a giant, friendly sponge. Watch the artisans at work; zigzag up the flanks of an extinct volcano to reach mysterious archaeological sites in the jungle; look for one of the world’s rarest and most beautiful birds; and delve right into Marquesan life. You can only reserve some lodgings here by phone and English speakers are few. Being here is like stepping back in time.

[image: 2G43P8Ejpg]

Woodcarving, ’Ua Huka | Image Professionals GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo ©
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SIGHTS

1Arboretum

2Epo Epo

3Ha’avei Beach

4Hane Marine Museum

5Hokatu Petroglyph Museum

6Meiaute

7Te Tumu

see 7’Ua Huka Museum

8Vaiki Petroglyphs

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Horse House




TOP TIP

Want to do something specific? Your hosts can try to arrange it. Fish with the Hane villagers, a carver may give you a lesson, local kids can lead you to the best bird-watching. The island has no ATMs and payment is mostly cash only.




Visit the Sights of the Island

MUSEUMS, AN ARBORETUM AND MORE

The island’s main town, Vaipae’e, is at the end of deep, narrow and aptly named Invisible Bay. You’ll find two stores, lots of fruit and flowers, and a few local carvers’ studios tucked back down the sideroads. About 2km inland from Vaipae’e is the Arboretum, which holds an exceptional variety of plants. The best adapted are used for reforestation where wild goats and horses have destroyed the vegetation. Another 4km east along the main road gets you to Te Tumu, built for the 2013 Mini Marquesas Festival and home to the Marquesas’s largest tiki, carved in 2013 from local red tuff. Also look for the several pamuera (whale tiki), unique to the island of ’Ua Huka. This beautiful site also holds the island’s fantastic, main museum, which features tiki, finely carved sculptures, old photos, a ha’e (traditional house) and more. Five kilometres onward lies Hane, where experts believe the first Polynesian settlement on the Marquesas was established, tucked away in a bay protected by the impressive Motu Hane. Check out the village craft centre as well as a modest Marine Museum, which shows the evolution of traditional pirogues (local outrigger canoes). Only 2km more brings you to tiny and scenic Hokatu. The village lies in a bay edged with a pebble beach pounded by azure seas with direct views of imposing, sugar-loafed Motu Hane. On the waterfront there’s a small museum that displays photographs of the island’s petroglyphs and just beyond is the craft centre.


PRISTINE ISLE OF BIRDS

’Ua Huka is one of the few Pacific islands not yet colonised by the European rat, which is responsible for destroying much of the endemic birdlife elsewhere. As such, the island is blessed with two birds found nowhere else in the world, the Iphis monarch (Pomarea iphis) and the ultramarine lorikeet (Vini ultramarina). The latter has stunning blue and green plumage, the former is small and grey, and you’ll likely spot both. A terrier from New Zealand named Tip has been trained to sniff boxes as they arrive via the supply boat, to protect the island from the introduction of bird-destroying vermin.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN ’UA HUKA

Chez Maurice et Delphine

Basic bungalows and an immersive island experience. $

Mana Tupuna Village

Friendly hillside bungalows in Vaipae’e in a walkable location. $$

La Rêve Marquisien

Deep in a remote valley, beautiful bungalows and excellent hosts. $$

Hike Ridges to Desert Craters

ANCIENT TIKI & WINDSWEPT LANDSCAPES

’Ua Huka is imminently walkable and many routes you can do without a guide – but do get directions and a hand-drawn map from locals before heading out. The classic is an inland track that connects Hane and Hokatu through jungle and over a small pass. Stop at Meiaute, a beautiful, small archaeological site that’s about 25 minutes from Hane, on the way. Highlights include three 1m-high, red-tuff tiki,and the clearing with other stone structures forms a natural lookout, with magnificent views of Hane Bay. To extend the Hane–Hokatu hike, another trail leads from Hokatu through mango and pandanus forest (look for ultramarine lorikeets here), along the side of a steep hill for about 45 minutes to Pokopoko, a dramatic, rocky peak ridge that extends out into the sea.

Also from Hane but onto the plateau, the Vaiki Petroglyphs are often overgrown but are worth the trip, if only for the jungle walk or horse ride to get there. The petroglyphs represent an outrigger canoe, a human face, an octopus and various geometric designs. It’s a three-hour walk inland and a guide is essential for this one; ask at your pension.

Another lovely, easy walk is around the rim of an ancient volcano (‘Petit cratere’), located east of Vaipae’e. Enjoy the lunar landscapes and fantastic views. The route takes about 1½ hours, and you can end the hike at pebble Manihina Beach near the airport as an additional detour, to swim to cool off at the end.


MARQUESAN CRAFTS

These islands are rightly renowned for their crafts and each island has its speciality. You’ll find items from around the archipelago at all craft centres, but prices and selections are best on their island of origin.

Nuku Hiva

Artful and ornate seed necklaces with some species not found on other islands.

’Ua Huka

The island of woodcarving masters.

’Ua Pou

Stone carving, with its amber-coloured pierres fleuries unique to the island.

Fatu Hiva

The last place where tapa (bark cloth) is made in the traditional way.

Tahuata

Exquisitely fine bone carvings.



BEST BEACHES OF ’UA HUKA

Hatuana

Reachable by boat only and contains some interesting petroglyphs.

Ha’avei

Gorgeous white-sand beach with private access via Horse House.

Hokatu

Rocky beach with excellent swimming areas by Chez Maurice et Delphine.

Ride a Volcanic Crater on Horseback

RED-DIRT DESERT TO BEACH

This exceptional ride begins in Vaipae’e at Horse House (you can stay here too if you want to base your trip around horse riding), where you saddle up with your guide. From the village you ascend to the rim of Epo Epo, also called Big Crater, a massive, red dirt volcano that looks like the surface of Mars. Next you’ll ride into the the crater itself, where one struggling tamarind tree is surrounded by scattered goat bones (mostly killed by hunters for their meat). Then go up the other side of the crater to a blustery ridge that overlooks the volcanic landscape on one side, and a steely blue ocean on the other. Your guide will then take you to the privately owned, white sand Ha’avei Beach for a swim before heading back to Horse House. The trip takes four to five hours.

The Big Crater can also be hiked, and most who do this choose to follow the rim all the way around the crater instead of descending down into it. You won’t be able to visit privately owned Ha’avei Beach without a guide from Horse House.

[image: shutterstock_1545134189jpg]

Epo Epo | THOMAS ATHENOL/shutterstock ©


WHY I LOVE ’UA HUKA

[image: Celeste-new-1 - EDITED x5BSMALLx5Djpg]

Celeste Brash, Lonely Planet writer

On the very competitive friendliness scale of French Polynesian islands, I put ’Ua Huka at the top. The population is only 674 people, so you’ve met a decent percentage of them even after a day or two. Then there are the majestic, bare landscapes with the wind a wild constant, making everything somehow reminiscent of a moody Scotland. But it’s warm here in every sense. One day you’re chatting with 20-somethings carving tikis together under a tree, and the next you’re in a mango forest watching ultramarine lorikeets flash their blue wings in the shadows. Fruit is everywhere, lobster is commonplace, and it’s all enjoyed with family and laughter. Everything feels pure and magical!



Shop for Fine Woodcarvings

TIKIS, BOWLS, PESTLES, SCULPTURES, WEAPONS

’Ua Huka is famous for its woodcarvings, and all three villages have their own crafts centre displaying work. The one in Hokatu is the biggest. The best time to visit any is the morning that the Aranui V cruise/supply ship comes into town, when all the artists bring in their works for the influx of tourists. Many of the best-known carvers don’t display at the centres and work only with special orders. Ask around, but a few locals to look out for are Charley Kehuehitu and Maurice Rootuehine. The prices here are better than any found elsewhere in the country.


Getting Around

Hosts will generally drive their guests around, with rates starting at around 1000 CFP for a short village-to-village trip. You can usually rent a car casually from a local, but there really aren’t many places to go. With Hane and Hokatu connected by a hiking trail, most people will find they can walk most places.





’UA POU
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’Ua Pou’s silhouette looks like something out of a New Age painting, a magical landscape that couldn’t possibly be real. The 12 pointy pinnacles of this otherworldly tableau are the result of a volcanic eruption where a mix of unusual cooling and chemical circumstances formed phonolite in the cones, surrounded by basalt, which eventually eroded away, leaving only the spires. Almost constantly shrouded in swirling mist and flecked by bright sunlight, these geological wonders form one of the Marquesas’ most-photographed scenes. Completing this natural fantasyland are a few oasis-like valleys bursting with tropical plants, as well as a handful of tempting beaches. The people here are fiercely proud of their heritage and are at the forefront of the Marquesan cultural renaissance, often pushing the envelope with dance choreography and art that do not conform with the Catholic ideals that had been imposed on them in past.
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TOP TIP

Car rentals are available and a good way to see the island on your own, particularly to visit some of the island’s more remote beaches – but get a guide if you want insight into the island’s culture and history. Pukuee has mountain e-bike rental.




Visit the Villages

ARCHAEOLOGY, FLOWERED STONES, LUSH VALLEYS

Start in Hakahau, where the remarkable basalt peaks frame a beautiful bay. There’s a white-sand swimming beach (free of nonos – nasty, biting mosquito-gnat-like insects) at one end that’s sheltered by a consistently developing marina. In town you’ll find a bank (with ATM), a pretty Catholic church and a few good places to eat. Don’t miss the crafts centre to buy local pierres fleuries (pieces of phonolite that have crystallised to form flower shapes) stone- or woodcarvings, seed necklaces and local honey.


Heading southwest past the airport, Hakahetau village springs up like an oasis after driving along the arid west coast. Continue on 13km to one-street Hakamaii, at the road’s end, which has a photogenic stone church with unusual painted wooden panels that are meant to imitate stained-glass windows.

You’ll have to backtrack through Hakahau then drive another 12km to get to lush and charming Hohoi, an island highlight. Situated above the village, the magnificent Tohua Mauia – ’Ua Pou’s only well-maintained archaeological site – comprises a huge L-shaped stone platform as well as numerous pae pae and several modern stone tiki. Continue down to the rough beach; if you are lucky, you might find one of the island’s unique pierres fleuries.

Continue on another 8km to beautiful Hakatao, at the end of the southern road, where every building is painted in bright colours that match the pirogues along the small, rocky beach. A short hike up the hill behind the clinic leads to fantastic sea views – and lots of friendly goats.


I LIVE HERE: MARQUESAN CULTURE

[image: Pierre Kaiha-Marquesas - EDITEDjpg]

Pierre Kaiha, artist, recommends the Marquesan culture.

Culture is like a friend that speaks to you, protects you, guides you and tells you what you need to know. Most facts about Marquesan culture are lost. To find anything beyond what we have been left, we need to listen, to smell and feel; we need to meditate and find out what is inside us. Once we’re in touch with this, it can be like a voice in your head, something deep inside that knows where to go and then it can touch every aspect of life, helping us find the way. Opening ourselves up will tell us the truth. Otherwise, there isn’t much truth left.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN ’UA POU

Pukuee

Beautiful views, top comforts, a swimming pool and excellent dining on a hill above town. $$

Chez Dora

Basic, homey, family-style place at the edge of Hakahau. $

Pension Vehine

Well-kept rooms or bungalows with a local family, about 500m from Hakahau Bay. $

Get Close to the Impressive Peaks

TWO HIKES, TWO VIEWS

Most land in ’Ua Pou is private, so go hiking with a guide (the only licensed guide is Jerome at pension/Restaurant Pukuee) or get permission from the mayor’s office before heading out. The easier of the island’s two routes is the 8.6km trail from Hakahau to Hakahetau. With 600m of cumulative elevation gain, you get a lot of bang for your exertion, with exceptional, close-up views of the famous phonolite peaks. It takes about 1½ hours to reach the first saddle, then you descend and climb again to another before the route winds through shady jungle. Count on the walk taking three to four hours.

The 9km Poumaka Loop has a greater elevation gain and a guide is essential. You’ll start through pandanus forest that leads up a steep fern-covered slope to the base of the nearly 1000m-high Poumaka spire. At the trail’s end you can reach out and touch the immense pinnacle and the views are incredible. The usual cloud cover at this elevation makes the walk pleasantly cool.

Both hikes end at Manfred’s Chocolate Plantation where the German septuagenarian expat will let you taste (and buy) his handmade chocolates and will flirt unapologetically with the women. Another short walk down the 4WD track leads to beautiful Vaiea Waterfall, with a perfect pool to swim in after the long hike. If you’ve timed things well, you can finish the adventure with a superb lunch at lively Ti’Piero restaurant (reserve the day before) in Hakahetau.


MARQUESAN TATTOOS

In ancient times tattoos were a map of life that showed where a person lived, their status and what they had achieved. Forbidden by missionaries, the art was nearly lost until the 1980s, when techniques were recovered from Samoa and brought back to French Polynesia.

Today’s Marquesan designs are mostly taken from those that were catalogued by German explorer Karl von den Steinen in the late 1800s. Marquesan tattoo artists are renowned around the world. If you’ve ever considered getting a tattoo, having it done in the Marquesas by a local is a peak cultural experience.



WHERE TO EAT IN ’UA POU

Snack Vehine

Standard ‘snack’ fare, such as burgers and sashimi, at great prices. $

Restaurant Pukuee

Exquisite Franco-inspired Marquesan dishes, with wine, cocktails, beer on tap and a view. $$

Ti’Piero

Hearty, refined lunches and a lively ambiance in Hakahetau. $$



HIVA OA
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This serpentine island holds a dramatic mix of lush jungle, sea-battered coastal cliffs and towering volcanic peaks. The bays fretting the coastline are lined with white-sand, black-sand or pebble-stubbled beaches that are lapped by indigo waters. Behind sit Marquesan hamlets where time has stood still. After a few days, you’ll understand why French artist Paul Gauguin and Belgian singer Jacques Brel chose to escape the modern world here and make it their home. Hiva Oa has a wild feeling that inspires shutting off your wi-fi and focusing more on important things, like enjoying a perfect mango or sunset.

Hidden here are some of the most intriguing and enigmatic archaeological sites in the South Pacific, including massive, moss-covered stone tiki and unexplained petroglyphs that will keep you pondering their meanings for days.
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Beach, Hiva Oa | Umomos/Shutterstock ©
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SIGHTS

1Calvary Cemetery

2Espace Culturel Paul Gauguin

3Hanapaaoa

4Hanatekuua Beach

5Iipona

6Smiling Tiki

7Tehueto Petroglyphs

8Tevitete Ancient Cemetery

see 3Tiki Moe One

10Tohua Pepeu

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11Atuona Beach

11Marquises Diving

EATING

12Chez Marie-Antoinette




TOP TIP

Hiva Oa is the optimal launching pad for exploring Tahuata and Fatu Hiva. Hotels and pensions can help you organise excursions. Aside from December/January and July/August, there aren’t many tourists.




The Footsteps of Gauguin & Brel

EXPLORING ATUONA’S CELEBRITY PAST

French painter Paul Gauguin (1848–1903) and singer-songwriter Jacques Brel (1929–78) each spent their final years in the tranquil village of Atuona, and their memories are kept alive by a steady stream of devoted visitors. After trips to Tahiti and France and back, and plagued with syphilis, Gauguin took refuge on Hiva Oa in 1901, where he butted heads with the colonial administration and the Catholic Church. Although weak, he continued writing, drawing, sculpting and painting, and it was during this period that he produced one of his most beautiful nudes, Barbaric Tales (1902). Gauguin died here in May 1903.

Belgian-born singer Jacques Brel was as iconoclastic as Gauguin and he derided the flaws of society in his songs, including the poignant ‘Dans le Port d’Amsterdam’ and ‘Les Marquises’. He set sail around the world on his ketch, Askoy II, to escape the media and arrived in Atuona with his companion, Madly, in November 1975. Brel was an avid aviator, well-loved by the community, and he used his Beechcraft airplane Jojo for medical evacuations. He died of cancer in October 1978.

Both artists rest in the Calvary Cemetery, on a hill overlooking town, which has become something of a pilgrimage site. While most of the tombs in the frangipani-filled graveyard are marked with white crosses, Gauguin’s is a round stone with his name painted in white. Right behind, a replica of his statue Oviri (meaning ‘wild’) stands guard. Jacques Brel’s grave is only steps away. His marker, lovingly covered in stones with notes from fans, is adorned with a medallion depicting the singer with his beloved, Madly.

Their spirits linger on in Atuona village, the southern Marquesas group’s tiny administrative capital. The bay-side village is framed at the back by forested mountains and is the only town with any sort of busyness (by Marquesan standards) on Hiva Oa, with its small selection of restaurants and guesthouses. Visit Espace Culturel Paul Gauguin, an homage to the artist that traces his life through locally painted reproductions of his art. The Maison du Jouir (House of Pleasure) is a replica of Gauguin’s house, with a lifelike statue of the artist inside (the entrance to this house is at its backside and is easily missed). Behind the Espace Culturel Paul Gauguin you’ll find a big aircraft hangar. In the centre is Jacques Brel’s plane, Jojo; faded posters tracing the musician’s life adorn the walls and his music plays dreamily over the sound system.

From here you can walk along the seafront by often rough Atuona Beach, a popular surfing beach with the large sports field on the mountainside. Looping back into the village centre, Tohua Pepeu archaeological site, restored for the 1991 Marquesas Arts Festival, is used today for festivities. Right next door is Hiva Oa’s large craft shop, which has a good selection of local woodcarvings, bone earrings, pareu (sarong-type garments) and tapa, and a lot of friendly people who enjoy chatting with newcomers.
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Jacques Brel’s grave, Calvary Cemetery | RAPHAEL SALZEDO/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


EARLY MARQUESAN HISTORY

Among the first islands to be settled by the Polynesians during the great South Pacific migrations, the Marquesas were a dispersal point for the whole Polynesian triangle from Hawai’i to Easter Island and New Zealand. Estimates of the islands’ colonisation vary, from prehistory to between 900 and 1100 CE. In 1595 Spanish navigator Don Álvaro de Mendaña y Neyra sighted Fatu Hiva, then sailed along past Motane and Hiva Oa before anchoring for around 10 days in Vaitahu Bay on Tahuata. Mendaña christened these four islands Las Marquesas de Mendoza in honour of his sponsor, the viceroy of Peru, García Hurtado de Mendoza.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN HIVA OA

Temetui Village

Run by a wonderful Marquesan family, clean bungalows with views. Has excellent ambience and food. $$

Hiva Oa Hanakee Lodge

The only luxury option on the island has bungalows worthy of their price tag. $$$

Pension Kanahau

Top-notch views, some bungalows with kitchens, and a helpful owner. $$

Villa Enata

Solid rooms, bungalows, and swimming pool in view-filled garden. A little remote, but free transfers. $$

Relais Moehau

Motel-like, central. Choose an ocean-view room over darker mountain-side rooms that are only slightly cheaper. $$

Te Toa Camping

Super experience camping in a Marquesan couple’s garden. $


Hiva Oa By Horseback

FROM VALLEYS TO THE SEA

There are excellent horse rides for all levels – led by guide Jeremie – through lush valleys, over view-filled ridges and often through the Tevitete Ancient Cemetery. He will share his vast knowledge of local flora, fauna and legends. Many rides end at Atuona Beach where, if you feel confident enough on your horse and the sea is calm enough, you can ride into the waves to cool off with your new equestrian friend. The views of the mountains, the soft feel of the ocean and the lingering beauty of the ride make this an absolutely magical experience.


ARCHAEOLOGY – LEARN YOUR BASICS

Tohua are paved rectangular platforms with several tiers of basalt block rows on either side. The tohua were used as meeting places and also hosted festivals and dance performances.

Me’ae are the Marquesan equivalent of the Tahitian marae. Me’ae are religious sites built from basalt blocks placed side by side and piled up. Generally found in the valleys and away from secular places, the me’ae was a place of worship, burial and human sacrifice.

Pae pae are platforms of stone blocks, on which ha’e (human habitations) were built from native plants and wood.



WHERE TO EAT IN HIVA OA

Relais Moehau

Massive pizzas with various toppings, or fancier, à la carte dishes on a view-filled terrace. $$

Chez Iris

Outdoor dining with huge, good-value portions of favorites, such as poisson cru (raw fish dish). $

Magasin Gaubil

A grocery store selling ready-made dishes – salads and sashimi plates – also pastries and sandwiches. $

Explore Polynesia’s Biggest Array of Tiki

TOUR THE ISLAND’S ARCHAEOLOGY

Hiva Oa is the premier Marquesan destination for archaeology and it has Polynesia’s grandest assortment of stone tiki. Day-long excursions by 4WD are the best way to understand it all – plan on two days if you want to take in the sites in Ta’aoa, Hanaiapa, Hanapaaoa and Puamau. There are a handful of excellent guides on the island and your hosts will know who is available.

Generally skipped on the one-day tours is Tohua Upeke, in Ta’aoa, which doesn’t have the impressive tiki of Iipona, but its sheer size makes it just as interesting. On arrival you’ll face a vast tohua built on several levels. Hike up the hill a few minutes to find a well-preserved, 1m-high tiki sitting on a platform under big banyan trees.

Back towards Atuona, Tevitete Ancient Cemetery is a poignant site about 2km up a valley that features a series of tombs made of stones; note the small tiki that are carved in bas-relief on a few tombs. At the back of the cemetery, a big tree trunk is carved in the shape of a tiki.

One of the least-visited sites on the island is the Tehueto Petroglyphs, near Atuona. You’ll find a massive rock with prolific carvings on two sides, including stylised human figures. The petroglyphs are a good walk from Tahauku Bay (approximately 2.5km inland), but the path is usually overgrown and the route is confusing; hire a guide.

Heading to the north coast of the island, most tours stop at the Smiling Tiki, one of Hiva Oa’s most bizarre statues, around 10km from Atuona. About 1m in height, it stands alone in a clearing and looks like it’s smiling.

Small Tiki Moe One is a less-visited tiki that’s hidden on a hillside in Hanapaaoa. One of the quirkiest statues in the Marquesas, it features a carved crown around the head.


Then it’s on to Iipona, one of the biggest and best-preserved ancient sites in French Polynesia. You’ll first notice the reclining Tiki Maki Taua Pepe, representing a woman lying on her stomach, her head stretched out and arms pointing to the sky. Experts believe she represents a woman giving birth. Tiki Takaii, at 2.67m, is the largest ancient tiki in French Polynesia; it’s named after a warrior chief renowned for his strength. Tiki Te Tovae E Noho is to the left of Takaii, on a lower platform. Further back stands Tiki Fau Poe. Measuring about 1.8m, it is sitting with its legs stretched out, a position typical of those working in the fields. Experts believe it to be Takaii’s wife. Tiki Manuiotaa is in complete contrast to the others: less massive, its proportions are balanced. The hands are recognisable, as is its female sex. It was decapitated, but its head has been replaced by archaeologists.

Tour or not, stop for a Marquesan feast at Chez Marie-Antoinette in Paumau (reserve in advance). On the property of the restaurant, you can visit a small graveyard with the tomb of the valley’s last chief and his partner, who died early in the 20th century. One of the four tombs at the site is flanked by two tiki.
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Smiling Tiki | ANGELA MEIER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


HAAKAKAI O TE HENUA ENANA

This creation myth (Haakakai O Te Henua Enana translates as ‘The Legend of The Land of Men’) tells of the god Oatea, who builds his house in one night. Each part of the house represents one of the Marquesan islands: the two posts are ’Ua Pou, the main beam is Hiva Oa, the rafters are Nuku Hiva, the palm-frond roof is Fatu Hiva and the hole for the debris is ’Ua Huka. The house was finished just before daybreak and the gleam of the horizon became Tahuata. As the day began Oatea’s divine powers left him, but not before he was able to say ‘This is Eiao’ [a currently uninhabited island].



WHERE TO SHOP IN HIVA OA

Craft Centre

Crafts from around the Marquesas, including tapa cloth, bone carvings and tiki.

Tattoo Studio

Spotless studio of tattoo artist Kaha Autuche. Find examples of his work on Instagram @tikoeinuitattoo.

Couleurs Angéliques Marquises

Patricia, a French expat, sells gorgeous handmade pareu and local honey near the airport.


Hike to Tiki & Hidden Beaches

DIY TRIPS AND BEYOND

There are a few truly excellent hiking possibilities on Hiva Oa. Much of the land here is private, so if you want to go outside of regular, marked paths, make sure to get permission from the property owners or mayor’s office before setting out. The most rewarding DIY hike leads from the beautiful village of Hanaiapa – over a couple of ridges, past stunning views of secluded and wind-battered bays – to remote, palm-backed Hanatekuua Beach, one of the island’s most beautiful crescents of white sand. There is a small rocky reef here that creates a mini, sheltered swimming pool, or if the sea is calm, frolic in the waves. Be warned that the beach is plagued with nonos the second the wind dies. The hike is a sweaty 10.6km round trip. Other walks to do on your own include the 2km uphill hike along a paved then dirt road to Tevitete Ancient Cemetery, or the oft-overgrown Tehueto Petroglyphs; both can be started from Atuona. A great resource is the car-rental website Hiva Oa Location (hivaoalocation.com). The owner – and local Hiva Oan – Antonio, is consistently updating his site with downloadable hiking maps and directions.

More ambitious hikes, including the strenuous cross-island trek from Atuona to Hanamenu (about 11 hours), will require a guide. Ask your place of lodging to set something up for you.


MARQUESAN WEATHER PATTERNS

Closer to the equator than the rest of French Polynesia, the Marquesas’ climate is a bit different. Temperatures and humidity tend to be slightly higher than in Tahiti.

There is no bad time to visit; in theory, June to September sees heavier rain, while November to March is drier (exactly opposite from the rest of French Polynesia) and experiences calmer seas (better for boat excursions and diving). The southern islands (Hiva Oa, Fatu Hiva and Tahuata) get more rain than the northern group (Nuku Hiva, Ua Huka and Ua Pao) and are much lusher.



Dive & Snorkel Remote Sites

MANTA RAYS AND TAHUATA VISITS

Marquises Diving offers a superb experience to discover pristine sites around the southwest of Hiva Oa and the north of Tahuata. Manta ray sightings are almost a sure bet and multi-dive days can be combined with picnics on Hanamenino beach and visits to the villages of Hapatoni and Vaitahu on Tahuata. Snorkelling trips are also possible with a minimum of two people as well as scuba-diving courses and first dives. The equipment is high quality and in good shape. The owner, Humu Kaimuko, is super knowledgeable about the endemic species and underwater ecology of his islands.


Getting Around

You can get by with walking and taking excursions, but for more independence and flexibility, it can make sense to rent a car on Hiva Oa. Many roads are paved, and the tiny villages scattered along the coast are charming and little visited. A nice combination is to take a one-day excursion to visit the main archaeological sites, and then a day with a car to visit the sites you might have missed, plus hike the island’s few DIY hiking trails.






Beyond Hiva Oa
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The least visited and least well-known island in the Marquesas holds the archipelago’s best beaches, talented artisans, and lush nature.


Tahuata is Hiva Oa’s shy little sister, just as lush but not as steep and it’s very visible from the south across the 4km-wide Bordelais Channel. It’s the smallest inhabited island in the archipelago and the least visited, aside from people who arrive on day trips by boat. There’s only one official place to stay (Pension Tanaiva in Vaitahu) and you’ll need French language skills (or better, Marquesan) to get much further afield. Those that do will be rewarded with time at some of the best white-sand beaches at the archipelago (with nonos, unfortunately), traditional tropical villages (accessible by boat, 4WD or horseback) and the chance to meet some of the talented local artisans.
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Bone carvings, Tahuata | Hemis/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

There’s no bank in Tahuata and everything is cash only, so stock up on CFP in Atuona.




Visit the Island by Boat

TAHUATA’S DAY-TRIP HIGHLIGHTS

Taking a boat excursion to Tahuata will be one of the highlights of your visit to Hiva Oa. The first stop is usually the island’s main village, Vaitahu; its biggest draw is its spectacular, timber and stone Catholic Church, inaugurated in 1988 and financed by The Vatican. The wood sculptures here are the finest Christian works in the archipelago, including a nearly 4m-high statue of the Virgin and baby Jesus on the exterior. Stop two is Hapatoni village, a much quieter place with a beautiful voie royal (royal road), a path of stones built in the 18th century, shaded by graceful tamanu trees that are likely just as old. There’s also a multilevel, lovingly restored meae (ceremonial platform) in the centre of town. Look for the petroglyphs on a flat stone near the crafts centre. There’s a photogenic stone church. You’ll then have a picnic lunch either at Hanemenino Bay, with perfect swimming, or Hanahevane Bay that has golden sands and excellent snorkelling. Unfortunately there are nonos at both beaches, so pack repellent!

Each village has its own excellent craft centre and you’ll stop at both in hopes you’ll spread your valuable tourist dollars. The bone carvings here are especially exquisite and may seem expensive until you think about the detail of the work and the time it takes to create each piece of art.
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Hapatoni | Danita Delimont/shutterstock ©


UNINHABITED MARQUESAS ISLANDS

Four small islands in the southern group (Mohotani, Ilot Terihi, Fatu Huku and Thomasset Rock) and five in the northern group (Hatu Iti, Eiao, Hatutu, Motu One and Clark Bank) are populated only by birds, and perhaps some goats.

Mohotani has 520m cliffs and is visited by goat hunters from Fatu Hiva. If you take the boat to Fatu Hiva you’ll pass this island. Eiao is the largest of the uninhabited islands and has evidence of ancient occupation and stone quarrying. In more recent times the French government considered it as a nuclear test site but fortunately abandoned the idea.




Getting Around

The navette (shuttle boat) Te Ata O Hiva holds 40 passengers. It services Tahuata to/from Hiva Oa twice per week (2500 CFP; codim.pf). There are also more expensive bonitiers and speedboats that are a rougher ride – ask at your pension.





FATU HIVA
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As far away from the rest of the world as it’s possible to get in these modern times (despite mobile phones and satellite TVs), Fatu Hiva is a marvellous ‘stop the world and get off’ place. When arriving by boat (there’s no airport landing strip), expect a visual shock: wrinkled cliffs tumble into the ocean and splendid bays, including the incredible Bay of Virgins, indent the coastline.

There are only two villages, one good pension and one dirt track, so there are plenty of opportunities to move into slow gear. For some cultural sustenance, a couple of giant petroglyphs – the biggest in French Polynesia – hidden in the forest beckon. It’s a bit challenging to get to Fatu Hiva, but for travellers who relish the idea of being marooned for a few days, this hard-to-reach island way off most people’s radar (bar sailing enthusiasts) is hard to beat.
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TOP TIP

There are no banks in Fatu Hiva and credit cards aren’t accepted, so bring plenty of cash if you want to stock up on the beautiful crafts available here. Wi-Fi is widely available with the 4G network.




Omoa to the Bay of Virgins

HIKE THIS MARQUESAN CLASSIC

The stunning 17km hike from Omoa to the Bay of Virgins is a classic and takes around four hours to complete, not including the boat transfer back to Omoa. The walk begins up Omoa Valley, and at the top you’ll be rewarded with great views of the village. From there the path heads inland, and you’ll easily see the shape of the impressive volcanic caldera. Then it’s a steep downhill section towards Hanavave with little shade. The entire path is a 4WD track so it’s easy to find without a guide and can also be tackled in a vehicle if it’s not too muddy.

The ideal is a mix of the two: get dropped off on the ridge then walk down to Hanavave. You can organise a boat to pick you up here to bring you back to Omoa. It’s best to do the boat trip late in the afternoon so that you can catch the sunset in the Bay of Virgins as you set out – this is one of the most spectacular sights in all of the Marquesas. Another, longer hike (a guide is recommended) branches off from the ridge of Omoa Valley to the ancient, now uninhabited village of Ouia, via verdant jungle. This option requires a longer boat trip back that might be more difficult to arrange.
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SOME BIRDS OF THE MARQUESAS ISLANDS

These islands are a bird watchers’ paradise, with many rare, endemic species making a comeback.

Marquesan swiftlet

Collocalia ocista (kopekapeka in Marquesan) Whole archipelago.

Southern Marquesan reed warbler

Acrocephalus mendanae (komako in Marquesan) Whole archipelago.

White-capped fruit dove

Ptilinopus dupetithouarsii (kuku in Marquesan) Whole archipelago.

Marquesan kingfisher

Todiramphus godeffroyi Tahuata, in critical danger of extinction.

Fatu Hiva monarch

Pomarea whitneyi Fatu Hiva, in critical danger of extinction.

Ultramarine lorikeet

Vini ultramarina (pihiti in Marquesan) ’Ua Huka and Fatu Hiva.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN FATU HIVA

Chez Lionel

This well-run choice has rooms with shared bathroom in the owner’s house or a garden bungalow with kitchenette. $

Chez Leonie

Colourful and friendly place with two rooms in a shared house (the owners don’t live here). Meals are delicious. $$

Cruise Majestic, Cliff-Framed Bays

SEE THE ISLAND BY SEA

Don’t miss the chance to take a small outboard motorboat around Fatu Hiva’s spectacular coastline. You’ll visit tiny bays between Omoa and Hanavave that are surrounded by mighty cliffs before arriving at the spectacular Bay of Virgins. If the sea isn’t too rough you can hop out to go inside Vaipo Cave that’s pierced into a cliff face. It’s best to make the trip mid-afternoon so that you can catch the sunset against the island’s incredible silhouette. The trip should cost around 6000 CFP per person if there are four or more people. Note that the trip can only be made in calm seas.


THE OMOA PETROGLYPHS

Two magnificent petroglyph sites can be found short walks from Omoa village. The first is found in a clearing about 15 minutes from the village centre, and depicts a fish (likely a mahimahi) and other anthropomorphic figures. The second is more difficult to find, so is better with a guide, since it’s hidden in the jungle. You’ll see an extremely well-preserved image of a whale. On the way to the second site sits a birthing stone, where women would have given birth in pre-European times. The path can get very muddy, so plan accordingly!



Shop for Tapa Cloth & More

BEAUTIFUL, RARE CRAFTS

Fatu Hiva is the only French Polynesian island that still produces tapa (bark cloth) using traditional methods. Mulberry, banyan or breadfruit tree bark is pounded on a log until it turns paper thin. It’s then dried and used as a canvas for painting traditional patterns using vegetal paints. Pretty much everyone on the island is an artist and if you don’t hear the pounding of tapa, they are likely finely carving coconuts or making umu hei (scented bouquets) using ylang-ylang, vanilla pods, dried pineapple or sandalwood. Hand-painted pareu are also popular, along with truly exquisite monoi (flower-infused coconut oil). There’s a craft centre in Omao.


Getting There & away

The navette (shuttle boat) Te Ata O Hiva holds 40 passengers and goes to Fatu Hiva twice per week (codim.pf) via Tahuata. There are also more expensive bonitiers and speedboats that aren’t on a fixed schedule and are a rougher ride – ask at your pension.





TOP SIGHT
Aranui V: A Mixed Cruise–Cargo Ship

A circuit on the Aranui V is a must-do French Polynesian voyage. For around 40 years, this ship has been the umbilical cord between Tahiti and the Marquesas, and a tourist favourite. Its classic 12-day itinerary visits the six inhabited Marquesas islands, usually via an atoll in the Tuamotus. Newer trips go to the Austral Islands, Pitcairn and beyond.
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DON’T MISS

The hike from Omoa to Hanavave, Fatu Hiva

Viewing the Bird Dance, ’Ua Pou

Kamuihei, Tahakia and Teiipoka archaeological sites, Nuku Hiva

Ultramarine lorikeets, ’Ua Huka

Iipona archeological site, Hiva Oa



The Ship

The Aranui V has been supplying the remote islands of the Marquesas since 1978 and that’s still its primary mission. Its front half looks like any other cargo ship, with cranes and holds for all types of goods. The back, however, is like a cruise ship, with cabins, several decks and a swimming pool. There’s nothing glitzy about it – everything is simple and functional. A newer, slightly fancier Aranui (called Aranoa) should be operational by 2024 to run simultaneous cruises to other archipelagos. Unless you’re on a yacht, there’s simply no other way to visit so many islands in the Marquesas or many of the other places the ship visits, in such a short period. You’ll get the chance to see island life that few others ever will. Note that this is an organised journey; if you don’t like to be tied to a schedule or forced to live with a group, it may not be for you.


The Crew

The ship prides itself on having a 100 percent Polynesian crew. Expect lively ukulele jams, warmth and friendliness, excellent partners to dance with, and lots of silly jokes.

Accommodation & Amenities

There are four classes of accommodation, from staterooms and suites to dorm-style beds with shared bathroom facilities. Every option has air-con, and prices include all meals, guided excursions and taxes. Plus there’s an outdoor swimming pool, three bars, a spa and a gym, so even though it’s not high luxury, it’s not exactly roughing it. Two conference rooms host an excellent selection of lecturers, from cultural ambassadors and naturalists to archaeologists and authors.


Docking & Anchoring

The large ship is only able to tie up dockside in about three of ten ports, so you’ll most often be shuttled to shore. Goods are craned off the main ship onto barges then loaded onto the local piers. Some of the ship’s maneuvering into tiny bays and ports – Ua Huka’s incredibly narrow Invisible Bay, in particular – is an astonishing feat to behold!



Dining

Meals are served family style in a large dining room, so you’ll get to know many of the other 230 passengers. The cuisine is Polynesian with French flair and the cooks will take special dietary needs into account if you let them know well in advance.

Non-Marquesan Itineraries

Itineraries to the Austral Archipelago, including the fascinating island of Rapa Iti that’s almost impossible to visit any other way, run once per year with more planned for the future. Other itineraries include the Gambier and Pitcairn Islands (which, again, are very hard to reach otherwise), a five-day voyage that visits three islands in the Tuamotus, and a trip to the Cook Islands.


TOP TIPS

• Time your trip for the Marquesas Arts Festival for a life-enriching experience.

• For history and unique geography, choose an itinerary with a stop in Makatea.

• There’s an expert tattoo artist onboard for the ultimate souvenir.

• This is not a fancy cruise; dress code is more Jungle Jim than Kim Kardashian.

• The onboard speakers are fantastic, don’t miss a single one.

• Bring lots of cash, since many islands don’t have ATMs

• The ship’s internet breaks down occasionally, be prepared to not be online.

• It’s possible to join the Aranui V on Nuku Hiva, which is a great plan if you get seasick.



Booking

Reservations are essential, and peak periods (July, August and December) can get booked up months in advance. You’ll need to book trips for the Marquesas Arts Festivals a year or more in advance.


Scan this QR code for upcoming itineraries and pricing.
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The Australs & the Gambier Archipelago
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OFF-THE-BEATEN-TRACK ADVENTURES

Isolated and straddling the Tropic of Capricorn, these low-key, little-visited gems are a slice of paradise for those in search of laid-back island life and culture.
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On a quest to experience a slow, traditional Polynesian pace of life? Opt for the magnificent and pristine Austral Islands, which are arguably French Polynesia’s most underrated destination. Five unique destination islands – Rurutu, Raivavae, Tubuai, Rimatara and Rapa – are cast adrift in the azure waters of the Pacific Ocean, far from the hustle and bustle of Tahiti. The climate is temperate, but everything else befitting a tropical paradise is here: flower-filled jungles, sharp peaks, outrageously blue water and genuinely friendly people. The Australs have had less of a history with Europeans and less influx from the outside world, so have kept their culture alive. Here, you’ll only find family-run pensions and sparsely populated villages where life moves to a different beat. Another drawcard may be the variety of outdoor experiences found within this island group. Hiking, diving, snorkelling and whale watching are all readily available – without the crowds. If, after visiting the Australs, you still feel the urge for more off-the-beaten-track adventures, consider travelling to the Gambier, where visitors are an absolute rarity. All the makings of an island holiday paradise can be found in this jaw-droppingly beautiful archipelago, but it’s so far away (about 1700km southeast from Tahiti) and expensive to get to that it remains one of the best-kept secrets in French Polynesia.
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THE MAIN AREAS

RURUTU

Caves and whales.

RIMATARA

Quintessential island life.

TUBUAI

A mix of everything.

RAIVAVAE

Idyllic land and seascapes.

THE GAMBIER ARCHIPELAGO

The end of the world.




Find Your Way

Thanks to reliable interisland plane services, it’s possible to combine the four main islands of the Australs, but you’ll need at least 12 days. The Gambier can only be reached from Pape’ete.


[image: jpg]


Plan Your Time

The islands may be mere dots in the South Pacific, but they pack a lot into a small space so give yourself plenty of time to explore.
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If You Only Visit One Island 

If you only visit one island, opt for Rurutu. A world away from Tahiti, Rurutu seduces all visitors with its massive limestone caves dotted around the coast. Book an island tour to visit the most accessible ones.

The next day, experience the island’s savage beauty on horseback. If you visit between August and October, book a whale-watching trip.




10 Days to Travel Around

Split your time between three islands – Rurutu, Tubuai and Raivavae, for instance. Devote three days to Rurutu – four days if it’s whale-watching season – then take a flight to Tubuai and settle in for a couple of days of relaxation or outdoor adventures. Afterwards grab a flight to Raivavae for a few days of exploring the lagoon and the fantastic interior.



Seasonal highlights

JANUARY

The Tere festival is held on Rurutu and Rimatara to celebrate the new year. Book your accommodation well in advance.

MAY

An important religious festival, the Me, is held on Rurutu, Rimatara and Raivavae, with plenty of celebrations.

SEPTEMBER

With temperatures averaging around 20°C, it’s ideal for hiking. It’s also the best month for whale watching on Rurutu and Tubuai.

NOVEMBER

An ideal month: temps are warm but comfortable. Great for picnicking on a secluded islet or for outdoor experiences.



RURUTU
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A magical island of migrating whales, lush vegetation, limestone caves and smiling faces, Rurutu is the gem of the Australs. The island’s geology makes it unique. While the high islands of other French Polynesian archipelagos are extinct volcanic cones, Rurutu is a raised atoll (makatea). Because of this, the landscape is startingly different: vertical cliffs of pockmarked coral rise up around the coast, sometimes housing giant caverns filled with ferns and stalactites. The island is fringed by a continuous reef, rarely more than a stone’s throw from the shoreline, so there’s no lagoon as such. Even so, there are a few white-sand beaches where you can flake out. Many people come to Rurutu for the whales. From July to October, it’s common to see a mother and baby humpback gliding along close to shore. When the whales aren’t around, various activities and lots of unique natural sites will keep you busy.
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TOP TIP

Rurutu is 600km south of Tahiti, and has a circumference of 32km. Of the three main coastal villages, Moerai, to the north, is the largest. Avera is on the west coast, and Auti on the east coast. There are two ATMs in Moerai.




Nose-to-Nose with Humpbacks

WHALE WATCHING WITHOUT THE CROWDS

Humpback whales migrate to Rurutu from late July to October to reproduce before returning to icy Antarctic waters. Sightings aren’t guaranteed, but the best chance to see these mammals is in August and September. Book a three-hour whale-watching and swim tour with one of the island’s two outfits, Tareparepa Tours and Toatail Baleines – Tevai. Both have experience, green credentials and well-trained guides. They usually leave twice a day.


Rurutu is an ideal place to see whales – better than Mo’orea or Tahiti – as there’s no lagoon so the whales come closer to shore. The incredible visibility and the limited number of boats make the experience more unique. Once the guide locates the whales, don your mask, fins and snorkel and follow the instructions before entering the water. You will see the whales at the surface, spraying water from their blowholes, and may observe a full breach. Mother whales may come right up to the boat, showing off their newborn calf, which might also be seen suckling. Indescribable! Whale-watching trips are open to all – operators will even pull unconfident swimmers along on a bodyboard. The water may be chilly and the sea quite rough, though.


WHAT IS A MAKATEA?

A makatea is a spectacular geological phenomenon. Volcanic islands gradually grow coral reefs that form a ring around the island and become small islets, as is visible in Bora Bora and Mo’orea. Over time, the volcanic cones sink, forming atolls: rings of coral encircling a lagoon, such as those in the Tuamotus. A makatea is formed by the added jolt of nearby volcanic activity that causes the seafloor to buckle and lifts the sunken volcanic cone and its surrounding coral islets up to the surface. This forms a volcanic island walled in by fossilised coral limestone shell. Rurutu is a textbook example of a makatea, with a fertile interior and a steep coastline pocked with limestone caves.



WHERE TO STAY ON RURUTU

Pension Teautamatea

Run by a Polynesian-Welsh couple, this place has three simple rooms, just across the road from a lovely beach. $

Te Monoiti

Has six uncluttered rooms in a big modern house facing the airport. The owner runs whale-watching tours. $

Vaitumu Village

The closest to a hotel in the Australs. Eight bungalows and four rooms in a flower-filled garden abutting a beach. $$

Investigating Surreal Limestone Caves

A LESSON IN GEOLOGY

Of all the spectacular caverns that dot the coast, Ana Tane Uapoto is the easiest to access. This large roadside cavern is on the eastern outskirts of Moerai village, near Arei Point. It’s full of stalactites and stalagmites, and has sweeping ocean views from inside. The most stunning cave on this island is Ana Aeo, 500m north of Pension Teautamatea; there’s a signposted track to the right that leads to the cave. With its massive, oozy-looking stalactites and stalagmites, and big ferns at the entrance, it seems designed for a sci-fi movie. Some caves north of Auti are harder to access and require a guide, especially the aptly named Gueule du Monstre (Monster Mouth). It takes an hour on foot along the craggy coast to get to this impressive cave overlooking the ocean. It involves some scramble but the reward is a tremendous view over the east coast.


I LIVE HERE: MAKING THE MOST OF RURUTU
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Olivier Lenoir is a native of Rurutu and an advocate of traditional Polynesian culture.

Artisans

Our islands are renowned for their mats, hats and baskets woven from pandanus, which are great gifts. Be sure to visit our artisanal shops, including the one at the airport. And don’t rush when visiting the villages, you might be invited to see a craftsperson at work.

Limestone Caves

When exploring the limestone caves, go with a local guide who will explain the history and legends of the place.

Me Festival

If you’re on Rurutu in May, which I recommend, attend the Me festival – three weeks of festive events and a great way to mingle with the locals.



Discovering Rurutu on Horseback

PANORAMIC VIEWS AND LUSH VEGETATION

Want to see the hilly interior of Rurutu on horseback? Viriamu, the owner of Pension Teautamatea, leads superb horse-riding excursions, suitable for all levels (children are welcome). The three-hour ride passes stunning viewpoints in the island’s lush interior and clip-clops along the lagoon on the western coast.


Getting Around

Most places to stay rent bikes. Apart from the Moerai to Pension Teautamatea section, which is quite flat, the route is so hilly that biking is only possible if you’re super fit (or have rented an e-bike). You can also rent a car. All pensions offer full-day guided island tours. If you have booked accommodation, you’ll be picked up at the airport, about 4km from Moerai.





RIMATARA
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This discreet island remains something of a ’secret’. Here time moves at a crawl, the atmosphere is supremely relaxed and the traditional way of life is among the most authentic in French Polynesia. The least visited and least known island in the Australs, Rimatara has its own personality. This tiny island, which is a rough circle measuring only 4km in diameter, is a haven for naturalists, bird-lovers and those who just want to get away from it all. There are only three places to stay, and you’re almost guaranteed to have the whole island for yourself. Like Rurutu, the island is circled by a fringing reef, and there are some great beaches to lounge on. Pandanus work, plus the plantations, support the islanders, who have preserved their own distinct dialect. The few visitors who make it out this way rarely leave disappointed.
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Rimatara lorikeet | Jean-Bernard Carillet/LONELY PLANET ©
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TOP TIP

Rimatara is 600km southwest of Tahiti and 150km west of Rurutu. There are only three villages, Anapoto, Amaru and Mutua Ura, and one road that goes around the island. You’ll find an ATM in Amaru.




Taking it Slow Around the Island

ECOTOURISM AT ITS BEST

With three villages, one road and few cars, it’s easy to take it slow on Rimatara. Each village has lovely churches and on Sunday mornings you’ll hear soul-stirring himene (hymns). You won’t find vestiges but the Amaru cemetery has impressive whitewashed 19th-century graveyards. Fancy a dip? Mutua Ura has a crescent-shaped bay fringed with a golden scimitar of sand. Continue further west to the Baie des Vierges (Bay of Virgins), a small cove with natural pools surrounded by raised coral formations – heaven! On Anapoto beach, fishers head out to sea on outrigger canoes. Rimatara is also famous for pandanus-weaving – pensions can arrange courses.


RELIGIOUS FESTIVALS

The Australs have two important religious festivals: the Tere, which is celebrated in early January on Rurutu and Rimatara to celebrate the new year; and the Me, which is held in May on Rurutu, Rimatara and, to a lesser extent, Raivavae.

Visitors are welcome; it’s a great way to learn more about local customs and culture as all the population gathers to pray, sing and partake in a traditional meal. For the Tere and the Me, men collect taro – a staple throughout the South Pacific – in the taro fields scattered around the island. Lots of starchy taro will be used for the ahimaa (cooking pit), along with other tubers, pigs and fish.



Searching for Endemic Birds

INCREDIBLE BIRDLIFE

Bird-watching is a treat in any season thanks to two rare, endemic species, the exquisitely coloured Rimatara lorikeet and the more discreet Rimatara reed-warbler. Even non-twitchers will be amazed to sight a pair of photogenic lorikeets perched on a banana leaf. For the best pictures, bring a telephoto zoom lens. A guide can show you the best spots.

WHERE TO STAY ON RIMATARA

Pension Ue Ue

Has no view, but the four bungalows, all with terraces and fans, are in a lovely garden. $

La Perruche Rouge

The four bungalows are soothingly positioned on a hillside and offer cracking ocean views. $$

Pension Honotai – Chez Nelly

A family-run, unpretentious homestay, with three simple rooms and shared bathrooms. $$



TUBUAI
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Tubuai is the largest of the Austral Islands, and the administrative centre of the archipelago. It lies in the shadow of Raivavae and Rurutu, which have both been better promoted, but it shouldn’t be sneezed at. You’ll be positively surprised: Tubuai is a very scenic island, blessed with a repertoire of sandy beaches, a radiant lagoon with an outer reef dotted with a handful of idyllic motu (islets), and a diverse topography. Two mountain ranges slope down to the flat plains by the sea and a low-lying central region bisects the two. Feeling active? On top of great lagoon excursions, there’s excellent hiking, kayaking and snorkelling. And, joy of joys, diving is also available as well as whale watching (in season). It’s all very confidential, but that’s part of the appeal and it creates a sense of exclusivity.
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TOP TIP

Tubuai is 600km south of Tahiti. Tubuai’s coastal road hugs the shoreline almost all the way around the island. A cross-island road connects Mataura and Mahu, the two main settlements. Mataura has two ATMs.




Going out to Sea

AQUATIC WONDERS AND UNWINDING ON BLISSFUL ISLETS

Tubuai is great for whale watching, and it’s a well-kept secret. Spot humpbacks from late July to October in the open sea, outside the lagoon. The dive centre runs whale-watching trips. You can dive year-round, with a few dive sites along the outer reef with prolific coral formations.

The lagoon seems tailored to snorkellers, swimmers and sunbathers, with clear waters, coral gardens and paradisiacal islets. The most scenic spots, including the sandy spit of Motu One and Motu Toena, fringed by white beaches, are at the lagoon’s northeastern end. Pensions can arrange excursions.


WHY I LOVE TUBUAI
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Jean-Bernard Carillet, Lonely Planet writer

Just thinking of Tubuai makes me want to go back as soon as possible. I’ve scaled countless hills and mountains in French Polynesia, but Montagne de l’Homme Couché is my favourite. Oh, the views…and – shhh – there’s diving. I love the fact that there’s only one boat with four divers maximum on a site. And then, there’s the atmosphere. Tubuai is so relaxing. Every time I return to this island, I feel as if I had left modern life, with all its hustle and bustle. In short, I have found an ideal place where I can rejuvenate my mind and my body.



Hiking to Fantastic Viewpoints

SWEEPING VISTAS

It’s an easy walk to Mt Taita (422m), with sensational views. You don’t need a guide – the three-hours-return route is signposted on the cross-island road and the shady trail is wel maintained. If you’re fit, try the arduous climb up Montagne de l’Homme Couché (327m) with a guide – it involves some scrambling.

WHERE TO STAY ON TUBUAI

Pension Taitaa

Just off the cross-island road, this pension features five adjoining rooms in a lovely tropical garden. $

Tavaetu Guesthouse

Run by the local dive instructor, this is a simple yet welcoming abode in a tranquil location. $

Wipa Lodge

This pension has five modern bungalows and a pleasant garden setting. There’s a great beach across the road. $$



RAIVAVAE
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Looking for low-key paradise? This Polynesian speck is lovely and laid-back. As your twin-prop plane swoops down over the vivid turquoise lagoon and onto the landing strip of the small airport, you’ll know that you have arrived at one of the Australs’ most unspoiled and untrammelled destinations. No hotel and no towns, just a few simply laid-out pensions and quaint villages. Visitors to Raivavae (ra-ee-va-va-eh) rave that this is what Bora Bora must have been like 50 years ago. It’s a paradise not only because of the sweeping blue lagoon, idyllic white-sand motu and the green mountainous interior dominated by square-topped Mt Hiro, but also because the warm Polynesian welcome and traditional way of life you’ll find here are the most authentic and heart-warming in all of French Polynesia. Amazingly, the island receives only a small trickle of tourists, but this is starting to change – the secret is out.
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TOP TIP

Rimatara is 650km southeast of Tahiti and 200km southeast of Tubuai. There are four villages: Anatonu, Vaiuru, Mahanatoa and Rairua; one road that goes around the island; and one cross-island road. You’ll find an ATM in Rairua.




Chilling Out on Motu Piscine

A SLICE OF PARADISE

Raivavae’s stunning lagoon, brimming with marine life and ringed by aito (ironwood)-covered motu, is one of the treasures of the South Pacific. Motu Piscine (‘Motu Swimming Pool’; Motu Vaiamanu) is the best-known motu, fringed with white beaches and divided from its neighbour by a glassy turquoise channel teeming with tropical fish. Pensions can arrange a tour, including picnic. It’s a top spot for sunbathing and swimming. If the lagoon is calm, you can kayak there from the main island. Piscine is very popular so some pensions also offer trips to other, more secluded motu, including Rani, Otaha and Ruahotu. There’s no shortage of idyllic islets.


ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES ON RAIVAVAE

The only remaining tiki (carved humanlike statue) on the island stands in a private garden west of the village of Mahanatoa. About 1m in height, it has highly stylised hands and chest as well as clearly outlined eyes. Its curved lips suggest a smile. It’s not signed; ask around or look for the small supermarket Magasin Florès Louise – it’s 50m to the west.

There’s also a well-maintained marae about 1km from the Vaiuru entrance of the cross-island road (ask for directions).



Scaling Mt Hiro

STRENUOUS HIKE, FABULOUS VIEWS

It’s a tough climb up Mt Hiro (437m), the impressive rocky wall that looms above the eastern part of the island, but the 360-degree panorama at the summit is worth the effort. The access trails are from Anatonu or Vaiuru. Allow three hours return. Shade is minimal, so start early and bring plenty of water. The path is well marked, but it’s best to have a guide – ask your pension.

WHERE TO STAY ON RAIVAVAE

Pension Chez Linda

A reputable place with four neat bungalows and two tiny rooms. The lagoon is just across the road. $

Raivavae Tama

Three rustic, coconut-thatched bungalows on a skinny stretch of white sand, with fabulous lagoon views. $$

Pension Vaimano

Four well-appointed bungalows perched on a hillside, with memorable lagoon views. $$



THE GAMBIER ARCHIPELAGO
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This is about as close as you can get to the ends of the earth. The most remote of the French Polynesian island groups, the Gambier lies at the extreme southeastern end of the long arc of the Tuamotus. It seems to be designed for those who have the time and endurance to seek out even more pristine paradises. The geology here is unique: one reef, complete with sandy motu, encircles a small archipelago of high islands dotting an exquisitely blue lagoon that’s as clear as air. The peaceful bays of the main island of Mangareva are often dotted with yachts. The volcanic soils have produced a lush landscape, complete with exuberant orchards and thriving forests. Adding to the allure are some of the most interesting post-European structures in the country, a legacy of the Gambier’s history as the cradle of Polynesian Catholicism. Today the archipelago is known for producing some of the finest and most colourful pearls in Polynesia.
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SIGHTS

1Cathedral of St Michael

2Chapel of St Anne

3Chapel of St Pierre



4Église Notre-Dame-de-la-Paix

5Église St-Gabriel

6Église St-Raphaël

7Rouru Convent

see 1Watchtowers

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Chemin des 12 Apôtres

see 7Mt Auorotini

9Mt Mokoto




TOP TIP

Mangareva is 1700km southeast of Tahiti. The wide lagoon is protected by a 90km coral reef; within it are 10 volcanic islands. Most people live on the largest island Mangareva, in Rikitea village. There are no ATMs in the Gambier.




Visiting Eerie 19th-Century Vestiges

CHURCHES, CATHEDRALS AND RUINS

For its size, Mangareva has a surprising number of historic sites. In Rikitea, the imposing Cathedral of St Michael, built 1839–48 and restored in 2011, was the most ambitious project of Father Honoré Laval, the leader of the first Catholic mission in French Polynesia. It’s a colourful scene on Sunday morning when it bursts at the seams with a devout congregation singing moving himene (hymns). Other Laval constructions are found around the village, including two stone watchtowers, the blue-and-white-painted Chapel of St Anne (opposite the town hall) and the small Chapel of St Pierre near the sports ground. Further up the village past the cemetery are the eerily beautiful remains of Rouru Convent, which once housed 60 nuns, and is quickly becoming engulfed by weeds.

Other islands in the lagoon also have great vestiges (book a tour with your pension). Sparsely inhabited Akamaru was the first island visited by Laval, and his majestic 1841 Église Notre-Dame-de-la-Paix (Our Lady of Peace Church) still stands here. Aukena has reminders of the missionary period, including the hexagonal lookout tower, the small Église St-Raphaël, the former seminary and the lime kiln. On Taravai, the 1868 Église St-Gabriel (Church of St Gabriel), with its gorgeous shell decoration, is well maintained and has a picturesque arch welcoming you from the shore.


SHOPPING FOR PEARLS

Mangareva is famous for its high-quality pearls, which are cultivated in the lagoon. Each pension has a pearl farm that you can visit. On top of seeing how the oysters are raised and harvested, you’ll have an opportunity to browse the stock of pearls available. You’ll also find two small small pearl shops in Rikitea – Mangareva Art and Taina Pearl & Keishi – that sell mounted and loose pearls.



WHERE TO STAY ON MANGAREVA

Maro’i

Mangareva’s best pension lies in a super-quiet property edging a lovely bay. $$

Chez Bianca et Benoît

Has well-maintained bungalows with views over Rikitea and the lagoon and four adjoining rooms. $$

Chez Jojo

Two spacious, well-appointed bungalows right on the water’s edge, about 5km west of Rikitea. $$

Living Like Robinson Crusoe on a Deserted Islet

UTTER RELAXATION AND SUPERB BEACHES

Picture this: a white-sand beach lapped by turquoise waters, palm trees leaning over the shores and great snorkelling with heathy coral in translucent waters. The deserted outer-reef motu, Tauna and Poue, are Mangareva’s most idyllic spots. Pensions can arrange picnics on these secret spots.

Scaling Mt Auorotini & Mt Mokoto

SCENIC HIKES AND EXTRAORDINARY VIEWS

Hikers, rejoice! There’s a good network of walking tracks on Mangareva, and you don’t need a guide. A hiking trail to bulky Mt Auorotini is signposted about 2km north of Rikitea and it’s about a 1½-hour climb to the peak (441m) from this point. It’s a steep ascent, but nearly the entire route is shaded. You’ll be rewarded with cardiac-arresting views over the archipelago. Another option is to follow the (signposted) trail that branches off the trail to Mt Auorotini and leads to Mt Mokoto (425m). The view is as astonishing as from Mt Auorotini, but takes in the northern part of Mangareva. An easier-to-follow trail is Chemin des 12 Apôtres, which leads to a deserted beach on the island’s southwestern tip.


CATHOLICISM ON MANGAREVA

The Sacred Heart Congregation, the first Catholic mission in French Polynesia, was established on Mangareva in 1834 and quickly converted the entire population. Father Honoré Laval, leader of the mission, and his assistant François Caret became virtual rulers of the archipelago. Laval transformed the islands, building wide roads, a cathedral, churches and chapels and numerous buildings.

Laval ran the islands like his own personal fiefdom, and a combination of forced labour and rampant illness on his watch caused a radical depopulation, the number of inhabitants on Mangareva dropping from 5000 to 463 in 1887. Persistent complaints about Laval’s leadership led to his exile on Tahiti in 1871. Mangareva has now about 1500 inhabitants.




Getting Around

On Mangareva, only a third of the 23km coast road is asphalted and parts are very steep. Bikes, e-bikes, scooters and cars are available for rent (contact your pension). Pension owners can organise island and lagoon tours as well as visits to the major sites. The airport is on Motu Totegegie, on the northeastern side of the lagoon. A communal ferry from Mangareva meets every flight.






TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Tahiti & French Polynesia. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Tahiti & French Polynesia, and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

The vast majority of travellers will arrive in French Polynesia via Faa’a International Airport, the only international airport serving these islands. It’s about 5km southwest of Pape’ete’s city centre and contains two terminals: T1 (domestic) and T2 (international). Restaurants and shops abound, and upon arrival you’ll be greeted with a live band performing traditional Polynesian songs.
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Visas

If you need a visa to visit France, you’ll need one for French Polynesia. Citizens from some countries can stay up to three months without a visa (see legifrance.gouv.fr), while others must apply through French embassies.




SIM Cards

Cards for unlocked mobile phones can be purchased at the cafe where you exit the airport terminal. Depending on the package you choose, the card will cost between 500 CFP and 2000 CFP.




Wi-Fi

There is free wi-fi in the airport but it requires users to provide an email address and only lasts a few minutes. Save it for when you really need it.




ATMs

There’s a Socredo ATM inside the airport. You’ll need to exit the terminal and walk back in through the airport entrance to locate it and withdraw cash.



Public Transport from the Airport
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Yacht Arrivals

In addition to presenting the certificate of ownership of the vessel, sailors are subject to the same passport and visa requirements as travellers arriving by air or by cruise ship. Yachties must also advise the Police aux Frontières of their final departure. If your first port of call is not Pape’ete, it must be a port with a gendarmerie (police station). The gendarmerie must be advised of each arrival and departure, and of any change of crew. Before arriving at the port of Pape’ete, announce your arrival on channel 12. Next, you’ll need to report to the Bureau des Yachts, and complete an arrival declaration.






Accommodation

Resorts

If you are ever going to pamper yourself silly, French Polynesia is a great place to do it. The luxury hotels often manage to blend their opulent bungalows into the natural setting, be they perched over a blue lagoon or settled back into lush gardens. Many of the top hotels are on isolated motu (islets), and can only be reached by boat.

Pensions

Pensions are a godsend for travellers who baulk at the prices of big hotels and enjoy more contact with local culture. Generally family-run, they are great places to meet locals and other travellers. Upmarket versions are often private with lots of amenities. At the lower end of the scale, brace yourself for cold showers, lumpy pillows and thin walls, but lap up the charm.

Small Hotels

Small hotels are found mostly on the more touristed islands. The main difference between them and pensions is the level of contact you’re likely to have with the management; at pensions the owners usually take care of their guests like family, while small hotels will offer you services but leave you on your own and expect you to be more independent.
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HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a basic pension
8000 CFP

a small hotel
25,000 CFP

an overwater bungalow
from 67500 CFP



Holiday Rentals

Holiday rentals (private homes or rooms rented by an individual) are becoming more popular, particularly on Mo’orea, although there are also some good options on Tahiti, Rai’aitea, Taha’a and Bora Bora. Often with self-catering options, they can be fun and economical for families or people travelling in larger groups who plan on staying in one place for more than a night or two.

TO INDULGE OR NOT TO INDULGE?

Over-the-top indulgence has become French Polynesia’s – or more specifically Bora Bora’s – signature, and often overshadows what the rest of the country has to offer. Resorts around Bora Bora are a honeymooner’s dream, with private overwater bungalows and spectacular views of the island’s iconic, square-topped peak. But if this isn’t your cup of coconut water, or not in your budget, don’t let that dissuade you from visiting French Polynesia. Small, family-run lodgings offer a closer-to-the-culture experience for considerably less financial outlay.
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Camping & Hostels

Camping options come and go, but generally it’s a matter of pensions having areas where you can pitch your tent and use their facilities; you’ll pay anywhere from around 2000 CFP to 4000 CFP per person. You’ll find camping on Tahiti, Mo’orea, Huahine, Ra’iatea, Bora Bora, Maupiti, Rangiroa, Tikehau and Mataiva. Guesthouses sometimes have dorm beds that cost around the same as camping.








Getting Around

There are regular and affordable (and incredibly scenic) connections between the larger islands by boat, aeroplane and on the ground. Intra-island transport methods include taxis, rental cars, scooters and bicycles.



TRAVEL COSTS

Bike rental
from 1000 CFP

Petrol
180 CFP/litre

Car rental per day
from 8000 CFP

Inter-island flight
from 7500 CFP



Plane

Air is the main way to cover long distances in French Polynesia. Domestic flights are run by Air Tahiti and Air Moana. You can fly to around four dozen islands and the flights range from seven minutes (Tahiti to Mo’orea) to 3½ hours (Tahiti to the Gambier Archipelago).

Bicycle

Cycling around the smaller islands is ideal. Bikes of varying quality can be hired on most islands, though helmets are not provided. Bring your own bike if you are a really keen cyclist; they’re accepted on inter-island boats.

FERRIES

There are several companies offering inter-island ferries across French Polynesia. These scenic and reasonably priced trips are a good option for travellers with more time. Popular options include:

Aremiti and Terevau (aremiti.pf, terevau.pf) Rapid catamaran sails between Tahiti and Mo’orea with a 30-minute crossing time.

Apetahi Express (apetahiexpress.pf) Connects Tahiti, Huahine, Ra’iatea and Bora Bora.

Maupiti Express (tahititourisme.com/en-us/business/maupiti-express-ii) Connects Bora Bora, Taha’a, Rai’iatea and Maupiti.
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TIP

Getting around French Polynesia is half the fun. Try to secure a window seat on any flight you take.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Speed limit in most towns and villages is 40km/h.

.05

Blood alcohol limit is 0.05%.




Boat

A number of companies shuttle back and forth between Tahiti and Mo’orea each day; other routes between the Society Islands are less frequent but are served a couple times a week by ferries. In the other archipelagos, travel by boat is even more sporadic and difficult.




Car & Scooter

If you want to explore the larger islands of the Society group at your own pace, your best bet is to hire a car or a scooter, particularly given the price of taxis and the dismal state of public transport outside Pape’ete.




Hitching

Hitching is a widely accepted – and generally safe – way of getting around the islands. Of course, hitching is never entirely safe and we don’t recommend it. Use your judgement before jumping into a car.




AIR PASSES

Because distances to the remote islands are so great, some of the full fares are quite high, and the cheapest way to visit a number of islands by air is to buy one of Air Tahiti’s air passes. These passes allow you to link up various islands within French Polynesia for less than you’d pay booking flights individually.

Passes (and their high season prices) include:

Discovery Pass (Pass Decouverte; adult/child 42,767/32,584 CFP) is the most basic pass and allows visits to Mo’orea, Ra’iatea and Huahine from Pape’ete.

Bora Bora Pass (adult/child 56,184/45,402 CFP) allows you to visit the six main islands in the Society group: Tahiti, Mo’orea, Huahine, Ra’iatea, Bora Bora and Maupiti.

Lagoons Pass (adult/child 57,022/46,000 CFP) allows you to frolic in the vast lagoons of Mo’orea, Rangiroa, Tikehau and Fakarava.

Bora-Tuamotu Pass (adult/child 75,591/69,960 CFP) allows you to enjoy the high islands of Mo’orea, Huahine, Ra’iatea, Bora Bora and Maupiti before heading to the atolls of Rangiroa, Tikehau and Fakarava.

Austral Pass (adult/child 77,986/62,533 CFP) includes Rurutu, Tubuai, Raivavae and Rimatara.

Marquesas Pass (adult/child 101,946/79,544 CFP) allows you to visit wild and ancient Nuku Hiva, Hiva Oa, ‘Ua Pou and ‘Ua Huka.

Extensions You can extend the Society Islands and Tuamotu Islands passes to include the Australs (Rimatara, Rurutu, Raivavae and Tubuai) for an extra 47,079/37,855 CFP per adult/child fare. You can also extend the Society Islands and Tuamotu Islands passes to include the Marquesas (Nuku Hiva and Hiva Oa) for an extra 75,830/59,658 CFP per adult/child fare.

Air Tahiti passes can be purchased online or at the Air Tahiti office in Pape’ete.




CRUISE SHIPS

Luxury cruise ships operate all over French Polynesia. These ships are incredibly stylish and comfortable, and offer shore excursions at each stop – this is a long way from the leaky copra boats of traditional inter-island travel. Popular cruises include:

Aranui A passenger/freighter ship that sails from Tahiti to the Marquesas, Tuamotu and Society Islands on a 12-day all-inclusive cruise.

Paul Gauguin Cruises Small luxury cruises that sail between Tahiti, the Society Islands, the Marquesas and the Tuamotus.

Windstar Cruises Long-standing cruise company with voyages around all five archipelagos on 150- and 312-person yachts.



LOCAL TRANSPORT

French Polynesia doesn’t have much of a public transport system; Tahiti is the only island where public transport is even an option.

Most islands in the Society group have one road that hugs the coast all the way around. Tahiti (where there is even a stretch of freeway), Mo’orea, Bora Bora, Ra’iatea, Taha’a and Huahine have paved and reasonably well-maintained roads. On all of these islands, tracks leading inland are often rough and ready, and almost always require a 4WD.

There are far more boats than land vehicles in the Tuamotus, although there is a sealed road running the length of Rangiroa’s major island – all 10km of it – as well as a superb sealed road on Fakarava and Makemo.

In the Marquesas, there are now sealed roads between most of the main villages, while tracks suitable for 4WDs only lead to more remote villages.

Sealed roads encircle both Tubuai and Raivavae in the Australs, and there are reasonable stretches of sealed road on Rurutu. Otherwise, roads in the Australs are fairly limited and little transport is available.
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Money

CURRENCY: COURS DE FRANC PACIFIQUE (CFP; PACIFIC FRANC)
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ATMs

Known as distributeurs automatiques de billets (DABs) in French, ATMs will give you cash via Visa, MasterCard, Cirrus or Maestro networks. International cards generally work only at Banque Socredo ATMs; luckily most islands have at least one of these. You’ll need a four-digit pin number.

Credit Cards

All top-end and mid-range hotels, car rental companies, restaurants, jewellery shops, dive centres and bigger supermarkets accept credit cards, sometimes exclusively Visa or MasterCard, but they usually require a minimum purchase. You can also pay for Air Tahiti flights with a card. Most budget guesthouses and many tour operators don’t accept credit cards.

Tipping

Tipping is not a part of life in French Polynesia. The price quoted is the price you are expected to pay, which certainly simplifies things. In special circumstances, such as an excellent tour or great service by the hotel cleaning crew, a tip is appreciated.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

an ATM transaction
600–950 CFP

an overwater bungalow
from 67,500 CFP

a museum entry
1000 CFP

a two-tank dive
11,000 CFP




HIGH COSTS

Thanks to an isolated location in the middle of the South Pacific, French Polynesia is unsurprisingly a very expensive place to live and visit. Much of the food must be imported which translates to high prices even at the grocery store. Meanwhile, the islands’ tourism sector largely caters to luxury travellers, many of whom don’t blink at exorbitant price tags. Be warned: over the last several years, both the cost of living and holidaying on these islands have continued to rise precipitously.



HOW TO… Save Some CFPs

Go in the off season, look for deals in advance and consider using a travel agency. Visit a small number of islands that are relatively near each other. Eat where the locals eat. Bring everything you’ll need with you, including sunscreen, bug spray, snorkelling gear, snacks, booze (customs will allow up to 2L per person) and anything else you can think of.
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LOCAL TIP

Certain products such as baguettes are subsidised by the French government, which keeps life more affordable for locals. These are referred to as PPN (produits premier nécessité) and travellers also reap the benefits.








Family Travel

Although French Polynesia caters mostly to honeymooners and other couples, there’s plenty on offer for families with children of all ages, particularly within the calm, bathtub-warm lagoons that surround many of the islands. Beyond the sun and swimming, the fascinating culture and adventures to caves and waterfalls also hold strong appeal for families.
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Lagoon Activities

Snorkelling can be tons of fun for all ages, from shallow sandy-bottom areas to coral-reef passes filled with sharks. Many dive centres offer ‘Bubble Maker’ courses for children eight and up, and good swimmers over nine can do junior PADI open-water courses (padi.com).



What to Pack

All ages need the usual suspects: sunscreen (expensive in French Polynesia), insect repellent and rain gear. For babies and toddlers you’ll also want a folding pushchair or baby carrier, a portable changing mat and nappies (they’re available but expensive on the ground). For older kids, consider bringing binoculars, a camera, a field guide to Polynesian flora and fauna, a French phrasebook and snorkel gear.

Where to Stay

Most of French Polynesia’s lodgings accept children, but some are geared more towards families than others. Some resorts offer kids’ clubs and babysitting, while family pensions are usually a great place for your children to play with local youngsters. At hotels and guesthouses, children under 12 generally pay only 50% of the adult rate; very young children usually stay for free.


Eating Out

French Polynesian food is rarely spicy and it’s easy to find kid-friendly dishes on most menus. Don’t expect booster seats or high chairs, but do expect a welcoming atmosphere. Jarred baby food and infant formula can be found even in remote areas.




BEST ISLANDS FOR FAMILIES

MO’OREA Top-notch beaches, dolphin and whale watching, horse riding and dive centres catering to kids.

HUAHINE A true Polynesian cultural experience, plus soft, white beaches and places to swim and snorkel.

BORA BORA The lagoon is like a giant swimming pool and resorts cater to your every need, including babysitting. Cycling around is fun.

TAHITI Great for teens, with lively beaches, dances and a surf scene. Hike, surf, horse ride and find dive centres with kids’ programmes.



Beach Safety

In addition to bathing your child in sunscreen, keep an eye out for some of the less-friendly sea creatures in shallow waters. Protect kids’ feet with water shoes to guard against stonefish – fish that look like rock or coral and have poisonous spines that can ruin your trip. Another one to look out for is the sea urchin: spiky critters often living on coral and in crevices. Lastly, never pick up a cone-shaped shell. Not all are dangerous but there varieties that are deadly. They sting from the bottom opening, so are not a problem unless you touch that area of the shell.






Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Visitors to French Polynesia must either purchase travel insurance with coverage for Covid-19 or sign a declaration that they will pay all medical costs that arise in connection with the illness, including medical treatment, confinement or repatriation. A policy to cover theft, loss and medical problems (including Covid-19) is therefore highly recommended.
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Common Threats

In French Polynesia, your biggest worries will be sunburn and avoiding infection in minor cuts and scrapes. Other common problems include diarrhoea, viral sore throats, and ear and skin infections. Keep a watch for sharp objects and creatures in the water, and do your best to avoid mosquitoes on land, which occasionally trigger dengue-fever and chikungunya outbreaks.

Health Facilities

Health facilities in the country are generally of a good standard but some less-populated islands will have little to no medical services. Private consultation costs from 3500 CFP to see a GP; specialists are more expensive. Anywhere you go, the waiting times can be very long and direct payment is required.


DIVE INSURANCE

If diving, take out specific diving insurance with Divers Alert Network, which covers evacuation to a recompression facility and hyperbaric chamber treatment.



TSUNAMI WARNINGS
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Yellow
No action required
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Orange
Severe danger of tsunami has not been confirmed
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Red
Imminent danger, evacuation required

Water

The municipal water supply in Pape’ete and other large towns can be trusted, but elsewhere avoid untreated tap water. In some areas the only fresh water available may be rainwater collected in tanks, and this should be boiled or otherwise treated. Water at restaurants,parti-cularly resort restaurants, is safe.


Private Land

When hiking be mindful of the property you set foot on and heed any ‘no trespassing’ signs. Popular trails often traverse private land, and whether the owner grants access can change by the day, so it helps if you’re with an in-the-know guide. Unleashed aggressive dogs can also be a problem. Locals advise pretending to pick up a rock to scare them away.








Accessible Travel

With narrow steps on boats and difficult boarding facilities on aircraft, French Polynesia resembles a tropical obstacle course for those with restricted mobility. Older hotels and guesthouses aren’t accustomed to receiving guests with disabilities, but new infrastructure must conform to certain standards.


Most Accessible Islands

At resorts in tourist hubs like Tahiti, Mo’orea and Bora Bora, you’ll find ramps and special rooms with wide doors, accessible toilets, handles and other modifications. Further-flung and less-visited islands are less accommodating.


Airport

Airlines will sometimes make arrangements for travellers with disabilities. Mention your needs when booking and reiterate them when you check in and pass through security and customs. Small planes are not well equipped but staff members are helpful.




Accommodation

High-end resorts can sometimes transport guests (in golf carts, for example), but getting around other hotels can be a challenge. Bungalows in particular are often far-flung, but it helps to request to be placed near central facilities.



FERRIES

The daily crossings between Tahiti and Mo’orea on the Aremiti and Terevau ferries are all wheelchair accessible. Both carry a wheelchair on board as well, and Terevau has a section for guests with special needs.

CRUISES

For those with mobility issues, cruising can be a great way to move between islands in French Polynesia without too much hassle. P&O Cruises is particularly accommodating, and its ships feature accessible staterooms, ramps and helpful staff.

Private Transfers

Private transfers are the most convenient way to get around if you are travelling with a wheelchair. In Tahiti there are taxis with ramps. Reserve in advance by emailing carpentier.r59@gmail.com.

Beaches

There are no special accommodations for travellers with disabilities at any of French Polynesia’s beaches, and some can be quite difficult to access. If there’s special equipment you’ll need, you’ll have to bring it.


HELPFUL WEB PAGES

Air France/KLM airfrance.us/information/passagers/acheter-billet-avion-pmr-autres-handicaps/pmr-handicap-moteur

French Bee us.frenchbee.com/en/organize-my-trip/before-the-flight/passenger-assistance

Hawaiian Airlines hawaiianairlines.com/our-services/special-assistance/guests-with-disabilities

United united.com/ual/en/us/fly/travel/special-needs/disabilities.html

Air Tahiti airtahiti.com/reduced-mobility

Aremiti aremiti.net/assistance




Out & About

Pape’ete and other urban areas aren’t particularly friendly to those with mobility issues, as curb ramps are uncommon and pavements are oftentimes narrow and uneven. Sightseeing on boat tours is preferable.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


Staples & Specialities

Traditional Tahitian food is a heavy mix of starchy taro and breadfruit, raw or cooked fish, fatty pork, coconut milk and a few vegetables. On special occasions, the whole lot is wrapped in banana leaves and placed over hot coals and buried in a cooking pit, where all the flavours and juices stew and mingle for several hours.



Where to Eat & Drink

Markets Budget travellers often purchase their own food to cook at pensions.

Snacks A little snack-bar-cum-cafe or a small, casual restaurant. Simple and cheap, these places serve the local favourites.

Roulottes Mobile vans with a kitchen inside and a fold-down counter along each side. The nightly gathering of roulottes near the tourist office in Pape’ete is a real institution.

Restaurants From Michelin stars to tasting menus, overwater dining to private island picnics, the restaurants have it all. Prices are steep.
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MENU DECODER

Brochette Shish kebab of beef heart, beef or fish

Casse-croûte Sandwich on a French-style baguette

Chevrettes/crevettes Freshwater shrimp/saltwater prawns

Chow mein Chinese wheat noodles with carrot, cabbage, Chinese greens and chicken

Faraoa Bread

Fafa Taro leaves

Firi firi Doughnuts in a figure-8 shape

Hima’a Tahitian cooking pit

Kato Coconut milk biscuits commonly served with coffee

Ma’a Tahiti Traditional Tahitian food

Pape haari Coconut water

Plats du jour Daily specials

Pia Beer

Po’e Dessert of mashed pumpkin, sugar and tapioca flour

Poisson Fish

Poulet Chicken

Plats Dishes

Pua Pork

Prix fixe Fixed-price menus for tourists

Steak frites Steak and chips (French fries)

Tamaaraa Tahitian feast with singing and dancing

Vin blanc White wine

Vin rouge Red wine



HOW TO… Enjoy a Meal

The key to maximising your dining experiences in French Polynesia is to go in with appropriate expectations. Yes, the food will be delicious. But also, it might take longer than you’d imagine to receive it. Long stretches of time often transpire between being greeted at your table, placing your drink order, placing your food order and having the opportunity to request the bill. After all, these are laid-back islands that don’t exist solely for tourism, and the best you can do is go with the flow.

To avoid getting hangry in a restaurant (any display of which will be frowned upon), plan ahead so that you aren’t famished when you arrive. Maybe that means keeping some snacks on hand, maybe it means making your reservation earlier than you normally would for dinner. No matter what happens, be kind and courteous to restaurant staff as your fate is in their hands.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

glass of fruit juice
from 500 CFP

local beer
free 500 CFP

glass of wine
from 1000 CFP

espresso
from 300 CFP

dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant
from 20,000 CFP

roulotte meal
1000 CFP

snack meal
1500 CFP




HOW TO… Order Raw Fish

French Polynesia is all about the raw fish. The national dish, poisson cru (which literally means ‘raw fish’ in French, and is called ei’a ota in Tahitian; pictured right), appears on nearly every menu and is eaten for breakfast, lunch and dinner, and also as a snack. It is usually prepared with freshly caught tuna or mahimahi, but can also be made with crab, eel, lobster, mussels, octopus, prawns or sea urchin.

The raw seafood is marinated in lemon juice then doused in coconut milk and mixed with tomato and cucumber. Around the islands everyone has their own extra ingredients they might throw in, which include (but are not limited to): onion, green peppers, cherry tomatoes and carrots. Another popular iteration of the dish is poisson cru à la chinoise, which involves sesame oil, minced ginger, soy sauce, sesame seeds and hot chillies. It’s especially fun when the poisson cru is served inside a coconut shell.

Other raw fish concoctions you’ll want to try include:

Carpaccio de thon Thinly sliced, quality raw tuna with a sprinkling of olive oil, salt and pepper, and capers.

Sashimi Thinly sliced raw tuna served with a sauce.
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Stone Fishing

Fish has always been a staple of the French Polynesian diet. One ancient fishing method involved beating the surface of the lagoon with heavy stones to coral fish towards the shore and into coconut-leaf traps and woven baskets.




What to Drink

Several delicious fruit juices are made locally, notably the Rotui brand whose factory can be toured on Mo’orea. Pape haari (coconut water) is the healthiest, cheapest, most natural and thirst-quenching drink around. If you want a real coffee, order a café expresso (espresso coffee), otherwise you’ll probably be served instant Nescafé. The further you get from the tourist hubs, the further you get from espresso machines.

The local brand of pia (beer), Hinano, is sold everywhere, and foreign beers, notably Heineken, are also available. In recent years, Tahitian craft brewing companies Brasserie Hoa and and Matavi have entered the scene and featured local flavours like ginger and hibiscus in their tasty brews.

Most supermarkets stock red and white wines imported from France. It can be excellent, but the tropical heat is a good wine’s worst enemy, and you sometimes happen upon a crate of bottles that has spent time sitting in the sun at the port. Restaurants enjoy a tax reduction on alcohol, which makes it affordable.

The classic Tahitian holiday drink is the maitai, a yummy cocktail made with rum, fruit juices, coconut liqueur and, in some cases, Grand Marnier or Cointreau. This concoction is also available ready-made as Tahiti Drink in 1L cartons found at grocery stores. Upping French Polynesia’s rum game in the Society Islands, Taha’a is now home to two craft distilleries making an array of delicious liquors from top-notch agricole rum.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Plant Coral

If you stay in an overwater bungalow, chances are that your resort has some kind of coral restoration project just beyond your back patio. If there’s an informational tour or an opportunity to help with a coral nursery, take it.

Visit Te Fare Natura

When travelling on Mo’orea, don’t miss the Te Fare Natura eco-museum. The striking solar-panel-covered building on Opunohu Bay contains informative and inspiring exhibits on French Polynesia’s flora, fauna and culture.

A Cultural Exploration

Take an active role in preserving Polynesian culture by soaking it up at the UNESCO World Heritage Site Marae Taputapuatea on Ra’iatea. This is the most important ancient temple in all of Polynesia.

Cruise Correct

The luxury line Paul Gauguin Cruises is based in French Polynesia, meaning profits stay in the community. The company also works with the Te Mana O Te Moana association, a foundation for marine education and conservation.

Lesser-Visited Islands

Large numbers of visitors place a strain on islands like Bora Bora and Mo’orea. You can help even out the impact by venturing to islands that see fewer guests, which also tend to offer more cultural authenticity.
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Sea Turtle Rehab Centre

Te Mana o Te Mana on Mo’orea and The Turtle Center at Le Meridien Bora Bora (closed at the time of research) are lovely places to learn about conserving sea turtles.


Single-use plastic bags are banned, so purchase a locally made bag to use for shopping.




Make sure your whale-watching tour company is accredited and follows the guidelines.



Stock up on fresh produce at markets where Polynesians hawk their wares. It’s a delicious and fun way to be sure your CFPs go directly back into the local economy.

 


Check workaway.info and volunteerworld.com for opportunities to help in various ways around French Polynesia. At the time of research, an organisation in Rangiroa was looking for divers to monitor bottlenose dolphin behaviour.

Don’t Touch the WIldlife

Whether you’re gliding around with manta rays or scaling the mountains to see the rare tiare apetahi flower, keep your hands off. These sensitive organisms are easily disturbed, and future generations would really like to enjoy them.

Rahui

There’s a long history of protecting the environment on these islands. Ancient Polynesians used the practice of Rahui, or temporary bans on harvesting certain fish and terrestrial creatures, to ensure the survival of all species.
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The best way to see French Polynesia is on two wheels. Many of the roads around the islands are sealed and flat, which make it all the more enjoyable to sightsee via bicycle.




RESOURCES

Nani Travels Builds sustainable journeys for travellers in Polynesia.
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Tahiti Tourisme Comprehensive information about travel on the islands.
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Greentripper A carbon footprint compensation programme that offsets your impact on the environment.
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French Polynesia has embraced the idea of slow-growth, sustainable tourism. At a conference in 2023, Tahiti Tourisme announced a goal of welcoming about 280,000 visitors by 2027, which amounts to one visitor per inhabitant.






LGBTIQ+ Travellers

French laws concerning homosexuality prevail in French Polynesia, which means there is no legal discrimination against homosexual activity. Homophobia in French Polynesia is uncommon, although open displays of affection in public should be avoided. French Polynesia does feel remarkably heterosexual, given the preponderance of honeymooning heterosexual couples, but you will meet lots of mahu (males living as women) working in restaurants and hotels.


Mahu & Raerae

Mahu, males who are raised as girls and continue to live their lives as women, were present when Europeans first arrived on the islands. Although the missionaries attempted to halt this ‘unnatural crime’, nowadays mahu are an accepted and appreciated part of the community. In today’s lingo, raerae refers to a category analogous to trans women in Western culture; you’ll see raerae in settings such as the Miss Vahine-Tane beauty competition. Raerae tend to prefer men and face more discrimination than mahu, who are not associated with any particular sexuality.
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Tahiti Pride

In the spring of 2023, Tahiti hosted its first Pride event. The event featured artwork, educational films, live music, drag performances, rainbow flags and an homage to community members impacted by HIV/AIDS. The event raised awareness about the LGBTIQ+ population and the issues it has faced within French Polynesia, and other similar community events are expected to follow.



Weddings & Honeymoons

Same-sex marriage is legal in French Polynesia, making it a suitable destination for LGBTIQ+ weddings and honeymoons. Whether your romantic getaway includes a stay at a five-star luxury resort or an authentic Tahitian guesthouse, you’re unlikely to face obstacles or discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity.


LGBTIQ+ Cruises

Cruises geared specifically toward the LGBTIQ+ crowd leave from Tahiti and make stops on islands including Mo’orea, Huahine, Taha’a, Bora Bora and Rangiroa. The 150-person ship is operated by Windstar Cruises, and 7-, 11-, and 21-day itineraries are all on offer.



Resources

For more information about LGBTIQ+ travel around French Polynesia, scan the QR code to read Tahiti Tourisme’s dedicated web page. If you need help planning a holiday and are interested in hiring a gay travel consultant, reach out to Carl Henderson with Tahiti By Carl, who has loads of experience across the islands.
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Nightlife

French Polynesia doesn’t offer much nightlife, inlcuding LGBTIQ+ venues. The only place to find any action is Pape’ete, where several venues draw a more diverse crowd. There used to be a couple of LGBTIQ+ bars but they have closed.








Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Opening hours vary. On Tahiti, businesses are less likely to close for lunch

Banks 8am to 11.45am and 1pm to 3.30pm Monday to Thursday, to 2.30pm Friday

Businesses 7.30am to 11.30am and 1.30pm to 5pm Monday to Saturday

Government offices 7.30am to noon and 1pm to 5pm Monday to Thursday, to 3pm Friday

Restaurants 11.30am to 2pm and 6.30pm to 9pm

Supermarkets 8am to 8pm Monday to Saturday, 6.30am to 11am Sunday

Internet Access

Wi-fi access is offered at nearly all guesthouses and hotels, and at a number of restaurants.


Weights & Measures

French Polynesia follows the international metric system.

Smoking

The law prohibits smoking in enclosed public spaces. Cannabis is illegal for recreational and medicinal purposes.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone GMT/UTC-10

Country Code 689

Emergency number 17

Population 278,786



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

On public holidays in French Polynesia, all businesses and government offices close. They include the following:

New Year’s Day 1 January

Arrival of the First Missionaries 5 March

Easter March/April

Labour Day 1 May

VE Day (Victory in Europe Day) 8 May

Ascension Late May

Pentecost & Pentecost Monday Early June

Internal Autonomy Day 29 June

Bastille Day 14 July

Assumption 15 August

All Saints’ Day 1 November

Armistice Day 11 November

Christmas Day 25 December

Electricity 110V & 220V/60Hz
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Languages

Tahitian and French are the official languages of French Polynesia, with Tahitian spoken more than it is written. Although French dominates, many of those working in the tourist industry can speak some English.


Tahitian

Tahitian (also known as Reo Maohi) belongs to the group of Polynesian languages that includes Samoan, Maori, Hawaiian, Rarotongan and Tongan. There are several dialects of Tahitian, but the spread of Christianity through French Polynesia helped make the variety spoken on Tahiti the most widespread.

Most Tahitian sounds are also found in English. Note also that r is often rolled, and h is pronounced as in ‘house’ (but as the ‘sh’ in ‘shoe’ when preceded by i and followed by o). The apostrophe (’) in this guide indicates a glottal stop – the sound you hear in the middle of ‘uh-oh’.

Basics

Hello./Good morning. Ia ora na, nana.

Goodbye. Pārahi, nana.

Welcome. Maeva, mānava.

Thank you. Māuruuru.

Excuse me./Sorry. E’e, aue ho’i e.

No problem./Don’t worry. Aita pe’ape’a.

Yes. E, ’oia.

No. Aita.

Pardon? E aha?

How are you? E aha te huru?

My name is ... To’u i’oa ’o ...

country fenua

I don’t understand. Aita i ta’a ia’u.

Good luck! Fa’aitoito!

I’m ill. E ma’i to’u.

Directions

Where is ...? Tei hea ...?

address vahi nohoraa

beach tahatai

map hoho’a fenua

plantation fa’a’apu

Time

When? Afea?

What time is it? E aha te hora i teie nei?

It’s two o’clock. E hora piti.

day ao

now i teie nei

today j teie nei mahana

tonight i teie pō

tomorrow ānānahi

Accommodation

bathroom piha pape

bed ro’i

breakfast tafe poipoi

room piha

Eating & Drinking

Cheers! Manuia!

beer pia

coffee taofe

food ma’a

menu tāpura mā’a

restaurant fare tāmā’ara’a

water pape


NUMBERS

1

hō’ē

2

piti

3

toru

4

māha

5

pae

6

ono

7

hitu

8

va’u

9

iva

10

ahuru

20

piti ’ahuru

100

hō’ē hānere

1000

hō’ē tauatini




FRENCH

The sounds used in spoken French can almost all be found in English. There are a couple of exceptions: nasal vowels (represented in our pronunciation guides by o or u followed by an almost inaudible nasal consonant sound m, n or ng), the ‘funny’ u (ew in our guides) and the deep-in-the-throat r. Bearing these few points in mind and reading our pronunciation guides below as if they were English, you’ll be understood just fine.

Basics

Hello. Bonjour. bon·zhoor

Goodbye. Au revoir. o·rer·vwa

Excuse me. Excusez-moi. ek·skew·zay·mwa

Sorry. Pardon. par·don

Yes./No. Oui./Non. wee/non

Please. S’il vous plaît. seel voo play

Thank you. Merci. mair·see

How are you? Comment allez-vous? ko·mon ta·lay·voo

Fine, and you? Bien, merci. Et vous? byun mair·see ay voo

You’re welcome. De rien. der ree·en

My name is … Je m’appelle … zher ma·pel …

Do you speak English? Parlez-vous anglais? par·lay·voo ong·glay

I don’t understand. Je ne comprends pas. zher ner kom·pron pa

What time is it? Quelle heure est-il? kel er ay til

I’m ill. Je suis malade. zher swee ma·lad

Transport

boat bateau ba·to

bus bus bews

plane avion a·vyon

Where’s …? Où est …?oo ay …

I want to go to …Je voudrais aller à … zher voo·dray a·lay a …

At what time does it leave/arrive? À quelle heure est-ce qu’il part/arrive? kel er es kil par/a·reev


Marquesan Language Basics

Marquesan, spoken in the Marquesas, is very different from Tahitian. Don’t use the Tahitian ia ora na (hello) or mauruuru (thank you) to anyone here; make friends by using the Marquesan instead.

Hello Kaoha

Goodbye A pae

Thank you Koutou

Welcome Mave mai

How are you? Mea meitai oe?

I’m doing well Mea meitai au

Enjoy your meal Kaikai maitai




Other languages spoken in French Polynesia include Austral and Tuamotuan.



Who speaks French?

80 million people speak French as their first language, with a further 50 million speaking it as a second language. In addition to the places listed below, where French is an official language, it is widely understood in countries like Algeria, Lebanon and Morocco.
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A HISTORY OF TAHITI & FRENCH POLYNESIA IN
15 PLACES

The islands of French Polynesia were among the last places on Earth to be settled by humans and to be colonised by Europeans. Little is known about the islands before Europeans arrived, but ancient structures exude a palpable energy. Romanticised, Christianised and bombed, the country’s more recent history has been one wild ride.


THE POLYNESIAN ISLANDS were blessed with fertile soil, abundant water and a comfortable climate where pioneer navigators could create a society in a place nearly devoid of danger. Music, dance and the arts were revered, and temples left today paint only strokes of what that life was like.

British captain Samuel Wallis in 1767 was the first European to make an impactful visit to the islands. Then came Bougainville, then Cook then more, many harbouring destructive diseases. By the time the French took over in the 1800s, the population was decimated and much of Polynesian culture was forbidden by the church. Meanwhile, French artist Gauguin fell in love with the crumbling society and sent the world romantic images of paradise – an image that lingers today.

The country was a valuable strategic port for the French, especially when the vanilla, cotton, copra and mother of pearl exports were flourishing during the world wars. But postwar, as demand for these products declined, a new force was decided on: Moruroa and Fangataufa, atolls in the Tuamotus, were chosen to become France’s nuclear test sites in 1963. Testing halted in 1996 and since then, the country has slowly gained independence while recovering its lost roots.

1. Hane, ’Ua Huka

ARRIVAL POINT OF POLYNESIAN NAVIGATORS

The Great Polynesian Migration is one of history’s most incredible events. Early Polynesians some 3000 to 4000 years ago sailed off in canoes and found a vast number of islands using brilliant navigational techniques. The first French Polynesian settlers likely landed in Hane on ’Ua Huka, via Samoa, around 200 BCE. Nowadays Hane is a sleepy hamlet that holds a local crafts center and a Marine Museum displaying local artefacts. From the Marquesas, Polynesians discovered the Society Islands around 300 CE and Tuamotus and Austral Islands much later, around 1000 to 1200 CE.

2. Opunohu Valley, Mo’orea

VAST, ANCIENT MOUNTAIN VILLAGE

Hike through this spectacular array of ancient stone temples – one of the biggest archaeological complexes in the country – on the way up to the Belvedere viewpoint. Many structures have information panels, and the oldest structures date back to the 13th century. You’ll find family and communal temples, areas reserved for Polynesian holy men and archery platforms. The whole collection is tucked into lush forest with towering banyan trees and fairytale mape (chestnut trees) that you can easily wander for hours. More than many other restored areas in French Polynesia, you can really imagine life happening on and around these structures.

3. Point Venus, Tahiti

CAPTAIN COOK’S FIRST VOYAGE

Cook’s first Pacific voyage in 1769 included the ambitious task of observing the transit of Venus as it passed across the sun. By timing the transit from three places it was hoped that the distance from the Earth to the sun could be calculated. This peninsula on Tahiti was selected as one of the three measuring points (the other two were in Norway and Canada). Unfortunately, the instruments of the time weren’t accurate enough. In 1797 the first group from the London Missionary Society also landed here. Today Point Venus is one of the most popular black-sand beaches on Tahiti.

[image: GettyImages-1467338705jpg]

Point Venus lighthouse | Vincent Pommeyrol/Getty Images ©

4. Maeva, Huahine

BEAUTIFUL MUSEUM AND ARCHAEOLOGY

The seat of the island’s historical royalty is now one of the most beautiful and interesting archaeological sites in the country. Start at the replica over-the-water fare potee (stilt house) that houses artefacts and panels explaining the area. Outside are stone platforms, some which date to the 16th century. There’s a walking trail on the hill behind that leads to a pre-European fortified wall and several other ancient temples including Marae Matairea, where the island’s chief would have sat. Don’t miss the nearby stone fish traps at Motu Ovarei bridge that are still in use today.

5. Gauguin’s Tomb, Hiva Oa

THE PAINTER’S FINAL RESTING PLACE

French painter Paul Gauguin’s final resting place in Atuona, on the remote lush island of Hiva Oa, is still one of the closest places you’ll find to the images in his colourful masterpieces (painted in the late 1800s to 1903). You can visit the Espace Culturel Paul Gauguin, a museum that tells his history via reproductions of his art, but it’s his grave at Calvary Cemetery that holds the magic. His red tuff headstone, shaded under a frangipani tree, is simply marked ‘Paul Gauguin 1903’ and a replica of his statue Oviri (goddess of mourning) sits behind, overlooking the blue sea.

6. Marae Taputapuatea, Raiatea

POLYNESIAN TEMPLE GRANDE DAME

Considered the most important ancient site in Polynesia, this ceremonial marae (temple) was named a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2017. Dating from the 17th century, it was the spiritual centre of the Polynesian triangle and welcomed visiting chiefs from as far away as New Zealand. It’s a powerful place to stroll, is beautifully restored and has panels explaining its importance. Hiring a guide will bring it to life much more. Be sure to hike up the hill behind for a bird’s eye view over the impressive ensemble of stone platforms contrasting with the outrageous blues of the Te Ava Moa pass.


7. Cathedral of St Michael, Gambier

WEIRD BUT BEAUTIFUL STONE CHURCHES

Fathers Honore Laval and Francois Caret founded the first Catholic Mission in the territory in Rikitea village in 1834. They quickly converted the population and turned the archipelago into an iron-fisted theocracy, directing the islanders to build a European-style cathedral that could hold 1200 worshippers (the island’s population at the time was at most 6000), a nunnery, a prison, roads and more. More out-of-place but beautiful churches were built on the fringing isles. Today the ruins of these vestiges are some of the most surprising and photogenic (if not a little creepy) sites in the country.

8. Moruroa & Fangataufa, Tuamotus

A SAD NUCLEAR LEGACY

Between 1966 and 1996, France conducted 193 nuclear tests on Moruroa and Fangataufa atolls, including 41 atmospheric explosions. Other than a 1999 French study reporting radioactive leakage and cracks in the coral cones, little scientific access has been granted, particularly to non-French organizations. In 2021, France’s national institute of health released a report suggesting an uncertain link between the nuclear tests and high cancer rates throughout the country. Declassified documents from 2013, however, reveal that approximately 110,000 islanders were likely exposed to radiation from the poorly executed Centare explosion alone. Currently, the atolls are inaccessible to visitors.

9. Bora Bora Airport

WWII AND AMERICA’S LOVE AFFAIR

A US supply base was established on Bora Bora during WWII after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. ‘Operation Bobcat’ brought some 6000 soldiers to the island between 1942 and mid-1946 and built the country’s first airport in 1943 on Motu Mute. The airport, which is still in use today, started running commercial, international flights in 1958, two years before Faa’a Airport opened on Tahiti. Eight naval cannons were also installed around the coastline, of which seven are still in place. This period began the US’s love affair with the island and instigated works like Tales of the South Pacific (James Michener, 1947).

For more on Bora Bora, see p000

10. The Administrative District, Pape’ete

TAHITIAN ROYALTY TO MODERN POLITICIANS

Government buildings occupy Place Tarahoi, the former site of Pomare Palace, built from 1861 for Queen Pomare IV and razed in 1960 (her son, Pomare V, abdicated to the French in 1881). The modern mairie (town hall), a few blocks east, was built in a similar style and can give you an idea of what it looked like. The nearby assembly building is fronted by a memorial to Pouvana’a a Oopa, the late pro-independence hero. The High Commissioner’s Residence stands to one side of the assembly building and the imposing Presidential Palace is used by the president, Edouard Fritch.
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Mairie (town hall), Administrative District, Pape’ete | EQRoy/shutterstock ©

11. Fort George, Tubuai

THE BOUNTY’S FORGOTTEN STOP

In 1787, First Mate Fletcher Christian took control of the Bounty off Tonga, sending Captain Bligh and 18 crew members out in the ship’s launch. Looking for a hideout, Christian sailed to Tahiti, picking up six Tahitian men and 12 Tahitian women before heading to Tubuai where the locals rejected them. The mutineers barricaded themselves in Fort George (today a small sign marks the spot) for two months, and killed around 60 locals, before eventually going to Pitcairn Island where they evaded the law for 17 years. The story has been made into a novel and several films.

12. Makatea, Tuamotus

PHOSPHATE MINING TO ROCK CLIMBING

Makatea is the only Tuamotu island that’s raised, with the ancient barrier reef forming a steep cliff exterior (up to 80m) and a flat plateau at its centre. From 1908 to 1966 Compagnie Francaise des Phosphates d’Oceanie extracted around 11 million tons of valuable phosphate from the island, leaving its interior looking like Swiss cheese. Once mining stopped, the island went from having over 3000 inhabitants to becoming a near ghost town, then repopulating to around 100 people today. The island has recently been reinventing itself as a premier rock climbing and hiking destination (reachable only by boat).

13. Kanti de Mamao, Tahiti

CHINESE-TAHITIANS’ SPIRITUAL CENTRE

Chinese labourers were first brought to the islands in 1860, then over 5000 more immigrated to Tahiti in the first half of the 20th century. Today, five to ten percent of French Polynesia’s population claims Chinese heritage. Colourful Kanti de Mamao in Pape’ete is the largest and most lively Chinese temple where the descendants still gather to celebrate their culture. You’ll find Chinese influence everywhere in the islands, but particularly in the food where chow mein, a Chinese-style poisson cru (raw fish salad) and the distinct ma’a tinito (beans, noodles, meat and vegetables) are found on most local restaurant menus.

14. Fakarava, Tuamotus

A UNESCO BIOSPHERE RESERVE

The second largest atoll in the country (Rangiroa is the first) was designated a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve in 1977 for its underwater riches, including clouds of marbled rockfish during their reproduction period (end of June), as well as manta rays, reef sharks, barracudas and flourishing coral reef. Above water you’ll find spectacular white- and pink-sand islets, a blue lagoon within the lagoon, the endemic Tuamotu palm, a rare, native kingfisher and the coral block Marae Tahiri Vairau, one of the archipelago’s few ancient temples. The unusual, 1957 Topaka lighthouse looks like a Mayan pyramid.

15. Te Fare Iamanaha, Tahiti

THE COUNTRY’S PREMIER MUSEUM

After years of renovation, the Musee de Tahiti (established in 1974) re-opened its doors in 2023 as Te Fare Iamanaha (the ‘house of hidden treasures’). It’s the first truly modern museum in the country with facilities capable of protecting and displaying important, fragile art. The permanent collection includes a tour of the country’s geology and local culture, a jaunt into western and eastern Polynesian nations, a section on Western and Polynesian contact and an ethnobiological garden. The museum will also host visiting collections including some of the most famous art pieces from the Pacific, on loan from international museums.




THE POLYNESIAN CULTURAL
RENAISSANCE

From tattoos and dance to language and sports, the Polynesian culture hasn’t shone this bright since the 1800s. By Celeste Brash
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Heiva, Pape’ete | GREGORY BOISSY/AFP via Getty Images ©

WHEN THE EUROPEAN grip on these islands tightened in the 1800s, traditional Polynesian society took a beating. It was a three-pronged affair: a jab to the ribs with high-tech European weaponry, a blow to the head by an influx of diseases and hard liquor and, finally, a kick in the groin by unyielding Christianity. The zealous work of the missionaries managed to rid the existing Polynesian art and culture of many of its symbols and practices. Among other things, temples and carvings were destroyed, and tattooing and dancing were tabu. Reo Maohi (the Tahitian language) was eventually banned in schools and churches.

For decades much of the culture lived behind closed doors. Madeleine Moua was a trailblazer for what would become a Polynesian cultural renaissance, as she resurrected Ori Tahiti (Tahitian dance) from its lewd reputation in 1956, and formed her dance group, Heiva. This name would later replace the name Tiurai (and the stiff military parades) of the culture’s most important annual festival. In 1972 l’Académie Tahitienne was launched to revive, preserve and standardise Reo Maohi. Reo Maohi became the second official language of the country, after French, in 1980. At this point things began to speed up. Tavana Salmon went to Samoa with his assistant Teve in 1982 to learn the art of tattooing, and brought it back to Tahiti. European-style tattoos had been mildly popular, but this was different. The only records of traditional tattoos came from European art, the most important by German ethnologist Karl von den Steinen – new technicians could use these drawings for direction and inspiration but much of the meaning was lost. Over the next ten years Tavana Salmon is said to have tattooed around ten people per day and taught artist Chime to tattoo, who then taught Roonui and Purotu. These three tattoo artists are considered the Three Musketeers of modern French Polynesian skin art.

In 1984 the country was granted greater autonomy from France and in 2004 it was given the status of French Overseas Country, giving it even more independence. Alongside politics, the culture was rapidly awakening. In 2003 the FIFO film festival began, creating a home for documentary films from around Oceania. Instead of speaking Reo Tahiti only in certain company, islanders started to share and teach their language. The Hawaiki Nui Va’a (outrigger canoe race) began in 1992 for men and in 1995 for women – this multi-island race would become the island sporting event of the year, akin to the Superbowl in American football. Surfing, which was born in Polynesia, took off in the 2000s with international surf competitions taking place at Teahupo’o, which would become one of the most famous waves in the world.

Today you’ll find islanders are fiercely proud of their culture and are no longer afraid to show it. Tahitian dance is not just a tourist attraction, it’s a vibrant expression of Polynesian culture. The dances that visitors see are not created for tourists – they are authentic performances that take months of rehearsals and are based on rigorously standardised choreography depicting legends. In this land of oral traditions, dance is not merely an aesthetic medium but also a means of preserving the memory of the past. Stunning tattoos are now seen on most locals and traditional foods like breadfruit, taro and fafa (taro leaves) are on menus at the finest restaurants. Popular va’a (outrigger canoes) glide across lagoons in the late afternoon and Te Fare Iamanaha (previously the Musee de Tahiti) has welcomed important ancient art back to the islands from international museums.

Meanwhile another renaissance is brewing, perhaps even hotter, in the Marquesas Islands. As the quadrennial arts festival becomes more vibrant and rawer, the Marquesans take back their traditional haka dance in all its sexuality and strength and wait to become inscribed into UNESCO. As the spiritual power, depth of knowledge and profound joy of each culture in every French Polynesian archipelago resurfaces, the fabric of the country becomes significantly richer – and that is a gift to the world.
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Many lodging options on Mo’orea have free kayaks and stand-up paddleboards, so it’s easy to get out onto the water for slower-paced adventures.
CELESTE BRASH
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Ra’iatea’s mountainous interior is a veritable playground for hiking enthusiasts. The Three Waterfalls trail takes you past – you guessed it – three waterfalls.
ASHLEY HARRELL
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PLANE

Flying is by far the easiest and
fastest way to get around the
Tuamotus. Most of the traffic is to
and from Pape'ete, but there are
also transversal connnections
between the main atolls.

Rangiroa

A perfectisland-hopping base, the
Tuamotus' largest (and liveliest)
atollis an easy sell: world-class
dive sites and fantastic lagoon
excursions.

SOUTH
PACIFIC
OCEAN
Tikehau Tiputa Pass
Lovely coral beaches
and a superb lagoon —
entice nature-loving Tumakohua
visitors to this capti- P Pass
vatingisland. i
PAPE'ETE
o
Fakarava

The second-largest atoll of the

Tuamotus, Fakarava is a wonderland

of natural beauty, with phenomenal

dive sites and pristine islets.

oo

®

BOAT

Starting from Pape'ete, thereis a
network of cargo vessels that run
between the atolls. They take a
limited number of passengers along
with their main freight transport but
they're unreliable and comfort is
very limited.
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Huahine
THE ULTIMATE RELAXING

BoraBora

ABSURDLY GORGEOUS HONEYMOON ISLAND

This is the country’s Instagram starlet and ISLAND PARADISE
celebrity magnet thanks to its exceptionally blue So laid back, with its low-slung hills and languid
lagoon, square-topped, iconic silhouette and luxe  lagoon, lots of people head to Huahine for a few
offerings. Over-the-water bungalows here can cost days then stay for a week. Wander around the
more per night than many people make in a month fascinating and pretty archaeological sites or
but there’s also a quiet, local side for those who spend a day on the little-touristed lagoon. Fare
take the time to look. is one of the country’s most delightful towns.

Bora Bora

Maupiti N /

Huahine

/

[

Ra'iatea /
& Taha'a

Sy Tahiti
Maupiti Mo'orea
THE PARADISE TIME FORGOT

Maupiti sits silently next door to
flashy Bora Bora but is a world
away, with its family-run hotels and
miniature version of that dreamy
turquoise lagoon. This smallisland
has a mountain to climb, excellent
diving and lots of slim, white
beaches to laze the days away.

The Australs & the Gambier
Archipelago

Ra'iatea & Taha'a

NATURE, ADVENTURE, SOUL

Asingle lagoon holds two very different islands:
hulking, hike-able and mysterious Ra'iatea, the
spiritual centre of the country with its UNESCO-
listed Taputapuatea marae (ancient temple); and
sleepy, pretty little Taha'a, the biggest vanilla
producer in the islands and home to the Taha'a, a
sumptuous resort.

The Marquesas

CULTURAL POWERHOUSE WITH
STUNNING LANDSCAPES

Mountainous, rugged and with its
own distinct culture, don't come
here for beaches or resorts but
instead for archaeology, windswept
hiking, horse riding and a sense of
being at the wild edge of civilisation.
Many people visit on the Aranui
cruise/cargo ship, butindependent
travel makes for a true adventure.

The Marquesas

The Tuamotus

LAID-BACK POLYNESIAN PERFECTION

This string of 78 coral atolls is a divers’ paradise.
No mountains here, just massive, fish-filled
lagoons, white- and pink-sand beaches and
ahelluva lot of coconut palms. Spend days

cavorting with sharks, dolphins, sea turtles and
rays, and enjoy the humour and grace of the
Paumotu people.

The Tuamotus

The Australs
& the Gambier
Archipelago

OFF-THE-BEATEN-TRACK
ADVENTURES

The Australs have cooler
temperatures, aquamarine waters
and a quiet, traditional culture that

feels like you've stepped backin time.
The Gambier meanwhile is the least
visited archipelago, all encircled by
one lagoon where pearls are farmed
and ancient coral-stone cathedrals
tell a bizarre history.

The Australs & the Gambier

Archipelago \

Tahiti
THE BEATING HEART OF THE ISLANDS

French Polynesia’s main island holds its bustling,
chaotic capital Pape’ete as well as wild river valleys,
an azure lagoon and Teahupo'o, one of the most
feared surfing waves on the planet. This is modern
Polynesia, with the finest restaurants and the only
real nightlife in the country.

Mo'orea

THE ISLAND THAT HAS IT ALL

A quick hop from Tahiti, Mo'orea’s dreamy silhouette
and flashy lagoon are what holiday dreams are
made of. There's also tons to do here from hiking and
cooking courses to underwater adventures. Within
reach of most budgets and great for families, this
really is a one-size-fits-allisland.
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Renting a bicycle, scooter or car @ Motu Nao Nao

allows you to freely explore Taha'a
and Ra'iatea, and the sealed roads
that curve around these islands
make for excellent road-tripping.
Stick with reputable companies like
Avis, Ra'iatea Location and Taha'a
Location.

A 0 10 km
® 0 —— 5 miles

BOAT

Taxi boats can zip you around the lagoon
and in between the two islands. Two
reputable companies that provide these
services are Tematai Taxi (87 21 95 12) and
Taha'a Transport Rapide (87 71 03 52).
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Hauru Point

Slim white beaches, an
activity-perfect lagoon
and gorgeous sunsets

have made this the
island’s tourist hot spot,
butit's still laid-back

Motu Motu
Tiahura Irioa

Motu
Fareone

and tranquil.

CAR

While you don't need a car, it makes
life easier. It can be cheaper to

rent a car on Tahiti and bring it on
the ferry - orinvestigate scooter
rentals. Hitchhiking is never entirely
safe, buta lot of people doiit on
Mo'orea.

BUS

Buses run about five times per
day between Hauru Point (mostly
mornings) and the Vaiare ferry
dock (afternoon departures), on an
erratic schedule, stopping along
the way. If you're not in a rush, it's
possible to get to and from your
hotel this way.

BIKE

Many lodging options offer free
bikes and it's a good way to get
around short distances. Tackling
thering road is a long, hot slog
unless you have decent gear and
are relatively fit.

o HAURU
A
WW Mt Parata
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(714m) A

Mt Tautuapae
(769m)

Painapo -+
Beach ==

SOUTH PACIFIC
OCEAN

O
Papetoai

Haapiti

Haapiti

Get away fromitallin
this backwater part of
the island where the best
waves break and you can
blend into village life.

The Bays

Cook's and Opunohu Bays are some of the

most scenic areas of Mo'orea, with deep
valleys, high, crazy-shaped peaks and a
languid atmosphere.
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The island’s best beach has a veritable
swimming pool of a lagoon in front
that extends to an atoll-like coral and
reefarea.
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o) A Airport

Temae
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Nuku Hiva

South
Pacific
Ocean

L

PLANE

The easiest way to get fromisland to
island is by air - but it's expensive. With
no airports on Fatu Hiva or Tahuata, you'll
have to fly to Hiva Oa and catch a boat.

Second-biggest island in French
Polynesia and the administra-
tive capital of the archipelago.
Best destination for hiking.

Hiva Oa

Explore the Pacific's
greatest collection of
m ancient stone tiki while

d following in French painter
lipona Paul Gauguin’s footsteps.

0 e—— 100 km

®

BOAT

Shuttle-boat service is the cheapest
way to island-hop but schedules can be
erratic. More expensive bonitier and
speedboats are an option, but splashy.
The Aranui V cruise/cargo vessel
enables seeing all the islands easily.
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The Gambier Archipelago

The last frontier of travelin French
Polynesia. Here,among green hills,
lovely beaches and translucent waters,
nature is king. It also features impres-
sive religious vestiges.

Gambier Archipelago
(Mangareva Group)

Ao Rikitea

A 0 m— 10 km
® 0 — 5 miles

=

Rurutu

A great place for outdoor activities,

from swimming with migrating

humpback whales to exploring large
limestone caverns that dot the coast.

Raivavae -

Awonderland of natural beauty, Raiva-
vae seduces with sparkling turquoise
waters, phenomenal views and an
ultra-chilled atmosphere.

oo

=)

BOAT

Starting from Pape’ete, there's a
cargo ship that runs between the
Australs. It can take a limited number
of passengers along with its main
freight transport. For the Gambier,
some visitors arrive on their own
boats.

PLANE

There are four airports in the
Australs - Rurutu, Tubuai, Raivavae
and Rimatara. All have regular
links to Pape’ete. There are also
some interisland connections.
There's at least one weekly flight
between Pape’ete and the Gambier
Archipelago.

SOUTH
PACIFIC
OCEAN
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