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        welcome to Rarotonga, Samoa & Tonga

      

    

    
      
                Think lush, reef-fringed islands with sandy foreshores that virtually glow in the tropical sunshine. These are the central South Pacific islands that dreams are made of.
            

      
            Island Escape
        

Scattered over a vast expanse of empty ocean, these islands are a castaway’s dream come true. If you’ve ever fantasised about escaping to a remote desert island, far from the hustle and hum of the modern world, then look no further than these fascinating islands. Here you’ll find a couple of thousand years of Polynesian culture sitting side by side with some of the most spectacular natural scenery in the South Pacific.
        

      
            Paradise
        

The idyllic norm in these small island nations involves lush, reef-fringed islands with sandy foreshores that virtually glow in the tropical sunshine. Even when it rains, the sense of verdancy is so strong that you can almost hear the 
                heilala
            
            (Tonga’s 
                national
            
            flower), 
                teuila
            
            (Samoan red ginger), frangipani and hibiscus flowers stretching upwards. After the rain, the tropical 
                bouquet
             
            can be so pervading that you’ll wish you could bottle it up and take it home. The pristine oceanic depths that thread through this Pacific enclave host thousands of species of marine life, from kaleidoscopic coral to the flukes of humpback whales that come to spawn their young in the warm waters.

      
            The Polynesian Smile
        

People here are so passionately idiosyncratic that almost every encounter yields a memorable moment. Locals can burst into 
                spontaneous
             
            song in public, while the singing in church on Sundays raises the roof. Villagers casually swing bush knives by their sides as they walk along, kids sit on the scuffed tombs of their relatives as if they were outdoor furniture, and games of rugby and volleyball are played with gladiatorial intensity on patches of grass. Groups of women proudly produce traditional handicrafts such as tapa cloth, woven mats and baskets, while outstanding carvings are made from wood and bone. And that captivating Polynesian smile is everywhere.

      
            Adapt & Relax
        

While snorkelling, diving, sailing, swimming, hiking, whale watching, drinking, feasting and talking about nothing in particular with loquacious locals, visitors to these islands quickly learn how to release their inner tensions and replace them with a paradisal calm.
        

      
            Make the Most of It
        

Time, like most other things in the South Pacific, has a mind of its own. Days roll by with the island tides: one day you’ll be exploring taro plantations, snorkelling with Technicolor tropical fish, swimming in underground caves and dancing till dawn with the locals, and the next, a plane will be waiting to whisk you away home. Make the most of it while you can – paradise is a pretty tough place to find.
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        Return to Paradise Beach, ’Upolu, Samoa (Click here)
RACHEL LEWIS / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©
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            Diverse Island Paradises
        

      
            1 Any of these countries could be that place on a ‘Travel to Paradise’ poster that makes you want to leave your job and live in flip-flops forever. But these central South Pacific island nations are not just a homogenised string of palm trees and blue water. The cultures and landscapes that spread across this vast ocean hold an incredible diversity, from sandy atolls and jungle-covered high islands to bustling capitals and tiny villages on remote outer islets.
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        Lalomanu Beach (Click here), Samoa
BOB KRIST / CORBIS ©
      

    

  
    
      
            Hiking the Cross-Island Track
        

      
            2 A Cook Islands sojourn usually involves lots of good eating and drinking, and lazy days on the beach. The perfect balance to this tropical relaxation is to challenge yourself on Rarotonga’s Cross-Island Track (
            Click here
            ). The three- to four-hour hike via the 413m-high Te Rua Manga (The Needle) immerses walkers in some of the island’s most spectacular scenery. Starting from Rarotonga’s northern coast, the terrain includes tangled tree roots amid tropical forest, and meandering, rocky streams. Cool off in Wigmore’s Waterfall at the trail’s end.
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            Sea Kayaking
        

      
            3 The best way to see the aquamarine waterways and remote sandy islands of Tonga’s Vava’u (
            Click here
            ) and Ha’apai (
            Click here
            ) groups is to take to the water on a guided multiday kayak tour. There’s plenty on offer, from single-day trips to 13-day packages, giving you the opportunity to see paradise, get a bit of exercise, and meet smiling villagers on outer islands that are usually next to impossible to get to. There’s plenty of time for swimming, snorkelling, and, if you’re lucky, paddling not too far away from massive humpback whales.
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        Vava’u Group, Tonga
PAUL SUTHERLAND / NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC STOCK ©
      

    

  
    
      
            To Sua Ocean Trench
        

      
            4 Once you’ve descended the 20-odd metres of sturdy wooden ladder into the crystalline waters of this fairy grotto in Samoa, you’ll experience a serene sense of being removed from the world. This is not so much a ‘trench’ as two sinkholes with sheer rock walls decorated with greenery. You can swim under a broad arch of rock from the larger pool, serenaded by droplets of water hitting the surface, to the second, large opening to the sky. Marvel at this fascinating freak of nature, fed by waves surging through an underwater passageway (
            Click here
            ).
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            Fagatele Bay
        

      
            5 This impressive submerged volcanic crater is fringed by Tutuila’s last remaining stretch of coastal rainforest. Its cliffside depths contain more than 140 
                species
             
            of coral and innumerable species of colourful tropical fish – such as parrot fish, damselfish and butterfly fish – as well as other sea creatures such as lobsters, crabs, sharks and octopuses. It’s also visited by numerous turtle species and, between June and September, by migrating southern humpback whales. With these marvellous natural assets, it’s little wonder that the bay was designated a marine sanctuary in 1986 (Click here
            ).
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        Hawksbill turtle
DAN HERRICK / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©
      

    

  
    
      
            Islander Welcomes
        

      
            6 A garland of flowers is one of the most simple yet beautiful offerings on the planet, and no one gives out more of these than the people of the Pacific. There’s a selfless beauty to island welcomes that feels untainted by the modern world. Loudness and brashness are out, subtle hospitality and genuine goodwill are in. If they could give you the moon, they would.
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            Punanga Nui Market
        

            
            7 Saturday morning in Avarua, Raratonga, is the time to jettison your hotel buffet and make tracks to one of the Pacific’s best markets (
            Click here
            ). Amid the colourful 
                pareu
            
            (sarongs), handcrafted ukuleles, and performances from local musicians, is an entire morning of tasty discoveries for travelling foodies. Kick off with organic island coffee and a still-warm coconut bun, before moving on to fresh-fruit smoothies and crepes crammed with tropical fruit. Leave room for a few local specialties such as 
                rukau
             
            (steamed taro leaves) or
                ika mata 
            (marinated raw fish).
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        PETER VALLANCE / ALAMY ©
      

    

  
    
      
            ’Atiu’s Caves
        

      
            8 One of the Cooks’ smallest – and rockiest – outer islands, ’Atiu is emerging as a hotspot for active and eco-aware travellers. Join a birdwatching tour with ‘Birdman George’ (
            Click here
            ) to seek out the endangered 
                kakerori
             
            (Rarotongan flycatcher), before descending into the historical and spiritual depths of Anatakitaki Cave (Click here
            ). Within the cave’s cathedral-like arches, the avian attraction is the fascinating 
                kopeka
            
            (’Atiuan swiftlet) – listen for its distinctive echolocating clicks. Take time to enjoy Anatakitaki’s other attraction – a flickering candlelit dip in the cave’s secluded subterranean pool.
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        Anatakitaki Cave, ’Atiu, Cook Islands
THOMAS COCKREM / ALAMY ©
      

    

  
    
      
            Island Nights
        

            
            9 Held across Rarotonga and Aitutaki, the ‘island nights’ of the Cook Islands (
            Click here
            ) are vibrant and colourful proof that tropical life is not always laid-back and sleepy. Whether your experience is at a big resort, or a smaller, more intimate beachfront restaurant, look forward to a combination of traditional dance, close harmony singing, fire-throwing and drumming. It’s an exciting mix, so when you’re (inevitably) asked up on stage after the buffet dinner, just go with the flow and lose yourself in the spirit of celebration.
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            History & Culture
        

      
            10 While Europeans could barely sail out of their backyards until the 1500s, the great Polynesian migration that populated the Pacific from the west took place around 3000 years ago. All sorts of historical hotspots remain, from ‘the Stonehenge of the Pacific’ – Tonga’s Ha’amonga ’a Maui Trilithon (
            Click here
            ) – to the star mounds of the Samoan archipelago (
            Click here
            ). As for culture, the Polynesian islanders may share a common ancestry, but each island group has developed its own distinct way of life that visitors will find enthralling.
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        Stone gateway, Tonga
GARY JOHN NORMAN / ALAMY ©
      

    

  
    
      
            Cape Mulinu’u
        

      
            11 At the western tip of Savai’i island you’ll find the beautiful outlook of Fafa O Sauai’i (
            Click here
            ), considered one of ancient Samoa’s most sacred spots. It was believed to be the gateway for souls into the next world. According to tradition, there are two entrances to the underworld: one for chiefs and another for commoners. One entrance is through a cave near Cape Mulinu’u; the other is on the trail made by the setting sun over the sea. Don’t pass up a swim in the large rock pool.
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            Ofu Beach
        

      
            12 Surely in line for a nomination as one of the world’s top beaches, Ofu Beach (
            Click here
            ), on the island of the same name, is 4km of shining, palm-fringed white sand flanked by ridiculously picturesque jagged peaks, rising 
                behind
             
            it like giant shark’s teeth. As part of American Samoa’s Manu’a group, it’s not easy to get to, but sometimes the best things in life require a bit of effort. You may be the only person there...
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            Whale Watching
        

      
            13 Tonga is an important breeding ground for humpback whales, which migrate to its warm waters between June and October; it’s one of the few places in the world where you can swim with these magnificent creatures. They can be seen raising young in the calm reef-protected waters and engaging in elaborate mating rituals. Humpbacks are dubbed ‘singing whales’ because the males sing during courtship routines, and the low notes of their songs can carry 100km through open water. There are whale-watching and whale-swim tour operators in all of Tonga’s island groups.
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            Pulemelei Mound
        

      
            14 Polynesia’s largest ancient structure is the intriguing, pyramidal Pulemelei Mound (
            Click here
            ) in Samoa. It measures 61m by 50m at its base and rises to a height of more than 12m. The summit of this stirring landmark has views to both the ocean and the thick, primordial jungle. On sunny days, colourful butterflies swarm across it and birds swoop overhead. The main theory regarding such star mounds is that they were used for pigeon-snaring, an extremely important sport of 
                matai 
            (chiefs). Villagers would follow their 
                matai
            
            into the forest to observe and support competitions.
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        Coconut plantation at the base of Pulemelei Mound
GEOFF MARSHALL / ALAMY ©
      

    

  
    
      
            Nuku’alofa
        

      
            15 This ‘never-colonised’ Pacific kingdom may be going through a period of political change, but signs of its intriguing monarchist history are everywhere, epitomised by the Royal Palace and royal tombs in Nuku’alofa (
            Click here
            ). There is little doubt as to who runs the kingdom, and while most Tongans would like to see increasing levels of democracy, most also agree that the system needs tweaking, not monumental change. With the death of King George V in March 2012, Tonga awaits an uncertain future.
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        Royal Palace, Tonga
HOLGER LEUE / LONELY PLANET IMAGES ©
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                SEE ALSO EACH DESTINATION’S OPENING PAGES
            

            
                PLANES
            

            »
                The fastest and most comfortable way to travel between far-flung islands in these Pacific nations.
            

            
                DRIVING
            

            »
                Rental cars and scooters are available on bigger islands. Driving is on the left in Rarotonga, Samoa and Tonga; on the right in American Samoa.
            

            
                FERRIES
            

            »
                Run between larger islands in each country. Cheaper, but often less comfortable and reliable than going by air.
            

            
                LANGUAGE
            

            »
                English is widely spoken along with local Polynesian languages – 
                Rarotongan, Samoan and Tongan.

            
                MOBILE PHONES
            

            »
                Local SIM cards available in all these countries. Reception variable but available even on surprisingly remote islands.
            

        

      

       

      
            
                Your Daily Budget
            

            
                BUDGET LESS THAN 
                    US$100
                
            

            »
                Guesthouse bed: US$12–50
            

            »
                Markets for self-catering
            

            »
                Bicycle rental, local buses and ferry travel
            

            
                MIDRANGE 
                    US $100– 
                    400
            

            »
                Double room in a boutique hotel or small resort: $US80–200
            

            »
                Snorkelling tour: US$25–60
            

            »
                Meal in a local cafe: US$8–20
            

            
                TOP END OVER 
                    US $400
                
            

            »
                Night in an island resort: $US200 and up
            

            »
                Dinner at a top restaurant: US$30 and up
            

            »
                Two-tank dive: around $US120
            

        

       

      
            
                When to Go
            

            
[image: 00-climate-rst7]


            
                
                    HIGH SEASON
                
                 
                    (JUN–SEP)
            

            »
                The dry season with pleasant temperatures, lower humidity and little rain.
            

            »
                Yachties head across the South Pacific.
            

            »
                Whales are in the region.
            

            
                
                    SHOULDER
                
                
                    (APR–MAY & 
                    OCT–NOV)
            

            »
                This is the period between the dry and wet seasons.
            

            »
                Everything is open but not so many visitors around.
            

            »
                The yachties are starting to arrive in May, mostly gone by late October.
            

            
                
                    LOW SEASON
                 
                    (DEC–MAR)
                
            

            »
                Expect hot temperatures and high humidity.
            

            »
                The yachties have gone; it’s cyclone season.
            

            »
                Planes are packed December to January as overseas-based islanders return to see their families.
            

        

       

      
            
                Websites
            

            »
                
                    Lonely Planet
                 
                (www.lonelyplanet.com/pacific) Destination information, hotel bookings, traveller forums and more.

            »
                
                    Pacific Islands Report
                 
                (www.pireport.org) Biggest news stories.

            »
                
                    Cook Islands Tourism Authority
                 
                (www.cook-islands.com)

            »
                
                    Samoa Tourism Authority
                 
                (www.samoa.travel)

            »
                
                    American Samoa Office of Tourism
                 
                (www.amsamoa.com)

            »
                
                    Tonga Visitors Bureau
                 
                (www.tongaholiday.com)

            »
                
                    Pacific Region Headquarters
                 
                (www.prh.noaa.gov) Pacific weather.

        

       

      
            
                Money
            

            
                Credit cards are widely accepted. Larger islands and population centres will have ATMs, but carry cash if you’re headed to small islands.
            

            
                
                    Rarotonga
                
                uses New Zealand dollars and cents – 
                NZ$

            
                
                    Samoa
                 
                uses tala (dollar) and sene (cents) – ST

            
                
                    American Samoa
                 
                uses US dollars and cents – US$

            
                
                    Tonga
                 
                uses pa’anga and seniti – T$

        

       

      
            
                Visas
            

            »
                
                    Rarotonga
                 
                An extendable visitor permit good for 31 days is granted on arrival.

            »
                
                    Samoa
                 
                A 60-day visitor permit, extendable, is granted to visitors on arrival.

            »
                
                    American Samoa
                 
                US citizens must carry a passport; citizens of most countries granted a free one-month visa on arrival; nationals of some countries must apply in advance.

            »
                
                    Tonga
                 
                A 31-day extendable visitor visa is granted to most countries’ citizens on arrival.

        

       

      
            
                Arriving
            

            »
                
                    Rarotonga International Airport
                
            

            
                Shuttle service (NZ$20) to anywhere on the island; many hotels provide transfers
            

            »
                
                    Faleolo International Airport, Samoa
                
            

            
                Taxis (ST50) and shuttles (ST25) into Apia (35km); many hotels provide transfers
            

            »
                
                    Pago Pago International Airport, American Samoa
                
            

            
                Buses (US$1.50) and taxis (US$15) into Pago Pago
            

            »
                
                    Fua’amotu International Airport, Tonga
                
            

            
                Taxis (T$40) and shuttles (T$20) into Nuku’alofa (21km); many hotels provide transfers
            

        

      
        
            
                What to Take
            

            
               » easy-to-remove shoes for visiting homes, and clothes that cover knees and elbows
            

               » seasickness medication, your prescription drugs and the names of generic equivalents
            

               » insect repellent and box-style mosquito net
            

               » mask, snorkel, rash vest and reef shoes; PADI card and logbook if you’re diving
            

               » umbrella or poncho-style raincoat that covers your backpack hat, sunglasses, 
                    high-UV-protection
                 
                sunscreen

               » good footwear, light trousers and long-sleeved shirt for sun and mosquito protection
            

               » torch (flashlight) for exploring caves and late-night village toilet expeditions
            

               » Lonely Planet’s 
                    South Pacific Phrasebook
                 
                and books or an electronic reading device
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        if you like...

      

    

    
      
                
                    Beaches
                

                
                    Beaches, beaches and more beaches. These South Pacific islands are surrounded by them! Everyone has a favourite. Go out and find yours!
                

                
                    
                        Ofu Beach 
                    On Ofu Island in American Samoa’s remote Manu’a Group, this is a palm-fringed white-sand stunner backed by ridiculously picturesque jagged peaks (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    
                        Uoleva’s west coast 
                    This island in Tonga’s Ha’apai Group has a spectacular leeward coast of white sand lapped by surely the clearest water on earth. Did we mention the humpbacks that breech offshore? (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    
                        Aitutaki Lagoon motu 
                    The 15 palm-covered 
                        motu
                     
                    (small islet in a lagoon) that ring Aitutaki’s mind-boggling lagoon all get a vote for their beaches. One Foot Island is the best known (Click here
                    )
                

                
                    
                        Lalomanu Beach 
                    This beauty at the eastern tip of Samoa’s ’Upolu island has it all – white sand, turquoise waters and offshore islands (
                    Click here
                    )
                

            

      
            
        

      
            
                Isolated Islands
            

            
                There are some very remote islands out in the central South Pacific. Getting there will take a huge effort, and finding out more will certainly spark the 
                    imagination.
            

            
                
                    Niuafo’ou 
                Also known as ‘Tin Can Island’, Niuafo’ou is at Tonga’s northern extremes. It’s shaped like a floating donut with an enclosed lake 23m above sea level (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Suwarrow 
                In the Cook Islands’ northern group and the country’s only national park, Suwarrow was home to the infamous hermit, Tom Neale. Read of his adventures in 
                    An Island to Oneself 
                (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Tofua 
                The mutiny on the 
                    Bounty
                 
                took place offshore Tofua in Tonga’s Ha’apai Group in 1789. More recently, a Swiss snowboard champion spent 10 months alone there to test his mettle! (Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Ta’u 
                At the eastern extreme of American Samoa, Ta’u features some of the world’s highest sea cliffs, dense rainforest, inactive cones and craters, and numerous bird species (
                Click here
                )
            

            
        

      
            
                Diving & Snorkelling
            

            
                These central South Pacific nations boast some exceptional underwater spots to check out the marine life. There are plenty of relatively unknown dive sites and decent operators throughout the region.
            

            
                
                    Vava’u, Tonga 
                A diver’s delight, sites in Vava’u range from coral gardens and encrusted wrecks to sea caves and other geological marvels (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Samoa 
                Many travellers use Samoa as a place to gain their certification and there are good operators on the main islands. Popular spots include Tialipi’s Heaven off Savai’i and Anganoa Wall on ’Upolu’s south coast (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Aitutaki 
                There’s fantastic diving to be had in Aitutaki with great visibility and features such as drop-offs, multilevels, wall dives and cave systems (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    ’Eua, Tonga 
                ’Eua is fast becoming known as an untouched diver’s paradise. The Cathedral Cave complex is said to be Tonga’s biggest sea cave with amazing light shows (
                Click here
                )
            

        

      
            
                Hiking
            

            
                It’s not all beaches and turquoise waters. These islands boast some distinctly jungle-like rainforests, mountainous terrain, and excellent hiking trails. Throw in some intriguing flora and fauna and its well worth taking some walking shoes.
            

            
                
                    Cross-Island Track 
                The most popular walk in Rarotonga, taking in some impressive scenery, including ‘the needle’ (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    ’Eua Day Hikes 
                Choose from a raft of day hikes on Tonga’s ‘forgotten island’, a growing ecotourism hotspot that deserves a decent visit (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Lake Lanoto’o 
                Take a guide to hike to this pea-green crater lake full of wild goldfish in the central highlands of Samoa’s ’Upolu island (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    National Park of American 
                        Samoa
                     
                Hiking is one of American Samoa’s biggest drawcards with well-maintained trails through extraordinary pristine rainforest and coastlines. Plenty of options (
                Click here
                )
            

        

      
            
                Sailing
            

            
                The South Pacific is a yachtie paradise and during the region’s dry (and cyclone-free!) season of May to October all sorts turn up heading west on the trade winds. Chartering is especially popular in Tonga.
            

            
                
                    Port of Refuge, Vava’u 
                A spectacular protected harbour with everything a visiting yachtie could ask for. Turn up on your own yacht, charter here, or offer to crew on Friday afternoon races. Plenty of charter yachts and day tours on offer (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Pago Pago Harbour 
                This deep, protected harbour beneath towering Rainmaker Mountain almost slices Tutuila in half (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Muri Lagoon 
                Plenty of options here with Rarotonga Sailing Club rentals, day trips, sunset cruises and ‘learn to sail’ courses. The great ocean-going 
                    vaka
                 
                (canoes) set off from here to settle New Zealand (Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Samoa Adventure 
                Head out on a catamaran adventure with Samoa Adventure (
                Click here
                )
            

        

      
            
                Modern History
            

            
                Delve into the fascinating history of the South Pacific since the European explorers showed up. Tasman, Cook, the missionaries, the beachcombers, right up to the present day.
            

            
                
                    Robert Louis Stevenson
                    Museum 
                Inspect where the great Scottish author lived out his last days in Samoa as 
                    Tusitala
                 
                (Teller of Tales) (Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Abel Tasman Landing Site 
                See where the Dutchman became the first European to set foot on Tongatapu in 1643. He called the island Amsterdam! (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Massacre Bay 
                Hike to where 51 died in a skirmish between French sailors under de la Pérouse and Samoan villagers in 1787. It was the first European expedition to set foot on Tutuila (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Aitutaki Lagoon 
                This protected lagoon was used in the 1950s as a refueling stopover for Solent flying boats on the ‘coral route’ across the Pacific (
                Click here
                )
            

        

      
            
                Local Markets
            

            
                For a bright and breezy introduction to the locals, head to the main market for everything you could possibly want. Self-caterers will love the piles of fresh fruits and vegetables while souvenir-fossickers will find some delectable handicrafts.
            

            
                
                    Talamahu Market 
                Nuku’alofa’s central market sells everything from fruit and vegetables to carvings and T-shirts smack in the middle of town (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Maketi Fou 
                Apia’s main market is a noisy 24-hour bazaar next to the central bus station. Craft hunters will have a ball! (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Fagatogo Market 
                Pago Pago’s version of the local market has a new home near the port and features farm produce, fish, handicrafts and food stalls (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Punanga Nui Market 
                Rarotonga’s Saturday morning market in Avarua is legendary for self-caterers and has stalls selling all sorts of local produce and food (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Salelologa Market 
                The place to stock up on supplies before heading out exploring on 
                    Samoa’s
                 
                Savai’i island (Click here
                )
            

        

      
            
                Cultural Shows
            

            
                Top local entertainment and an opportunity for a great night out. Generally involves a buffet of local fare along with music and dancing villagers. It’s all good fun and everyone goes home happy.
            

            
                
                    Rarotonga Island Nights 
                Showcasing traditional dance and music along with a buffet of local food, island nights occur just about every night of the week except Sundays somewhere on Rarotonga (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Aggie Grey’s 
                The 
                    fiafia
                 
                cultural performances at Aggie Grey’s in Apia are legendary with a great show and sumptuous buffet every Wednesday night (Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Oholei Beach Feast & Show 
                Tonga’s top cultural show with a succulent buffet including suckling pig followed by enthusiastic dancing in the Hina Cave. See the way the Tongans do it! (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Tradewinds 
                This place hosts a singing, dancing, thigh-slapping American Samoan–style 
                    fiafia
                 
                along with a buffet dinner on Friday nights (Click here
                )
            

        

      
            
                The Offbeat
            

            
                Every now and then you’ll come across the slightly offbeat in the South Pacific. Something to make you shake your head, blink a few times and check if it is really true.
            

            
                
                    Fishing Pigs 
                Keep your eyes peeled and your camera ready as you round the coast to the north of Mu’a in the eastern part of Tongatapu (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Prolific Scooters 
                Rarotonga must have the highest concentration of scooters per head of population in the world. Three or four for every man, woman and child on the island we think (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Blue Worms 
                This blue-green vermicelli-shaped treat is said to be a great aphrodisiac. Samoans party on the beach as they wait for it to emerge (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                
                    Fakaleiti Night at Tonga Bob’s 
                A rip-snorter of a night as 
                    fakaleiti 
                (
                Click here
                ) strut their stuff to adoring crowds in Vava’u’s top drinking spot (
                Click here
                )
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                Top Events
            

            
                
                    Te Maeva Nui
                , August
            

            
                
                    Heilala Festival
                , July
            

            
                
                    Teuila Festival
                , September
            

            
                
                    Moso’oi Festival
                , October
            

            
                
                    Miss Galaxy Pageant
                , July
            

        

      

      
            January
        

      
            It’s a full-on, hot, sticky summer but many of the flights to and from these Polynesian nations are full with overseas-based islanders heading home to visit friends and family during their Christmas and New Year holidays.
        

      
            [image: categoryfestivalgif] 
            NEW YEAR

      
            Celebrated with fervour, as in the rest of the world. Tongans always claimed to see the new year first, but there’s bound to be debate since Samoa changed its date by moving to the west side of the international date line in December 2011!
        

      
            February
        

      
            It’s hot and it might be raining, so you could indulge in some Chinese New Year celebrations to take your mind off things.
        

      
            [image: categoryfestivalgif] 
            CHINESE NEW YEAR

      
            The date changes each year (it’s based on the Chinese lunar calendar) but the two-week-long celebrations on islands that have a Chinese community can include dancing, martial-arts displays and fireworks.
        

      
            March
        

      
            It’s still hot and humid, but that doesn’t worry those who are in the water. The word is that visibility is good for divers right through the summer.
        

      
            [image: categoryentertaingif] 
            PENRHYN GOSPEL DAY

      
            The tiny island of Penrhyn in the Cooks has its Gospel Day, celebrating the arrival of Christianity through dramas which re-enact aspects of the event. Some very original and modern approaches are taken.
        

      
            April
        

      
            The rainy season lasts until late March or early April and then things start to cool down (a bit!). Cyclone season is over and the first of the yachties are starting to turn up later in the month.
        

      
            [image: categoryentertaingif] 
            DANCER OF THE YEAR

      
            Dance displays are held throughout April in the Cook Islands, culminating in the hotly debated Dancer of the Year Competition. There are events for all ages from juniors to ‘Golden Oldies’.
        

      
            [image: categoryentertaingif] 
            FLAG DAY

      
            American Samoa’s main public holiday on 17 April commemorates the raising of the US flag over the islands in 1900 with an arts festival and much traditional fanfare.
        

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif] 
            SAMOA INTERNATIONAL GAME FISHING TOURNAMENT

      
            One for the fishers among us. Attracts people from all over.
        

      
            May
        

      
            The southeast trade winds start to pick up this month making it the ideal time to island-hop by sailing, windsurfing or kite surfing; it also provides all-natural air-conditioning.
        

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif] 
            PACIFIC NATIONS CUP

      
            Tonga and Samoa join Fiji and Japan in matches for this annual rugby prize. The games are held from May to late June in venues of all the participating teams (www.irb.com/pacificnationscup) and are excellent to watch.
        

      
            [image: categoryentertaingif] 
            INTERNATIONAL SIVA AFI COMPETITION

      
            Feel the heat and see the action as Samoa displays the finest fire dancers in the world in what is claimed to be the world’s second-longest-running Fire Knife Competition.
        

      
            [image: categoryfestivalgif] 
            INTERNATIONAL SAMOAN TATAU FESTIVAL

      
            Curious about those elaborate Samoan tattoos? Worn by many Samoans, they are an expression of cultural and spiritual heritage. Elaborately designed, a 
                tatau
             
            can take weeks to complete. Learn about the history, the relevance and the importance of tattoos in Samoan culture.

      
            June
        

      
            Many islanders are gearing up for festival month and you may hear the thumping of drums coming from gymnasiums and see young people practising sport or dance. The whales are arriving from Antarctic waters.
        

      
            [image: categoryfestivalgif] 
            SAMOA INDEPENDENCE CELEBRATIONS

      
            Full-on fun as Samoans celebrate their independence from New Zealand in 1962. There is all sorts of entertainment, from a flag-raising ceremony and fireworks displays to concerts and exhibitions. The Golden Jubilee (50 years of independence) was marked in 2012.
        

      
            July
        

      
            This is festival month on many islands, highlighted with sports competitions, beauty pageants, traditional song and dance and lots of partying. You can also expect booked-up hotels – reserve early.
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            MISS GALAXY PAGEANT

      
            This international 
                fakaleiti
             
            (Click here
            ) beauty pageant held in Nuku’alofa, Tonga, is riotous fun and always sells out. The three-night celebration is usually kicked off with a float 
                parade
            
            .
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            GOSPEL DAY

      
            The arrival of the gospel to the Cook Islands is celebrated with 
                nuku
             
            (religious plays). It is held on 20 July on ’Atiu, 21 July on Mitiaro, 25 July on Rarotonga and elsewhere on 26 October.

      
            [image: categoryfestivalgif] 
            HEILALA FESTIVAL

      
            Music from hip-hop to church bands play on block party stages, modern and traditional dance 
                performances
            
            , talent shows, parades and a 
                beauty
             
                pageant
             
            mark Tonga’s biggest festival.

      
            August
        

      
            The July festivities spill over into August with music festivals and cultural happenings. This is the height of the tourist season so you’ll enjoy it all with plenty of company.
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            TE MAEVA NUI 

      
            Originally called the Constitution Celebrations, the new name translates to ‘The Most Important Celebration’. Celebrating the Cook Islands gaining self-rule from New Zealand, festivities include traditional song and dance, a parade, arts and sporting events.
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            KINGDOM OF TONGA MILITARY TATTOO

      
            This three-day musical military spectacular sees performances from military units from not just Tonga, but the USA and Australia, too. A chance for the highly drilled Tongan military to show off its musical and military skills.
        

      
            September
        

      
            Party season is still in full swing and most visitors are enjoying the fine weather and pleasant temperatures. Everyone is having a good time!
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            REGATTA VAVA’U & FESTIVAL

      
            Party week in Vava’u, Tonga, for yachties and landlubbers alike. Stalls in Neiafu’s main street and plenty going on. Held in late August or early 
                September
            
            .
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            TEUILA FESTIVAL

      
            Samoa’s capital of Apia reels in the tourists with canoe races, food and craft stalls, traditional dancing, tattooing and a beauty pageant.
        

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif] 
            TONGA INTERNATIONAL BILLFISH TOURNAMENT

      
            Held annually in Vava’u and into its third decade, this popular tournament sees fishers from all over turn up and try to catch the elusive marlin.
        

      
            October
        

      
            The tourist season is starting to wind down, the yachties are heading off to cyclone-free zones and the whales are starting to swim south, back to their Antarctic feeding grounds.
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            RISE OF PALOLO

      
            Held in October or November, seven days after the full moon. It’s not everywhere you get to celebrate blue worms rising at midnight. The celebrations are observed in Samoa and Fiji.
        

      
            [image: categoryfestivalgif] 
            WHITE SUNDAY

      
            Celebrated in Samoa, American Samoa and Tonga, children rule the roost on White Sunday. Women and children dress completely in white and there are biblical story re-enactments and creative dance performances.
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                MOSO’OI FESTIVAL
            
        

      
            A week of cultural and sporting events in American Samoa culminating in Tisa’s Tattoo Festival at Tisa’s Barefoot Bar on Tutuila. Receives rave 
                reviews
            
            .
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            PACIFIC ISLAND SEVENS TOURNAMENTS

      
            Held annually in the Cook Islands, Fiji and Samoa, these games feature as much dance and celebration as rugby (www.oceaniarugby.com).

      
            November
        

      
            Pessimists call this the beginning of the rainy season but Pacific Islanders know it as the beginning of the season of abundance. The fishing is great and most fruits start to come in season.
        

      
            [image: categoryfestivalgif] 
            VAKA EIVA

      
            Held in November in Rarotonga, Vaka Eiva is the Cooks’ biggest sporting event. Outrigger-canoe races are the feature of this week-long festival.
        

      
            December
        

      
            Polynesians are fervent about celebrating Christmas and this month is, like many places in the world, marked by heavy shopping and lots of church-going. Flights are full just before Christmas with returning overseas-based islanders.
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            TONGA NATIONAL SPORTS WEEK

      
            Tonga is sports-mad and the whole country goes on hold for Sports Week.
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                Whether you’ve got six days or 60, these itineraries provide a starting point for the trip of a lifetime. Want more inspiration? Head online to lonelyplanet.com/thorntree to chat with other travellers.
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                    Two Weeks
                 
                Cook Islands Southern Sights

          The Southern Group islands are easily accessible from Rarotonga. If you haven’t got enough time, consider just visiting the first three islands; but if you can manage to do the whole route, you won’t regret it.
            

            
                Start your trip with four days on Rarotonga, time for a stroll around the island’s capital, 
                    Avarua
                
                ; a hike up the Cross-Island Track; a day’s snorkelling in Muri Lagoon; and a visit to the Cook Islands Cultural Village. Don’t forget to check out an island night while you’re here.
            

            
                Hop on a plane for the 50-minute flight to 
                    Aitutaki
                , hire a scooter and explore the island. A lagoon cruise is essential, but you could also consider hiring a kayak to explore some of the deserted 
                    motu
                 
                (islets) around the lagoon’s edge.

            
                Then it’s another short hop to 
                    ’Atiu
                , where you can visit 
                    Anatakitaki
                , the cave of the 
                    kopeka
                 
                (’Atiuan swiftlet); sample the island’s home-grown coffee; and take a memorable eco-tour.

            
                Back to Rarotonga and onto another quick flight to 
                    Mangaia
                
                and its extraordinary caves and vast 
                    makatea cliffs
                , perhaps the most dramatic sight anywhere in the Cooks.
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                    Two to Three Weeks
                
                Samoan Island-Hopping 

          Start your Samoan experience with a visit to the delightful 
                    Palolo Deep Marine Reserve 
                on 
                    ʼUpolu
                , before heading inland to the charming 
                    Robert Louis 
                        Stevenson
                     
                    Museum
                . Backtrack to 
                    Apia
                
                and head eastward to the seductive sands of 
                    
                        Lalomanu
                     
                    Beach, with a pit stop at 
                    Piula Cave Pool
                
                . Meander along the south coast, peeking into the sublime depths of the 
                    To Sua Ocean Trench
                
                and lazing in beachside 
                    fale
                
                (houses). Finally, take a boat out to the island of 
                    Manono
                
                .
            

            
                Return to ʼUpolu to catch the ferry to 
                    Savai’i
                
                . Motor up the east coast, stopping for a dip at the beautiful beaches along the way. Now traverse the desolate 
                    lava field
                
                before depositing yourself on the sand at gregarious 
                    Manase
                
                . Return down the east coast and continue west for the wave action at the 
                    Alofaaga Blowholes
                , then catch the ferry back to ʼUpolu and return to 
                    Apia
                
                . 

            
                Fly from here to 
                    Pago Pago
                
                in American Samoa and admire the capital’s beautiful harbour setting. Travel east to climb 
                    Mt Alava
                
                for spectacular views, then maroon yourself on 
                    Alega Beach
                , detouring for a close-up of 
                    Rainmaker Mountain
                
                . Wind along the coast to Au’asi and take a small boat to the island of 
                    Aunu’u
                
                to explore its wild nature, before taking a slow ride back to 
                    Pago Pago
                
                . Alternatively, head southwest from Pago Pago to explore the pristine 
                    Fagatele Bay National Marine Sanctuary
                
                . 

            
                If there’s still time, fly from Pago Pago to the island of 
                    Ofu
                
                to experience the stunning 
                    Ofu Beach
                
                – 4km of picturesque white-sand beach. 
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                    One Month
                
                Slow Boats Around Tonga 

          After spending a little time pottering around 
                    Tongatapu
                
                and acclimatising to the tropics in 
                    Nuku’alofa
                , head out to nearby 
                    ’Eua
                , either by ferry or light aircraft, and spend a few days hiking through the island’s lush rainforests and exploring its caves and sinkholes. You’ll sometimes have to climb huge, tangled banyan trees to get out.
            

            
                Once back in Nuku’alofa, clamber aboard the ferry and head for the coral charms and soothing serenity of the scattered, low-lying 
                    Ha’apai Group
                
                . Spend some time absorbing unexploited Tongan culture on friendly islands in the Lifuka Group, such as 
                    Ha’ano
                
                and 
                    ’Uiha
                , then shack up in a beachside 
                    fale
                
                on 
                    Uoleva
                
                . There should be plenty of opportunities to see whales, and if you have the inclination, charter a boat to take you out to 
                    Tofua
                
                and 
                    Kao
                
                .
            

            
                If time is not your scarcest commodity, continue on to the magical distractions of the 
                    Vava’u Group
                
                where there is just so much to do…if you want to do anything, that is! The remote 
                    Niuas
                , three volcanic islands where you’ll find lava fields, untrammelled ridges and languid locals, may also beckon.
            

        

      
            
                
                    Two Weeks
                
                Tongan Highlights 

          Head straight to the paradisal Vava’u Group, Tonga’s activities playground, either by plane or ferry. On 
                    Vava’u
                , climb up to the peak of 
                    Mt Talau
                
                for some amazing island views, then join a chartered or bare-boat yacht and sail around the islands of the group. Change your anchorage each night and jump off board each day to snorkel at the various sites. A multiday guided sea-kayak tour is another superb option. Go out whale-watching, swim into 
                    Swallows’ Cave
                , or experience the magical fog of 
                    Mariner’s Cave
                
                before moving on to idyllic islands further south. Arrange your charter to sail through the Ha’apai Group en route to the 
                    Tongatapu Group
                , or catch the ferry or a short flight back to the main island.
            

            
                On 
                    Tongatapu
                , have a quick look around 
                    Nuku’alofa
                
                and then visit the island’s fascinating archaeological excavations, including the 
                    Lapaha archaeological site
                , followed by the energetic 
                    Mapu’a ’a Vaca Blowholes
                
                . Then get yourself in holiday mode by spending a day or two snorkelling, swimming or just being lazy on one of the resort islands to the north of Tongatapu, such as 
                    Pangaimotu
                
                or 
                    Fafá
                
                .
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                    One Month
                 
                Cook Islands Northern Exposure

            
                For those hardy travellers who are really keen to get off the beaten track, how about visiting the distant islands of the 
                    Northern Group
                
                . They’re a long, long way from the busy main island of Rarotonga, and that makes them a fantastic place to experience and appreciate traditional Cook Islands culture.
            
            
                You could start your voyage of discovery with the classic trip around the Southern Group of islands in the itinerary a few pages back, making sure not to miss the amazing Aitutaki lagoon and its spectacular 
                    motu
                
                . Before heading north, possibly tack on two more southern group islands – tiny 
                    Mitiaro
                
                with its lovely underground pools and 
                    Ma’uke
                , the garden island, with its deserted beaches and historic caves. There are flights to both of these Pacific jewels.
            

            
                Then it’s back to Rarotonga as a springboard to the real adventure. You could catch a plane all the way to the Northern Group islands, but it’s astronomically expensive. Definitely the most adventurous way to get to the northern islands is via inter-island freighter all the way to 
                    Manihiki
                , the black-pearl capital of the Cook Islands, with its tiny coral atolls and massive natural lagoon.
            

            
                With a bit of luck there will be a boat moving on to isolated 
                    Rakahanga
                , or if it’s not stopping there, straight on to 
                    Penrhyn
                , where life is still lived very much along traditional lines.
            

            
                Only the hardiest and most intrepid of travellers ever make it out this far, but if you can surmount the logistical challenges, the rewards are sublime. This is not the trip to take if you’ve got any time constraints! You’ll have plenty of time to get to know the islanders and practise your fishing skills – but don’t plan on going home too soon, as the next boat might not be around for a while…
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                Top Islands
            

            
                Rarotonga & the Cook Islands
            

            
                
                    Rarotonga
                
                Capital; gateway; families; 
                activities; sightseeing by scooter

            
                
                    Aitutaki 
                Spectacular lagoon; history
            

            
                
                    ’Atiu
                 
                Ecocapital; caves; coffee

            
                Samoa
            

            
                
                    ’Upolu
                 
                Apia; Tusitala; mountains; beaches; blowholes

            
                
                    Savai’i
                 
                Mythology; pristine nature; volcanic; rewarding

            
                American Samoa
            

            
                
                    Tutuila 
                Pago Pago Harbour; national park; Rainmaker Mountain; marine sanctuary
            

            
                
                    Manu’a Islands
                 
                Ofu Beach; stunning scenery

            
                Tonga
            

            
                
                    Tongatapu
                 
                Gateway to Tonga; capital; kingdom; history

            
                
                    ’Eua
                 
                The ‘forgotten island’; outdoor adventure

            
                
                    Ha’apai
                
                Great for explorers; history; 
                activities; whales

            
                
                    Vava’u
                 
                Turquoise waterways; islands; whales; sailing; fishing

        

From a distance, these countries in the central South Pacific appear to be a big string of similar palm-covered islands surrounded by sparkling blue water basking in the tropical sunshine.
        

      
            In reality, however, this is one of the world’s most vast and diverse regions. While the postcards may look strikingly similar, these island nations have dramatically different cultures, landscapes and infrastructure.
        

      
            No, Samoa and Tonga are not interchangeable. Few people know without looking at a map whether Samoa is west of American Samoa or vice versa. Quite a few believe that Rarotonga is in Tonga.
        

      
            Doing a little homework can ensure that you find exactly the type of island bliss or adventure that you’re looking for.
        

      THE BIG PICTURE

      
            Rarotonga & the Cook Islands
        

Rarotonga is stunningly picturesque and small enough to circumnavigate in an hour or so, while Aitutaki has arguably the world’s most beautiful lagoon. Both have slick marketing to go with good facilities and infrastructure.
        

      
            The Cook Islands are now making an excellent living out of tourism. They can cater for everybody, from those requiring a bit of pampering to families to the independent traveller. Adventurous types will also have a great time in the Cooks, especially if they make the effort to get to some of the less-visited outer islands.
        

      
            Officially, visitors are required to have booked accommodation before arriving in the Cook Islands, although you can usually arrange a hotel when you arrive at the airport. Many places to stay on Rarotonga are booked up in advance, so it pays to plan ahead.
        

      
            Samoa
        

Samoa offers a lot. Not as ‘compact’ as the Cooks’ main island of Rarotonga, ’Upolu and Savai’i are big mountainous islands that 
                allow
             
            independent types to explore without running into other visitors all the time. There are remote hiking trails, lakes, waterfalls, swimming holes, caves, beaches and blowholes. Resorts cater for packaged tours, but there is plenty for the independent traveller. It is relatively easy to travel around under your own steam and Samoa has a growing number of facilities for visitors.

      
            American Samoa
        

American Samoa presents spectacular scenery and is often said to be the prettier of the two Samoas. It offers a lot to the independent traveller, especially those who make the effort to explore some of Tutuila’s more remote spots and to get out to the Manu’a Islands.
        

      
            Tonga
        

As a ‘never-colonised’ Pacific kingdom, Tonga offers something unique to visitors. Most Tongans don’t seem to care whether you are there or not! As the country has been supported by foreign aid and remittances sent from Tongans living overseas (mainly in New Zealand, Australia and the USA), there has never really been a need to worry about earning money from tourism. While a lot of the aid is still there, particularly from China, worldwide economic problems mean that remittances are dwindling. Of late, the government has begun to realise the potential benefits that earnings from tourism can offer the economy. 

      
            There is a significant 
                palangi
            
            (Westerner) population that has been keen to develop a tourist industry, recognising the opportunities presented by an amazing environment, especially the waterways of Vava’u and more recently, Ha’apai. Big investors aren’t really here though – after all, this is a kingdom and if the king or nobles want their land back, then who’s to say they can’t have it? There’s a saying – ‘for every beach in Tonga a 
                palangi’s
             
            dreams lie buried in the sand’.

      
            So while most visitors come from New Zealand and Australia, fewer are on packaged tours. Many come to take part in specific activities, swimming with humpback whales, charter sailing in Vava’u, deep-sea fishing or a multiday sea-kayak tour. There are stunning opportunities for independent, adventurous travel, especially if you head to the outer islands. Tonga is however, not really the place to head to for a ‘pampered vacation’.
        

      
            THE RESORT EXPERIENCE
        

Despite the promoted stereotype, luxury resorts take up only a small fraction of the South Pacific’s accommodation roster. International chains may have moved into tourist hotspots such as Fiji and French Polynesia, but elsewhere, you’ll find a selection of 
                charming
             
            boutique ‘resorts’ that blend local style and warmth with a degree of comfort and opulence. It’s worth noting that a ‘resort’ may not actually meet your image of what a resort should be, and the word is used somewhat ‘loosely’ in the central South Pacific nations.

      
            The Cook Islands
        

There is a good mix of international standards and boutique charm on Rarotonga and Aitutaki. Families are well-catered for and there are plenty of activities and fun nightlife. If you’re looking for an upmarket holiday, of the four destinations in this book, head here.
        

      
            Samoa
        

There’s nothing too luxurious here, but the beaches are so stunning and the atmosphere so sweet and authentic that stress will ooze out of you with or without the swanky spa. Number two in this book if you’re after a ‘luxury resort holiday’.
        

      
            American Samoa
        

There’s not a lot going on here in terms of luxury resort accommodation. It might be a small part of America and just about matches the scenery, but Hawai’i it ain’t!
        

      
            Tonga
        

Head out to the Ha’apai or Vava’u Groups for a number of eclectic, though not necessarily fancy, resorts in remote island settings. Many have an eco-bent and offer on-site activities such as whale watching.
        

      
        
            
                BEST UPMARKET RESORTS
            

            
                Cook Islands
            

            »
                Pacific Resort (Rarotonga; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Muri Beachcomber (Rarotonga; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Aitutaki Lagoon Resort (Aitutaki; 
                Click here
                )
            

            
                Samoa
            

            »
                Seabreeze Resort (Eastern ’Upolu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Sinalei Reef Resort (South Coast, ’Upolu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Savai’i Lagoon Resort (Savai’i; 
                Click here
                )
            

            
                American Samoa
            

            »
                Moana O Sina (Western Tutuila; 
                Click here
                )
            

            
                Tonga
            

            »
                Fafá Island Resort (Offshore 
                Islands, Tongatapu; Click here
                )
            

            »
                Sandy Beach Resort (Ha’apai; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                ’Eua’iki Island Eco-Resort (Vava’u; 
                Click here
                )
            

        

      

      
            THE LOCAL ACCOMMODATION EXPERIENCE
        

If you want to travel independently and experience a culture from the ground level, go local and you won’t be sorry.
        

      
            Each country has its own version of mid-level and local accommodation. Small boutique hotels and guesthouses are becoming increasingly popular throughout these islands. Foregoing the ‘resorts’ allows you to get more bang for your bucks, meet the locals and explore some remote and fascinating islands.
        

      
            Think ahead in terms of money when staying at smaller, family owned places, especially on more remote islands, as many do not take credit cards.
        

      
            The Cook Islands
        

There are plenty of midrange options on Rarotonga and Aitutaki, ranging from motel units to self-contained bungalows to expensive top-end hotels. Expect to pay for views and location.
        

      
            Samoa
        

Hotel, motel and resort accommodation ranges from the slightly dilapidated to well-maintained rooms with all the modern conveniences. Traditional 
                fale
            
            (house) also vary from thatched huts in their simplest form to top-end 
                fale
             
            which not many Samoans would recognise as such.

      
            American Samoa
        

A sign of American Samoa’s reliance on US government support rather than tourism is the limited accommodation choice on Tutuila. That said, there is a handful of interesting and quirky places to stay.
        

      
            Tonga
        

Tonga has a wide variety of sleeping options throughout its island groups. For a cultural experience, stay at Tonga-run places where the welcome is as warm as the weather.
        

      
        
            
                BEST FOR A LOCAL 
                    EXPERIENCE
                
            

            
                Cook Islands
            

            »
                Kura’s Kabanas (Rarotonga; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Aremango Guesthouse (Rarotonga; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Gina’s Garden Lodges (Aitutaki; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Atiu Villas (’Atiu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            
                Samoa
            

            »
                Namu’a Island Beach Fale (Eastern ’Upolu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                The Mangrove Garden (South Coast, ’Upolu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Le Rosalote Guest Fales (Savai’i; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Joelan Beach Fales (Savai’i; 
                Click here
                )
            

            
                American Samoa
            

            »
                Le Falepule (Pago Pago; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Vaoto Lodge (Ofu, Manu’a Islands; 
                Click here
                )
            

            
                Tonga
            

            »
                Hideaway (’Eua; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Port Wine Guesthouse (Vava’u; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Winnie’s Guest House (Tongatapu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Matafonua Lodge (Ha’apai; 
                Click here
                )
            

        

      

      
            GOING BUDGET
        

If you are on a limited budget and where you lay your head really doesn’t worry you, there are some intriguing options in these tropical paradises, ranging from beachfront shacks to hostel dorms.
        

      
            The Cook Islands
        

On Rarotonga and Aitutaki, stay at laid-back backpackers, hostels or guesthouses – complete with activities aplenty. On the Cooks’ smaller outer islands, go local at a family-run homestay.
        

      
            Samoa
        

Samoa’s signature budget-style accommodation is the beach 
                fale,
             
            simple structures which come in a variety of styles. At their most simple and traditional, they’re just a wooden platform with poles supporting a thatched roof, surrounded by woven blinds that can be pulled down for privacy. These are found on some of the best beaches.

      
            American Samoa
        

There’s a dearth of budget accommodation on Tutuila, reflecting the fact that most visitors are there for business rather than tourism. Most places, whatever their quality level, set their rates based on the official government per diem allowance of about US$135 per night. Our pick is an exception.
        

      
            Tonga
        

Tonga has something for everybody and if spending your 
                pa’anga
             
            on accommodation is not a priority, there are plenty of options ranging from rambling guesthouses to semi-permanent tents to beach-bum shacks.

      
        
            
                BEST BUDGET OPTIONS
            

            
                Cook Islands
            

            »
                Tiare Village Hostel (Rarotonga; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Vara’s (Rarotonga; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Amuri Guesthouse (Aitutaki; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Atiu Guesthouse (’Atiu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            
                Samoa
            

            »
                Anita’s Beach Bungalows (Eastern ’Upolu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Vaiula Fales (South Coast, ’Upolu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Lusia’s Lagoon Chalets (Savai’i; 
                Click here
                )
            

            
                American Samoa
            

            »
                Tisa’s Barefoot Bar (Eastern Tutuila; 
                Click here
                )
            

            
                Tonga
            

            »
                Mafana Island Beach Backpackers (Eastern Islands, Vava’u; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Toni’s Guest House (Tongatapu; 
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Captain Cook Hideaway (Uoleva Island, Ha’apai; 
                Click here
                )
            

        

      

      
            PLANNING & CHOOSING
        

      
            Independent Travel
        

Outside of high season (June through to October) you could arrive just about anywhere in the South Pacific without any idea of where you’re going or what you’re doing and have an amazing trip. During the seasonal rush, however, the better places will be booked so it’s wise to plan in advance. If you can, avoid the Christmas and New Year period when expat islanders are heading home to visit friends and family.
        

      
            Good places to start planning your adventure are with the local airline websites to see where they fly, schedules and the cost.
        

      
            Package Tours
        

The South Pacific lends itself to the package tour. Given the high price of flights to the region, and the often inflated price of accommodation once there, a package tour can work out to be a financial godsend. On the downside, package tours don’t give much leeway to explore at will. Although most tours offer the opportunity to visit more than one island, you will have to pre-book one hotel or resort for each destination before departure (meaning you can’t swap resorts halfway through if you’re not happy).
        

      
        
            
                CAMPING & HOSTELS
            

            
                Camping options come and go, but generally these are simply provided by small hotels and local guesthouses that allow campers to pitch a tent on adjacent land and to use the bathroom and kitchen facilities. There are few real hostels. Locally owned budget guesthouses that offer simple rooms with shared bathrooms do a good job at filling this gap, although few have dorm accommodation.
            

        

      

      
            There’s a variety of tour packages available from airlines including Air New Zealand (www.airnewzealand.com), Air Pacific (www.airpacific.com), Air Tahiti Nui (www.airtahitinui.com) and Virgin Samoa (www.virginaustralia.com/ws.en). Travel agents and online booking agencies are also good options in all Western countries. If you want more than a straightforward combo package, a good travel agent is essential – they can negotiate better prices at the larger hotels and handle the internal flight bookings. In addition to the traditional travel operators, there are agencies that specialise in diving tours. These packages typically include flights, accommodation and diving costs.
        

      
            Note that most packages quote prices for double 
                occupancy
            
            . Solo travellers have to pay a ‘single-person supplement’. Extra people can usually share a room, but there’s a charge for the extra bed, which varies enormously from resort to resort.
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                Top Island Activities
            

            
                Rarotonga & Cook Islands
            


Rarotonga Watersports, hiking, exploring, fishing, diving


Aitutaki Watersports in and around the spectacular lagoon, diving


’Atiu Exploring the caves, birdwatching Suwarrow Yachting, birdwatching, visiting the national park

            Samoa


’Upolu Hiking, watersports, fishing, sliding down waterfalls at the Sliding Rocks


Savai’i Hiking, visiting waterfalls and lava overfl ows, diving

            American Samoa


Tutuila Watersports, hiking, exploring the marine sanctuary and national park


Manu’a Islands Swimming at Ofu Beach, hiking

            Tonga


Tongatapu Cave exploring ’Eua Hiking, birdwatching, whale watching diving


Ha’apai Whale watching, sea kayaking, watersports, diving


Vava’u Sea kayaking, whale watching, fishing, watersports, karting, sailing, diving




    
            ACTIVITIES
        

            Few people come to the South Pacific to sit in hotel rooms, so it’s fair to assume that you’ll be wanting to spend some time adventuring outdoors in this tropical wonderland. There is so much to do and so many options to choose from. Give it some thought before you go.
        

            Water-Based Activities
        

            Millions of square kilometres of warm briny tropical water, pristine lagoons and long stretches of beach are the most obvious attraction for travellers in the Pacific. Almost everyone comes to this region to get wet – diving, snorkelling, surfing, swimming, sea kayaking and sailing are all popular, while the fishing is among the world’s best.
        

            Cruises
        

            We’re talking day cruises on a boat here, and there are all sorts of options throughout the islands, from glass-bottomed boats that reveal scintillating marine life to day tours on small boats, big boats, yachts and catamarans. Many will offer stops along the way for swimming and snorkelling, bushwalking, fishing, barbecues and whatever else the region may offer. Make sure you know what’s included (eg food and drink), check if there is a toilet aboard, then head out for the day and enjoy. Whatever you do, don’t forget your sunglasses, a hat and sunscreen.
        

            A lagoon cruise is a must if you’re visiting Aitutaki, as is a day cruise if you’re in Vava’u, Tonga.
        

            Diving
        

            The South Pacific is as much a Garden of Eden below the waterline as on land. No doubt you’ll impress your friends when you get home with stories of awesome walls, high-voltage drift dives, close encounters with sharks and manta rays, luscious soft and hard corals, iconic wrecks and gorgeous reefs replete with multihued tropical fish. As if that wasn’t enough, visibility is mostly excellent, waters are warm year-round, most dive centres are first rate and conditions are magnificent at most times – think turquoise coral shallows, inky-blue seas and idyllic backdrops as you travel to and from the sites. Each island has its own personality and distinctive assets, which make for a seemingly endless diving repertoire.
        

            Diving is possible year-round, although conditions vary according to the season and location. Visibility can be reduced in the wet season as the water is muddied by sediments brought into the sea by the rivers, and areas that are exposed to currents might also become heavy with particles. On average, visibility ranges from 15m to 50m.
        

            Though it’s possible to dive without a wetsuit, most divers wear at least a Lycra outsuit to protect themselves from abrasions. A 3mm tropical wetsuit is most appropriate.
        

            
                DIVING FOR THE FIRST TIME
            

            
                The South Pacific provides ideal and safe conditions for beginners, with its warm, crystalline waters and prolific marine life. Arrange an introductory dive with a dive centre to give you a feel for what it’s like to swim underwater. It will begin on dry land, where the instructor will run through basic safety procedures and show you the equipment.
            

            
                The dive itself takes place in a safe location and usually lasts between 20 and 40 minutes under the guidance of the instructor.
            

            
                You’ll practise breathing with the regulator above the surface before going under
                
                    water. Then the instructor will hold your hand if need be and guide your movements at a depth of between 3m and 10m. Some centres start the instruction in waist-high water in a hotel swimming pool or on the beach.
            

            
                There is no formal procedure, but you shouldn’t dive if you have a medical condition (including acute ear, nose and throat problems); epilepsy or heart disease (such as infarction); if you have a cold or sinusitis; or if you are pregnant.
            

            
                If you enjoy your introductory dive, you might want to follow a four- to five-day course to get first-level certification. This will allow you to dive anywhere in the world – it’s like a driving licence. The South Pacific is an excellent area in which to do the certification course.
            

        


            In most cases, the standards of diving 
                facilities
             
            are high in the South Pacific. You’ll find professional and reliable dive centres staffed with qualified instructors catering to divers of all levels. The majority of dive centres are affiliated with an internationally recognised diving organisation – eg PADI, SSI, NAUI and CMAS. They are mostly hotel based, but they welcome walk-in guests. The staff members usually speak English.

            Centres are open year-round, most of them every day, but it’s best to reserve your dive a day in advance. Depending on the area, centres typically offer two-tank dives (usually in the morning) or single dives (one in the morning and one in the afternoon). Many sites are offshore and involve a boat ride.
        

            Be aware that even if common standards apply, each dive centre has its own personality and style. It’s a good idea to visit the place first to get the feel of the operation.
        

            Most places have their own websites that gives you the opportunity to do some homework before you go. Diving in the South Pacific is expensive in comparison to most destinations in Asia, the Caribbean or the Red Sea. Set dive packages (eg five or 10 dives) are usually cheaper. All types of courses are available. Gear hire may or may not be included in the price of the dive, so it’s not a bad idea to bring your own equipment if you plan to dive a lot.
        

            If you’re a certified diver, don’t forget to bring your C-card and logbook with you. Dive centres welcome divers regardless of their training background, provided they can produce a certificate from an internationally recognised agency.
        

            
                DIVING & FLYING
            

            
                Most divers travelling to these South Pacific countries get there by plane. While it’s fine to dive soon 
                    after
                 
                flying, it’s important to remember that your last dive should be completed at least 12 hours (some experts advise 24 hours) before your flight to minimise the risk of residual nitrogen in the blood, which can cause decompression injury. Careful attention to flight times is necessary in this region because so much of the inter-island transportation is by air.

        


            Fishing
        

            For many anglers the South Pacific is a dream destination, with both its great sport fishing and excellent big-game fishing. Common catches include yellowfin and skipjack tuna, wahoo, barracuda, sailfish, and blue, black and striped marlin.
        

            Deep-sea fishing charters are available throughout the islands. See the destination chapters for what’s available where you’re going.
        

            The Samoa International Game Fishing Tournament held in April is popular, while the Tonga International Billfish Tournament is held annually in September in Vava’u. It’s into its third decade and sees fishers from all over turn up and try to catch the elusive marlin.
        

            Speaking of Vava’u and fishing, if you want some inspiration, check out Poppin’ Tonga’s Giant Trevally fishing at www.talihaubeach.com.

            Kite Surfing
        

            Kite surfing or kite boarding is growing in popularity, and Rarotonga and Aitutaki provide a couple of great options. Aitutaki even hosts an international kite-surfing contest in late June.
        

            Sailing
        

            Sailing in the South Pacific is like a dream come true for yachties and every year during the May to October dry season hundreds of trans-Pacific yachts head east to west across the central South Pacific pushed along by the trade winds. Many are on circumnavigations, many just cruising along, taking their time and checking out some of the remotest islands on the globe. Many of the smaller islands in this book are most easily accessed by those on private yachts. The yachties are usually gone by the end of October as the November-to-April cyclone season approaches.
        

            Never fear, however, if you don’t have your own boat, as hitch-hiking across the Pacific is not out of the question, especially if you’ve got a bit of experience to offer. Many yachts are undermanned and often looking for an extra crewmember. Check noticeboards at yacht clubs and yachting hotspots such as Vava’u in Tonga. Vava’u’s picturesque and protected Port of Refuge is renowned among yachties and just about all trans-Pacific yachts pass through on their way west.
        

            Chartering a yacht is a terrific option, especially if there is a group of you, and once again, Vava’u is the place to go. There are 61 gorgeous islands with spectacular turquoise waterways to explore. Keep in mind that you’ll need to have enough experience to meet the charter company’s requirements and they won’t let you head out of Vava’u or further afield.
        

            Sailing can be a lot of fun and you don’t need to be experienced to enjoy yourself in Rarotonga, Samoa and Tonga. You can take a day cruise on a yacht or catamaran, learn to sail in Rarotonga’s Muri Lagoon, rent out a small sailboat or play around on a windsurfer.
        

            
                TROPICAL CYCLONES
            

            
                In the Atlantic they are called ‘hurricanes’, in the northwestern Pacific they are known as ‘typhoons’, but in the South Pacific they are ‘tropical cyclones’. These massive systems of winds rotating around a centre of low atmospheric pressure can bring torrential rains, high waves and sustained winds of up to 200km/h that can totally devastate a low-lying Pacific island nation.
            

            
                Summer is the season, whether you are in the southern hemisphere where winds rotate clockwise in a cyclone, or in the northern hemisphere, where they rotate anti-clockwise in a hurricane.
            

            
                Cyclones don’t occur often in these central South Pacific nations – they tend to track further to the west in the South Pacific – and they often miss land, but when they do turn up, they can ruin your holiday! November to April is cyclone season, and the yachties generally head either to the northern hemisphere or to places in the higher latitudes like New Zealand that the cyclones don’t get to over this period.
            

        


            Sea Kayaking
        

            Almost every island resort or visitor destination in the region will have kayaks or canoes for guests to use. These will range from simple family float-around types to sophisticated high-tech sea kayaks designed for multiday adventures. The former are generally free for guests, or rentable by the hour, half-day or day. The latter are usually for use on guided tours.
        

            For those who are keen to head out on an adventuresome guided tour, there are a growing number of options ranging from half-day paddles to 13-day whoppers.
        

            Sea kayaking in Tonga has been voted among the world’s top adventure activities. With its myriad islands, lagoons and beaches, Tonga offers great scope for sea kayakers – including the clear, sheltered waters of the Vava’u Group and the remote, traditional (and sometimes uninhabited) islands of the Ha’apai Group. Friendly Islands Kayak Company (
            Click here 
            and Click here
            ) has developed a Pacific-wide reputation over the past couple of decades, while further south on Tongatapu, Fatai Kayak Adventures (
            Click here
            ) runs excellent day tours.

        
            Surfing
        

            Polynesians invented surfing and the first recorded observations of boardriding were made in Hawai’i and Tahiti in the 1770s. Nevertheless, surfing in many other Pacific islands is still in its infancy.
        

            Increasingly, however, surfers are seeking the uncrowded waves of the Pacific islands and finding them in Rarotonga, Samoa and Tonga. There are few easy-going beach breaks in the Pacific, so surfers need to be intermediate at least, and should always seek local advice before heading out. Since waves break outside lagoon reefs the paddle out can be long. Coral reefs can be very unforgiving if you get that take-off wrong. Few islands have surfboards for sale, so surfers must come equipped, but the rewards of surfing virgin waves in warm crystal-clear water are incredible.
        

            For surfing in Rarotonga 
            Click here
            ; in Samoa 
            Click here
            ; in Tonga 
            Click here 
            and Click here
            .
        

            Swimming & Snorkelling
        

            Everyone loves to flop around in warm tropical water and there is certainly no shortage of it in these central South Pacific countries. To make it all the more fun, there is so much underwater marine life to look at that you, and especially your kids, won’t want to come out of the water. A mask, snorkel and a pair of flippers may be all you need to make your visit a memorable holiday.
        

            If you take your snorkelling seriously, make sure you take your own gear, especially if you’re heading out somewhere remote. If you’re heading to a tourism hotspot and snorkelling is just something you want to try, you should be able to arrange rental gear or buy some cheap equipment locally.
        

            Whale Watching
        

            Migrating humpback whales head to central South Pacific waters for the southern hemisphere winter, generally arriving in June and staying through to October. They give birth in shallow, warm waters around island groups (see boxed text, 
            Click here
            ) and whale-watching tours are available in Rarotonga and Tonga.
        

            The Kingdom of Tonga is particularly well known for whales throughout its island groups and for giving visitors the chance to swim with the whales. Those who do, describe the experience as life changing.
        

            Land-Based Activities
        

            Caving
        

            Because of the geological nature of these islands (see boxed text, right) they are blessed by all sorts of caves, sinkholes, blowholes and depressions associated with porous rock that will keep explorer-types entertained forever. Destination chapters detail the opportunities. Note that the caving is basically exploring in caves and not something just for spelunkers.
        

            Cycling
        

            Atolls tend to be flat and excellent for cycling around. All Pacific islands are not atolls though, and high islands will produce a lot of ups and downs that may need to be negotiated. Road conditions may not meet your expectations (think dirt tracks with lots of potholes if you get off the main road), and some unexpected obstacles may slow your progress (think kids, pigs, chickens and dogs).
        

            Renting a bicycle in the South Pacific can definitely be a fun adventure though, and most places where tourists show up in numbers will have some sort of bicycle rental place. Make sure you ask for the newest bike, test the brakes, ask for some local advice and then head out on the road. Dogs can be a pain, but remember, a dog’s bark is worse than its bite…and there is no rabies in this part of the Pacific.
        

                
                    WHAT WE’RE PLAYING ON
                

                
                    The central South Pacific has two types of islands – ‘high’ ones that are mostly the peaks of volcanoes, extinct or active, and ‘low’ islands, or atolls, that are formed by coral growth on sunken submarine volcanoes.
                

                
                    Basically, the ocean floor has many submerged volcanoes. Some rise above the sea’s surface to become islands, and corals begin to grow around the edges. If subsequent tectonic plate movement causes the volcano to sink, the coral continues to grow in order to stay close to the sunlight. As the central island sinks, a fringing lagoon forms between the island and reef. A coral atoll is formed when the island finally sinks completely, leaving a ring of coral encircling an empty lagoon. Charles Darwin was the first person to recognise this phenomenon.
                

                
                    The long conversion of these coral islets to inhabitable islands begins when coral sitting above the sea’s surface is broken up by waves, eventually forming a coarse, infertile soil. Seeds blown along by the wind, carried by the sea or redistributed by bird droppings can then take root. Initially, only the most hardy of plants, such as coconut palms, can survive in this barren environment. Once the pioneering coconuts have established a foothold, rotting vegetative matter forms a more hospitable soil for other plants.
                

                
                    The people of the South Pacific have learned how to eke out an existence from even the smallest of coral atolls. Vegetables brought from other islands, such as taro and kumara, supplement what grows naturally, and fish from the sea and the lagoon provide protein. Atoll populations however, live a precarious existence as resources are scarce and the atolls are vulnerable to droughts, storms and tsunamis.
                

            


            
            Exploring
        

            There are a growing number of ways to explore these fascinating islands, from slow-paced horse treks to rip-and-roar karting adventures. Check out the individual destination chapters to see what’s possible.
        

            Hiking
        

            There are plenty of opportunities for hiking on most of the islands in this book. Rugged coastal areas, sandy beaches, lush rainforests and volcanic islands all invite exploration on foot. The main challenge is that not all trails are well maintained, and can quickly become obscured with growth because of the lush tropical environment. Combine this with the effect heavy rain can have on tracks and there’s a good chance of getting lost (or at least covering yourself in mud). So, for more remote treks, it might pay to organise a guide to go with you.
        

            The cost of guiding can vary enormously. Sometimes villagers will be happy to accompany you for nothing, but mostly they’ll be interested in cash. In remote places, you may have no choice but to pay a lot for a guide.
        

            Even on short walks, the sun and the almost perpetually hot and humid conditions can take their toll. Be sure to carry 
                insect
             
            repellent to ward off mosquitoes, anti
                histamines
            
            to counter wasp stings if you’re allergic to them, sufficient water and salty snacks to replenish body 
                elements
             
            lost to heavy sweating. Protect yourself from the sun with a hat and sunscreen. Good walking shoes are also essential.

            The Samoas have a number of excellent hikes – American Samoa even boasts a fully fledged US National Park with US funding and well-maintained hiking trails. 
                Rarotonga’s
             
            cross-island hike is legendary and the Tongan island of ’Eua has a growing reputation as an ecotourism destination with excellent hiking opportunities.
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                Best Regions for Kids
            

            
                Rarotonga & the Cook Islands
            

            
                Beyond the beach, there’s ice cream aplenty and entertainment, from glass-bottom boat tours to ‘The Coconut King’ who climbs coconut trees, conjures fire from twigs and more. Island nights are a hit with kids.
            

            
                Samoa
            

            
                Samoans love kids and shower them with attention. Shallow protected beaches make for good swimming and snorkelling, while the Piula Cave pool is a great freshwater splash. The Papase’ea Sliding Rocks add a thrill for older kids.
            

            
                American Samoa
            

            
                Make the most of the outdoors, either hiking in the national park or snorkelling in the reef-sheltered shallow waters of the eastern beaches of Tutuila. The movies are a good option in bad weather.
            

            
                Tonga
            

            
                There’s plenty to occupy the kids throughout Tonga, from beaches to ‘fishing pigs’ to ‘flying foxes’ to whale watching. Great options on Tongatapu, at Matafonua Lodge in Ha’apai, and in Vava’u.
            

        

      
            Rarotonga, Samoa & Tonga for Kids
        

Few regions in the world are as family friendly as the South Pacific. With endless sunshine, sandy beaches, warm water, swimming and snorkelling, there’s plenty to keep kids active and interested.
        

      
            Some tours and activities are discounted for kids. Always ask.
        

      
            Water Activities
        


                Boats & Kayaks 
        

Glass-bottomed boats are always fun, revealing all sorts of tropical marine life that ordinarily might be missed. Sailing and fishing are good, but snappy, action-packed adventures and more hands-on activities are great for keeping the kids engaged.
        

      
            Try kayaking, which is excellent for keeping kids active and good for wearing them out. Most resorts and islands will have kayaks that you can hire.
        


                Diving, Snorkelling & Swimming 
        

Babies and toddlers will be happy on a soft beach and perhaps with a hermit crab to hassle. For older children, any place with a shallow sandy bottom is a great place to learn how to swim.
        

      
            Once kids are comfortable wearing a mask and snorkel, it can be hard to get them out of the water. The presence of brightly coloured tropical fish just adds to the excitement.
        


                Wildlife Watching 
        

Whale and dolphin watching will thrill kids. There may be other distractions while you’re out there such as sea turtles and marine birds. An alternative may be simply to look in rockpools for smaller marine life.
        

      
        
            
                WHAT TO PACK
            

            
                All ages need the usual suspects: sunscreen (expensive on many islands), insect repellent and rain gear.
            

            
                Babies & Toddlers
            

            »
                A folding pushchair is practical for most areas of this guide, while a baby carrier is a better option if you plan on hiking
            

            »
                A portable changing mat, handwash gel etc (baby-changing facilities are a rarity)
            

            »
                Nappies (diapers) are available but can be pricey
            

            »
                Child car seat
            

            
                Children Aged Six to 12
            

            »
                A camera to inject newfound fun into sights and walks
            

            »
                Field guides to Polynesian flora and fauna
            

            
                Teens
            

            »
                Local language phrasebook
            

            »
                Mask, snorkel and flippers
            

            »
                
                    Mutiny on the Bounty or another region-specific novel
                
            

        

      

      
            Land Lubbers
        


                Hiking & Adventure 
        

Over-eights will love tropical interiors choc-a-block with rainforests and jungles, waterfalls with swimming pools, dark caves, lakes and even the occasional active volcano.
        


                Archaeology 
        

Archaeological sites throughout the Pacific can be fun for kids because there’s tons of open space and you can climb on almost anything.
        

      
            Eating Out
        

Kids can happily munch on fresh fish and fruit, chicken and coconut. Most places in the region have kid-pleasing items such as hamburgers, pasta and rice dishes on their menus. Child-friendly local cuisine includes dishes made from taro and breadfruit, which are also soft enough for babies to try. Regular baby food, however, can be found in all but the most remote places. Ice cream is 
                frequently
             
            available, and it’s particularly refreshing in the hot weather.

      
            Planning
        

Lonely Planet’s 
                Travel with Children
            
            contains plenty of useful information for travel with young ones. Also see www.holidayswithkids.com.au.

      
            Where to Stay
        

Some hotels and resorts have no-children policies (especially under 12s) but then others let kids stay for free – always ask when booking.
        

      
            Consider staying somewhere with a pool – the kids will love it, even if the beach isn’t too far away. And if the kids are small, having a kitchen or kitchenette in your room will be a big bonus.
        

      
            The following are a good bet for family lodgings:
        

      »
            Kura’s Kabanas (Raratonga)
        

      »
            Gina’s Garden Lodges (Aitutaki)
        

      »
            Samoa Hideaway Beach Resort (’Upolu)
        

      »
            Savai’i Lagoon Resort (Savai’i)
        

      »
            Ali Baba’s Guest House (Nuku’alofa)
        

      »
            Matafonua Lodge (Ha’apai Group, Tonga)
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                    Where you go in the central South Pacific will depend upon your interests. As the vast majority of visitors are dependent on air travel to get to these far-flung islands, most will visit one country or island group in a single trip. Rarotonga is set up well for families and those after a relaxing stay, the Samoas offer up mountains and beaches for nature lovers to relish, and Tonga is perfect for activities such as sea kayaking, whale watching and sailing. To visit more than one of these countries on the same trip, you’re going to have to do some careful planning, a lot of flying or buy a yacht.
                

            

                
                    Rarotonga & the Cook Islands
                

            

            
            
        

            
                Scenery 
            

            
                Food 
            

            
                History 
            

            
                MOUNTAINS TO SEA
            

            
                Explore Rarotonga’s spectacular mountainous interior, before discovering your own slice of Pacific perfection while sea kayaking around Aitutaki’s stunning lagoon. On more isolated ’Atiu, Ma’uke and Mangaia, rugged sea cliffs conceal impossibly compact beaches.
            

            
                CULINARY SOPHISTICATION
            

            
                Be surprised by Rarotonga’s increasingly sophisticated dining scene. There’s a growing emphasis on all things local, organic and traditionally grown, and highlights include dining in a restored colonial plantation house.
            

            
                ANCIENT POLYNESIA
            

            
                Discover the spiritual and historical significance of 
                    Rarotonga’s
                 
                Avana Harbour, the legendary departure point for the ‘Great Migration’ to New Zealand in the 14th century. On Mangaia and ’Atiu, the islands’ ancient burial caves are equally fascinating.

            
                
                Click here
            

        
            
                Samoa
            

        

            
                Beaches
                
            

            
                Culture 
            

            
                Hiking 
            

            
                BEACHES AT EVERY TURN
            

            
                Beaches here come in a spectacular number of shapes and sizes. Choose from wide white beauties that tumble into aqua lagoons to pockets of heaven between contrasting black lava formations.
            

            
                JOURNEY TO THE CENTRE OF THE EARTH
            

            
                Hike along lava-shaped coasts to spectacular 
                    water
                
                falls or amble around the lush grounds of Robert Louis Stevenson’s villa. You can also head underground via extensive lava tubes gushing with subterranean rivers.
            

            
                THE HEART OF POLYNESIA
            

            
                Independent and proud of it, most Samoans live the old way in traditional villages with meeting houses, chiefs and strict customs. They’ll invite you in to discover this authentic warmth, too.
            

            
                
                Click here
            

        
            
                American Samoa
            

        

            
                Hiking 
            

            
                Scenery 
            

            
                Culture 
            

            
                NATIONAL PARK & BEYOND
            

            
                The National Park of Samoa covers huge swaths of this country. Unlike much of the South Pacific, you’ll find that there are maintained trails here; lots of them – from short nature walks to all-day adventures – extend from mountain to sea.
            

            
                DREAMY SILHOUETTE
            

            
                Sky-piercing peaks look more like a Disney ideal of paradise than reality. Surround this with lava-formed coves, blue water and ribbons of sparkling cream-coloured beach. Hold on to your jaw or it will drop.
            

            
                VILLAGE LIFE
            

            
                Get out of Pago Pago and around the airport, and American Samoa becomes ruled by church bells, village customs and welcoming smiles. All in sublime settings, of course.
            

            
                
                Click here
            

        
            
                Tonga
            

        

            
                Watersports 
            

            
                Islands 
            

            
                Activities 
            

            
                PRISTINE WATERS
            

            
                Tonga is close to heaven for those who love playing in and on warm crystal-clear water. Take your pick from sublime sailing, sea kayaking, swimming, snorkelling and diving.
            

            
                ISLANDS GALORE
            

            
                Picture-perfect tropical islands abound, many uninhabited. Surrounded by spectacular turquoise waterways, particularly in Vava’u and Ha’apai, Tonga is an island-lover’s paradise. It’s possible to stay in semi-luxury or to be an all-out beach bum.
            

            
                HIKES & WHALES
            

            
                There’s plenty to do in Tonga, ranging from hiking on ’Eua to karting on Vava’u, to sightseeing, fishing and whale watching throughout the island groups. Listening to Tongans sing in church is an uplifting experience in itself!
            

            
                
                Click here
            

        

  
 	
On the Road
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                Why Go?
            

            Fifteen droplets of land cast across 2 million sq km of wild Pacific blue, the Cook Islands are simultaneously remote and accessible, modern and traditional.

            With a hip cafe culture, fine restaurants and funky nightlife, Rarotonga lives confidently in the 21st century. But beyond the island’s tourist buzz and contemporary appearance is a robust culture, firmly anchored by traditional Polynesian values and steeped in oral history.

            North of ‘Raro’, the sublime lagoon of Aitutaki is ringed with tiny deserted islands and is one of the Pacific’s most improbably scenic jewels. Venture further and robust Polynesian traditions emerge nearer the surface. Drink home brew at a traditional ’Atiuan
                    tumunu
                
                (bush-beer drinking club), explore the ancient 
                    makatea
                 
                (raised coral cliffs) and taro fields of Mangaia, or swim in the underground cave pools of Mitiaro and Ma’uke. The even more remote Northern Group is a sublime South Seas idyll experienced only by a lucky few.

        

      
            
                When to Go
            

            [image: cook-islands-cc-rst7]

            
                
                    Mar–Apr
                
                The 
                end of cyclone season usually brings clear, sunny days.

            
                
                    Aug
                 
                Celebrate the nation’s 1965 declaration of independence at the annual Te Maire Nui Festival.

            
                
                    Sep–Oct
                
                Look forward to warmer temperatures 
                and reduced humidity.

        

      
            
                Best Places 
                to Stay

            »
                Sea Change (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Kura’s Kabanas (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Aito Apartments (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Etu Moana (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Tiare Cottages (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                Best Places 
                to Eat

            »
                Plantation House 
                Dining (Click here
                )
            

            »
                Vaima Restaurant 
                & Bar (Click here
                )
            

            »
                Café Salsa (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Punanga Nui Market (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                The Mooring (
                Click here
                )
            

        

      
            
                Connections
            

            If you’re not crewing on a private yacht, air travel is the only practical way to connect from Rarotonga to the other Cook Islands. There are occasional cargo ships, but these are slow and usually run to somewhat flexible timetables. From Rarotonga there are regular flights to Aitutaki, ’Atiu, Ma’uke, Mitiaro and Mangaia. Three flights per week link Aitutaki to ’Atiu, and there are occasional unscheduled flights linking Ma’uke to Mitiaro. If you are planning an extended sojourn around several islands, you may well have to connect back through Rarotonga. Flights to the islands of the Northern Group are very expensive, and may be either booked out or cancelled due to insufficient passenger numbers. Book well ahead, but still prepare to be flexible.

        

      
        
            
                ITINERARIES
            

            
                One Week
            

            
                Ease into Rarotonga’s holiday spirit with a relaxed combination of snorkelling, hiking and casual dining, before hopping north to Aitutaki and exploring one of the South Pacific’s finest lagoons. Definitely find time to attend a wildly entertaining ‘island night’.
            

            
                Two Weeks
            

            
                From Aitutaki, fly to rocky and remote ’Atiu. Sample the local coffee and 
                    tumunu
                 
                (bush beer), swim in shimmering underground pools, and discover ’Atiu’s rare and idiosyncratic birdlife. If your budget permits, return to Rarotonga and fly south to sleepy Mangaia for reef fishing and to explore the island’s fascinating burial caves.

        

      

      
            
                Essential Food & Drink
            

            »
                
                    Go local
                
                Head to Avarua’s excellent Punanga Nui Market and hunt down local delicacies including 
                    ika mata
                
                (raw fish marinated in lime and coconut), 
                    rukau
                
                (steamed taro leaves), 
                    poke
                
                (banana with arrowroot and coconut) and 
                    mitiore
                 
                (fermented coconut with onion and seafood).

            »
                
                    Refresh with nature
                
                Quickly gain an appreciation of quite possibly the most refreshing drink on the planet, a chilled 
                    nu
                 
                (young green coconut).

            »
                
                    Drinking with the guys
                
                Look forward to a few laughs with the friendly locals at an ’Atiuan 
                    tumunu
                 
                (bush beer) session. It’s a refreshing, slightly effervescent concoction, and you’ll be required to introduce yourself to the group before drinking. Don’t be surprised also if your local drinking buddies regale you with stories of relatives living in Auckland or Sydney.

        

      
        
            
                AT A GLANCE
            

            
                
                    Currency
                 
                NZ$

            
                
                    Languages
                 
                English, Cook Islands Maori

            
                
                    Mobile phones
                 
                GSM network through Telecom Cook Islands; international roaming and local SIM cards available.

            
                
                    Money
                 
                Limited ATMs on Rarotonga and Aitutaki; credit cards widely accepted on Rarotonga and Aitutaki.

            
                
                    Visas
                 
                Not required for stays up to one month.

        

      

      
            
                Fast Facts
            

            »
                
                    Capital
                 
                Avarua

            »
                
                    Country code
                 [image: iconphonegif]
                682
            

            »
                
                    Emergency
                
                police [image: iconphonegif]
                999; ambulance [image: iconphonegif]
                998
            

            »
                
                    Land area
                 
                241 sq km

            »
                
                    Maritime area
                 
                2 million sq km

            »
                
                    Population
                 
                19,569

            
                Exchange Rates 

            	
                                
                                    Australia 

                            	
                                
                                    A$1
                                

                            	
                                
                                    NZ$1.30
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Canada
                                

                            	
                                
                                    CAN$
                                

                            	
                                
                                    NZ$1.25
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Europe
                                

                            	
                                
                                    €1
                                

                            	
                                
                                    NZ$1.60
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Japan
                                

                            	
                                
                                    ¥100
                                

                            	
                                
                                    NZ$1.60
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    UK
                                

                            	
                                
                                    UK£1
                                

                            	
                                
                                    NZ$1.95
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    USA
                                

                            	
                                
                                    US$1
                                

                            	
                                
                                    NZ$1.25
                                

                            


            For current exchange rates see www.xe.com.

            
                Set Your Budget
            

            »
                
                    Midrange room
                 
                NZ$150

            »
                
                    Two-course dinner
                 
                NZ$35

            »
                
                    Island tour
                 
                NZ$60

            »
                
                    Beer
                 
                NZ$5

            »
                
                    Scooter hire
                 
                NZ$20

        

      
            
[image: 12-rarotonga-cook-islands-rst7]

            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
        
                Rarotonga & the Cook Islands Highlights
            

                [image: 1]
                Snorkel, kayak or paddleboard in the pristine azure waters of Rarotonga’s 
                    Muri Lagoon
                 
                (Click here
                )
            

                [image: 2]
                Trek Rarotonga’s 
                    cross-island track
                 
                (Click here
                ), inland trails and valley walks
            

                [image: 3]
                Feast on the freshest of seafood and organic local produce in Rarotonga’s 
                    excellent restaurants
                 
                (Click here
                )
            

                [image: 4]
                Uncover Rarotonga’s rich history and heritage on a 
                    circle-island tour
                 
                (Click here
                )
            

                [image: 5]
                Explore 
                    Aitutaki’s stunning lagoon
                 
                (Click here
                ) by kayak, and find your own deserted 
                    motu
                 
                (island)

                [image: 6]
                Spend time on 
                    ’Atiu
                 
                (Click here
                ), exploring caves, coffee plantations and unique birdlife
            

                [image: 7]
                Learn about 
                    Mangaia’s
                 
                (Click here
                ) ancient ways and explore its mysterious limestone burial caves
            

                [image: 8]
                Discover the heritage and architecture of the 
                    Divided Church
                 
                (Click here
                ) on Ma’uke
            




      
            RAROTONGA
        

      
            POP 13,100 / AREA 67.2 SQ KM

      The most populous of the Cook Islands is stunning in its natural beauty and physical drama. A halo of flame-orange coral reef encircles the island, and Rarotonga’s sapphire-blue lagoon is trimmed by sparkling white beaches. Beyond the reef, breakers foam and crash like distant thunder.

      Rarotonga’s settlements are nestled on the coastal flatlands, with the island rising spectacularly through lush fields and rural farmland to the mountainous and thickly forested interior. These silent, brooding peaks dominate the landscape from every angle.

      Rarotonga has plenty of history, too, with ancient
                marae
             
            (traditional meeting places) and monuments to explore, and some of the best-preserved coral churches in the South Pacific.

      
        
            
                RAROTONGA IN…
            

            
                Two Days
            

            
                Take a 
                    circle-island tour
                
                or hire a scooter and buzz around the back roads to get acquainted with the island. Factor in kayaking or paddleboarding around 
                    Muri Lagoon
                , before settling in for sunset drinks at the 
                    Shipwreck Hut
                
                and a sand-between-your-toes dinner at 
                    Vaima Restaurant & Bar
                
                . Start your second day on an active note by conquering the 
                    cross-island track
                
                in the company of Pa Teuraa. After the South Pacific’s best fish sandwiches at the 
                    Mooring
                , relax with swimming and snorkelling near 
                    Fruits of Rarotonga
                , before heading out for an exciting 
                    island night
                 
                combining local food, singing and dancing. Look forward to a high level of audience interaction.

            
                Four Days
            

            
                
                    Highland Paradise Cultural Centre
                 Offline map is the place to go on day three for insights into traditional Cook Islands culture. Spend the evening exploring more contemporary local culture amid the 
                    nightlife
                
                of Avarua. Walk between the 
                    Whatever Bar
                , 
                    Trader Jacks
                
                and 
                    Staircase
                , and if you’re in the mood for dancing, break out your best island moves at 
                    Rehab
                
                . After a well-earned lie in, head into Avarua for a lazy brunch at 
                    Café Salsa
                
                followed by exploring the town’s shopping. If you’re in town on a Monday or Thursday night, meet the locals on a 
                    progressive dinner
                 
                around the island.

        

      

      
            
            History
        

      Legend tells that Rarotonga was discovered by Io Tangaroa who arrived about 1400 years ago from Nuku Hiva in the Marquesas (French Polynesia). In the early 13th century two great warrior chiefs, Tangi’ia from Tahiti and Karika from Samoa, arrived in
                vaka
            
            (ocean-going canoes) to conquer the island and rule Rarotonga as joint kings. The land was divided among six tribes, each headed by an 
                ariki
            
            . The first recorded European visitor was Philip Goodenough, captain of the 
                Cumberland,
             
            who came in 1814 and spent three months looking for sandalwood. In 1823 missionaries John Williams and Papeiha set out to convert the Rarotongans, and in little more than a year Christianity had taken a firm hold.

      
            [image: 12-rarotonga-rst7]

            
        

  
    Rarotonga

    
      Top Sights

      Avana HarbourH5

      
        Muri Lagoon
        H6
      

      Te Rua Manga (The Needle)D4

    

    
      Sights

      
        1
        Ancient canoes’ stone circle
        H5
      

      
        2
        Arai-Te-Tonga Marae
        G2
      

      3Arorangi CICCA4

      4Cook Islands Whale & Wildlife CentreD2

      
        5
        Esther Honey Foundation
        B2
      

      
        6
        Highland Paradise Cultural Centre
        B5
      

      
        7
        Marae Vaerota
        H5
      

      
        8
        Matavera CICC
        H3
      

      9Modern canoes’ stone circleH5

      
        10
        Ngatangi’ia CICC
        H5
      

      
        11
        Te Vara Nui Village
        H1
      

      
        12
        Wigmore’s Waterfall
        D6
      

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      
        13
        Adventure Cook Islands
        B5
      

      
        14
        Captain Tama’s Lagoon Cruizes
        H2
      

      
        15
        Coconut Tours
        H1
      

      
        16
        Cook Island Divers
        A3
      

      
        17
        Cook Islands Game Fishing Club
        F2
      

      
        18
        Dive Centre
        B6
      

      
        19
        Dive Rarotonga
        A3
      

      
        20
        Edgewater Resort
        A3
      

      
        21
        Golf Course
        A2
      

      
        
        KiteboardHQ
        (see 46)
      

      22Koka’s Lagoon CruisesH2

      
        23
        Pacific Divers
        H1
      

      
        24
        Raro Tours
        C2
      

      
        25
        Rarotonga Sailing Club
        H2
      

      
        26
        Rarotongan Beach Resort
        B6
      

      
        27
        Tangaroa 4x4 Adventures
        D6
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        28
        Aito Apartments
        G2
      

      
        29
        Apartments Kakera
        H4
      

      
        30
        Aquarius Rarotonga
        C1
      

      
        31
        Aremango Guesthouse
        H2
      

      
        32
        Aro’a Beachside Inn
        A5
      

      
        33
        Bella Beach Bungalows
        E7
      

      
        34
        Kura’s Kabanas
        H1
      

      
        35
        Little Polynesian
        G7
      

      
        36
        Magic Reef Bungalows
        A3
      

      
        37
        Manea Beach Villas
        H1
      

      
        38
        Muri Beach Shell Bungalows
        H1
      

      
        39
        Muri Beachcomber
        H2
      

      
        40
        Pacific Resort
        H1
      

      41Rarotonga Backpackers (Beachside)A4

      42Rarotonga Backpackers (Hillside)A4

      
        43
        Sea Change
        E6
      

      
        44
        Sunhaven Beach Bungalows
        A4
      

      
        45
        Tiare Village Hostel
        C2
      

      
        46
        Vara’s
        H2
      

    

    
      Eating

      
        47
        Café Jireh
        C1
      

      
        48
        CITC Supermarket
        D2
      

      
        49
        Deli Foods
        H2
      

      
        50
        Deli-licious
        H2
      

      
        51
        Flame Tree
        H1
      

      
        
        Flying Boat Fish & Chips
        (see 17)
      

      
        52
        Fruits of Rarotonga
        G6
      

      
        53
        Hidden Spirit Café & Grill
        G7
      

      
        54
        Kikau Hut
        A2
      

      
        
        Plantation House Dining
        (see 68)
      

      
        
        Sails Restaurant
        (see 25)
      

      
        55
        Saltwater Cafe
        E6
      

      
        56
        Super Brown
        F2
      

      
        57
        Tamarind House
        F2
      

      
        58
        The Mooring
        H5
      

      
        59
        Vaima Restaurant & Bar
        D6
      

      
        60
        Waterline Bar & Grill
        A3
      

      
        61
        Wigmore’s Superstore
        D6
      

    

    
      Drinking

      
        62
        Chillis Sports Bar
        E2
      

      
        63
        Cook Islands Coffee Company
        H3
      

      
        64
        Koteka Winery
        G2
      

      
        
        The Shipwreck Hut
        (see 32)
      

    

    
      Entertainment

      65Crown Beach ResortA3

    

    
      Shopping

      
        66
        Akoa Night Market
        A4
      

      
        67
        Croc Ta Tatau
        E6
      

      
        68
        Island Living
        G3
      

      
        69
        Mike Tavioni
        D2
      

      
        70
        Perfumes of Rarotonga
        C1
      

      
        71
        Prison Craft Shop
        A3
      

      
        72
        The Art Studio
        A4
      

      73Tievaevae CollectablesB2

      
        74
        Tokerau Jim
        H4
      

      
        75
        Turtles & Ocean/Earth
        C2
      

    

    
      Information

      76Island Hopper VacationsC2

    

    
      Transport

      77BT RentalsA3

      78Island Car & Bike HireA3

      79Island Car & Bike HireH2

      80Polynesian Car RentalsH2

      81Polynesian Car RentalsB6

      82Rarotonga RentalsC1

      83Tipani RentalsA3

    

  



      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            
                Air New Zealand
             
            (Click here
            ) links Rarotonga to Auckland, Sydney and Los Angeles, and Virgin Australia has flights between Auckland and Rarotonga. Air Rarotonga and Air Tahiti operate code-share flights linking Rarotonga with Tahiti.
        

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      
            
            TO/FROM THE AIRPORT
        

      
            Most hotels and hostels provide transfers from Rarotonga Airport (RAR). Raro Tours (
            Click here
            ) operates an airport-shuttle service (NZ$20 one-way to anywhere on the island).
        

      
            
            BUS
        

      
            Circle-island buses run around the coast road in both directions, departing from the 
                Cook’s Corner Arcade bus stop
             
            (Offline map Google map) in Avarua. Daytime buses running clockwise depart hourly from 7am to 4pm Monday to Saturday, and from 8am to noon and from 2pm to 4pm Sunday. Buses running anticlockwise depart at 25 minutes past the hour, from 8.25am to 4.25pm Monday to Friday only. A night bus service runs clockwise Monday to Saturday from 6pm to 10pm, with extra hourly buses on Friday night from midnight to 2am.
        

      
            Adult/child fares are NZ$4/3 for one ride, NZ$7/4 for a return trip (two rides) or NZ$25/13 for a 10-ride ticket. A family pass, valid for two adults and two children, costs NZ$26. There’s also a day pass (NZ$16). The bus can be flagged down anywhere along its route.
        

      
            Pick up bus timetables from the tourist office or the bus driver, or ring 
                Cook’s Passenger Transport 
            
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25512, after hours 20349)
            
            . Several free booklets, including the Jasons 
                Cook Islands Visitor Guide,
             
            also contain timetables.

      
            
            CAR, MOTORCYCLE & BICYCLE
        

      
            The speed limit is 50km/h outside town and 30km/h around Avarua. It’s illegal for motorcyclists to ride two abreast (though many do), and if you exceed 40km/h on a motorcycle without a helmet you’ll be fined.
        

      
            To rent a motor vehicle you need a local driving licence (NZ$20) issued at Avarua’s police station (Offline map). Bring your home driving licence, and if you’re not licensed to drive a motorcycle at home you’ll have to take a short practical test (NZ$5; once around the block). You can get your licence any day from 8am to 3pm, but turn up early as the police station issues 150 to 200 licences daily and queues can be long. Driving is on the left-hand side of the road.
        

      
            Cars and jeeps are available for around NZ$45 to NZ$70 per day. Mountain bikes are around NZ$6 per day or NZ$40 per week.
        

      
            The quintessential mode of transport in the Cook Islands is the scooter. Good rates for rental bikes are around NZ$20 per day, NZ$90 per week. Local firms offer the best deals and some hotels offer cheap rentals to their guests. Look around for a good deal.
        

      
            
                Avis Cook Islands
             Offline map Google map Airport
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21039; www.avis.co.ck)
            
            ; 
                Avarua Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22833; CITC Shopping Centre)
             
            Also has a branch at the Pacific Resort (Click here
            ) at Muri Beach.
        

      
            
                BT Rentals
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23586; www.btrentacar.co.ck; ’Arorangi)
        

      
            
                Island Car & Bike Hire
             Offline map 
                (www.islandcarhire.co.ck) 
            
                ’Arorangi Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22632; Ara Tapu)
            
            ; 
                Avarua Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24632)
            
            ; 
                Muri Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21632)
            
        

      
            
                Polynesian Rental Cars
             Offline map 
                (www.polynesianhire.co.ck)
            
            ; 
                Airport
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21039; open only for international flights)
            
            ; 
                Avarua Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20895; 2 St Joseph’s Rd)
            
            ; 
                downtown Avarua Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26895)
            
            ; 
                Edgewater Resort Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21026)
            
            ; 
                Rarotongan Beach Resort Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20838)
            
            ; 
                Pacific Resort Offline map 
                ( [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21838)
            
        

      
            
                Rarotonga Rentals
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22326; www.rarotongarentals.co.ck)
             
            Opposite the airport.

      
            
                Tipani Rentals
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22382; ’Arorangi) 
            Opposite the Edgewater Resort in ’Arorangi.
        

      
            
            TAXI
        

      
            Rates are about NZ$2.50 per kilometre. From Muri to the airport will cost NZ$40.
        

      
            
                Areiti Taxis & Tours
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23012, 55752; Muri Beach; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                24hr)
            
        

      
            
                Aroa Taxi Shuttle
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                28144; ’Arorangi)
            
        

      
            
                Doro’s Taxi 
            
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21400, 52355; Avana; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                24hr)
            
        

      
            
                Kia Orana Taxis 
            
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20203, 50721; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                24hr)
            
        

      
            
                Muri Beach Taxis 
            
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21625; Muri Beach)
            
        

      
            Avarua
        

      Fronting a pretty bay on Rarotonga’s north coast, Avarua is the Cook Islands’ only proper town. Hardly an urban jungle, Avarua’s largest buildings are barely the height of a coconut tree, and the atmosphere of shops and cafes is extremely laid-back. Avarua showcases the island’s twin harbours, the main market and some intriguing sights, including the National Museum and the Para O Tane Palace.

      There’s one main road, the Ara Maire, running through town, and past the shops at the western end of Avarua is the Punanga Nui Market and Avatiu Harbour. This is where interisland passenger freighter ships depart from, and where the Port Authority is based. The airport is 1km further west.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      Para O Tane Palace
                HISTORIC BUILDING
            
        

      Offline map Google map
      On the inland side of the main road is this palace and its surrounding Taputapuatea marae. The palace is where Makea Takau, the paramount ariki (chief) of the area, signed the treaty accepting the Cook Islands’ status as a British protectorate in 1888. The building has recently been renovated, but only the outside is accessible to the public.

      
            [image: 12-avarua-rst7]
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            Cook Islands
            [image: top-choice]Christian Church 
                CHURCH
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (CICC;
                 Makea Tinirau Rd)
             
            On the opposite side of the road is Avarua’s white-washed church, built in 1853. The graveyard contains the graves of the author Robert Dean Frisbie and Albert Henry, the first prime minister of the Cook Islands. The main church service is at 10am on Sunday, and visitors are usually invited to stay for morning tea.

      Beachcomber Gallery
                HISTORIC BUILDING
            
        

Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu)
             
            This historical building was once an LMS missionary school. These days it houses Avarua’s trendiest shops (Click here
            ) and a cafe (
            Click here
            ) worthy of your time.
        

      Cook Islands Library
            & Museum Society
                MUSEUM
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Makea Tinirau Rd; admission NZ$2; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-1pm Mon-Sat, 4-8pm Tue)
             
            Inland behind the Para O Tane Palace, this collection of Pacific literature incorporates a small museum. Intriguing exhibits include an old whaling pot, spears and the island’s first printing press. Nearby at the junction of Ara Metua and Takuva’ine Rd is the Papeiha Stone. This marks the spot where Tahitian preacher Papeiha preached the gospel in Rarotonga for the first time.

      
        
          [image: info]
        

        
            
                SADDLE SORE?
            

            
                We’re not sure how many registered motorscooters there are in the Cooks, but we reckon – 
                counting every man, woman and child – there’d be enough for about three or four each. This egalitarian form of transport is everywhere you look. To see a minister dressed in his flowing best white finery aboard his trusty Honda on the way to Sunday-morning church is a visionary sight indeed. People smoke and chat riding two-abreast, talk or text on the phone and maybe chew a sandwich at the same time. We’ve seen one gentleman riding with a 100L drinks cooler under one arm and another with a large extension ladder. Enormous Polynesian mamas visibly ooze over each side while tiny children cling on behind.

            
                Locals prefer the manual 110cc ‘postie bike’ but the scooters hired to tourists are usually the automatic type. They’re easy to ride with push-button ignitions, brakes and throttle, and rent for around NZ$20 per day. Even if you’ve never ridden a motorcycle before, after 10 minutes you’ll be riding like a pro, and after a few days you’ll be walking like a cowhand. Just be careful with the proximity of your suntanned legs to the hot exhaust pipe. Get too close and you’ll be in danger of getting a ‘Rarotongan Tattoo’.
            

        

      

      National Museum
                MUSEUM
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Victoria Rd; admission by donation; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Inside the National Culture Centre, the National Museum showcases Cook Islands and South Pacific artefacts, and sometimes hosts temporary exhibitions.

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      Deep-sea fishing is popular in the Cook Islands, with catches of mahi-mahi fish and tuna (from October to May), wahoo and barracuda (April to October), and sailfish and marlin (November to March). The following operators have safety gear; contact them by telephone or down at the Avatiu wharf where the boats tie up. A five-hour tour, including lunch and refreshments, costs around NZ$150 to NZ$170 per person.

      Akura Fishing Charters
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                54355; www.akurafishingcharters.com)
             
            Big-game fishing from NZ$170 per person.

      Captain Moko’s
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20385; www.fishingrarotonga.com)
             
            Expect lots of Raro humour and the opportunity to eat your catch afterwards. Half-day trips from NZ$150 per person.

      Marlin Queen
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                55202; www.marlinqueen.co.ck)
             
            Half- and full-day tours available.

      Seafari Charters
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                55096; www.seafari.co.ck)
            
            On board the MV 
                Seafari
            
            , a 1934 Canadian fishing trawler.
        

      Wahoo Fishing Charters
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25130, 73731; juscook@oyster.co.ck)
             
            Morning and afternoon 4½-hour trips available.

      
            
            SV Southern Cross 
                SAILING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24919; www.svsoutherncross.co.nz; Avatiu Harbour; adult/child NZ$60/30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                Jul-Oct)
             
            This 58ft craft heads off whale watching daily from 2pm to 4pm. Two-hour sunset cruises from 4.30pm are also available.

      Sail Tropicbird
                SAILING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23577, 55225; www.sailtropicbird.com; Avatiu Harbour)
             
            Board this sleek trimaran for discovery cruises including lunch (adult/child NZ$90/55), or sundowner cruises with snacks and a cocktail (adult/child NZ$70/40).

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      Raro Reef Sub
                BOAT TOUR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                55901; www.raroreefsub.com; adult/child NZ$65/35; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                daily 9am, 11am, 2pm & 4pm)
             
            Explore the outer reef on Raro’s very own yellow submarine. Descend into the semi-submersible’s underwater-viewing area to spy on shape-shifting shoals of giant trevally and the rusting hulk of the 1916 shipwreck of the SS 
                Maitai. 
            If you’re lucky you might see turtles and eagle rays, and humpback whales are sometimes sighted from July to October.

      Raro Safari Tours
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23629; www.rarosafaritours.co.ck; opposite Punanga Nui Market; morning & Sun tours adult/child NZ$75/37.50, afternoon tours adult/child NZ$60/30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am & 1.15pm Mon-Fri & noon Sun)
             
            Just maybe Raro’s most entertaining excursions are these three-hour expeditions around the island’s rugged mountains, inland valleys and historical points of interest in safari-style jeeps. A fresh-fish beach barbecue lunch is included on the morning and Sunday departures, and costs include pick-up from your accommodation. Say hi to Mr Hopeless for us.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Paradise Inn
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20544; www.rarotongamotelaccommodation.com; s NZ$70-95, d/tr/f NZ$115/
                135/150; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Paradise Inn was once Rarotonga’s largest and liveliest dance hall, but has been refitted to provide simple, good-value accommodation with kitchen facilities. The old building is packed with character, featuring a huge lounge, polished-wood floors and a sea-view verandah. The location is terrific, just a few minutes’ walk to Avarua’s shops and restaurants.

      Jetsave Travel
                ACCOMMODATION SERVICES 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27707; www.jetsave.co.ck; Ara Maire, Avarua)
             
            Everything from rental houses through to luxury apartments.

      Rarotonga Realty
                ACCOMMODATION SERVICES 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26664; www.rarorealty.co.ck; Ara Tapu, Avarua)
             
            Includes houses for sale if you really get the itch to go troppo on Raro.

      Shekinah Homes
                ACCOMMODATION SERVICES 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26004; www.shekinah.com; Ara Tapu, Avarua)
             
            Options from simple beachfront studios to larger family villas.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

      Café Salsa
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (www.salsa.co.ck; Avarua; lunch NZ$13-24, dinner NZ$21-30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7.30am-3pm Mon-Sat, dinner Thu-Fri)
            
            This trendy cafe-restaurant next to CITC Shopping Centre is more Auckland-chic than Polynesian-rustic, and is one of Avarua’s best spots for lunch or dinner. The diverse menu combines Mediterranean and Asian flavours with local produce, and standout dishes include the Thai-style 
                eke
             
            (octopus) curry, and the wood-roasted mahi-mahi fillet with slow-roasted tomatoes, feta and pine nuts. There’s also live music from 6pm on Thursday and Friday nights, perfect with a gourmet pizza (NZ$18).

      Cafe Ariki
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Metua, Avarua; mains NZ$18-26; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner Mon-Sat)
            
            Tucked away inland behind Avarua township, this friendly cafe and bar is a big favourite with locals. Sashimi, 
                ika mata
             
            (marinated raw fish) and huge burgers and salads for lunch give way to regular barbecues for dinner. Combine grilled tuna with a few beers, and definitely leave room for dessert of peach and yoghurt cake. Welcome to one of Rarotonga’s best-value restaurants.

      Punanga Nui Market
                MARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                6am-noon Sat)
            
            Head here for fresh fruit and vegetables, fish and seafood, barbecued snacks, and stalls selling fresh bread and traditional Polynesian food. Foodie stalls to discover include the Waffle Shack, and the stand selling freshly prepared crepes crammed with smoked marlin or 
                rukau
             
            (steamed taro leaves). Don’t miss trying the homemade ginger lemonade either.

      Trader Jacks
                PUB 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (www.traderjackscookislands.com; Ara Tapu, Avarua; mains NZ$20-35; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner)
             
            Trader Jacks is one of Rarotonga’s iconic watering holes, and panoramic sea views and good food also make it a great place to eat. The front bar has top-notch pizzas, while the restaurant is more stylish and classy with meals including excellent sashimi and smoked marlin salad. There’s usually a live band on Friday and Saturday nights.

      Tahiti Café
                SEAFOOD 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua; mains NZ$18, platters NZ$30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch Mon-Fri)
            
            Secure a table on the breezy deck and tuck into tasty Tahitian- and Asian-style spins on sashimi and 
                ika mata.
             
            The concise seafood-only menu also extends to fried fish and fish platters, and it’s all good, and all very fresh.

      Café
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua; cakes & muffins NZ$2-6, lunch NZ$10-12; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-2pm Mon-Sat)
             
            This cosy cafe in the restored Beachcomber building serves up excellent juices, toasted sandwiches, and coffee and cake. There’s usually a good selection of New Zealand newspapers and lifestyle magazines to browse.

      Le Bon Vivant
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast & lunch Sun-Fri)
            
            Pop in for a coffee and croissant and stock up on artisan breads, deli produce and other picnic-friendly goodies. Brunch and lunch is also available, and there’s a similar offering at the associated 
                Deli Foods
             
            (Offline map ) in Muri Beach.
        

      Waffle Shack
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua; waffles NZ$5-8; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7.30am-2.30pm Tue-Fri)
             
            Life’s pretty simple really. Some days all you need is good coffee and a freshly made waffle crammed with tropical fruit. Harbour views and simple outdoor tables seal the deal. On Saturday mornings, the Waffle Shack relocates to Avarua’s Punanga Nui Market (Click here
            ).
        

      Foodland
                SUPERMARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Maire; closed Sun)
             
            The best all-round supermarket is in the middle of Avarua’s main shopping strip, with fresh bread, fruit and vegetables, packaged goods and a deli counter.

      
            [image: categorydrinkgif]
            Drinking & Entertainment
        

      The main after-dark action on Rarotonga is centred around Avarua. Raro’s big night out is Friday, but Saturday is catching up in popularity. On Friday most places stay open to around 2am, but doors are bolted shut at midnight on Saturday out of respect for the Sabbath. Most restaurants double as bars, and resort bars are open to nonguests. Check out the
                Cook Islands Sun
             
            tourists’ newspaper for what’s on around the island.

      For an organised Friday night out exploring Rarotonga’s bars and clubs, join a Going Troppo tour (NZ$35 per person) with Raro Tours (Click here
            ). After-dark tours on Friday nights are also arranged by Rarotonga’s bigger resorts and hostels.
        

      Listed under Eating, Trader Jacks and Cafe Ariki in Avarua, and Waterline Bar & Grill in ’Arorangi are also good spots for a few quiet ones.

      Whatever Bar & Grill
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua)
             
            Who’d have thought – an open-air bar on a disused rooftop? Just out of Avarua, this place attracts trendy young things and gets lively on Friday and Saturday nights. There are DJs, and the ‘No Strings Attached’ string band is always fun on Wednesday. Night-time views across town and the harbour are brilliant and there’s also well-priced bar food, including gargantuan burgers and fish sandwiches.

      Staircase Restaurant & Bar
                CLUB
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                Thu-Sat)
             
            Upstairs behind the Topshape Health & Fitness Centre building, the Staircase is always popular. The bar’s decked out with atmospheric island decor and has regular live bands and DJs, as well as good-value island nights on Thursday and Friday.

      Hidie’s Bar
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Cook’s Corner Arcade; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                Tue-Sat)
             
            On busy weekend nights everyone crams into Hidie’s to check out the live bands, and there are usually DJs a couple of nights a week. The courtyard garden bar is a great place to be on a warm tropical night.

      Rehab
                CLUB
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                late Wed-Sat)
             
            House and electro grooves thump ’n’ bump under ultraviolet and stroboscopic lights. Rehab is open late with occasional drinks specials if you arrive before 10pm.

      
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

      Shops around Avarua sell local basketwork, shell jewellery, necklaces, carvings and musical instruments. Many islands have their own speciality handicrafts, including
                rito
            
            (coconut-fibre) fans and hats from the Northern Group and 
                pupu ei
             
            (shell necklaces) from Mangaia. Beware of cheap Asian imports. Most shops are closed on Sundays.

      Printed
                pareu
            
            (sarongs) cost around NZ$15 to NZ$20, while handmade ones cost NZ$25 to NZ$35. There’s always a good selection at Saturday morning’s 
                Punanga Nui Market
             
            (Click here
            ). Great local T-shirts are also sold at the Punanga Nui market and at surfwear shops.
        

      And only the Cooks and French Polynesia produce black pearls, which are much rarer than their cream-coloured cousins. A single pearl could cost you anything from NZ$10 to well over NZ$2000.

      Beachcomber Gallery
                ARTS & CRAFTS
            
        

      Offline map

                (Ara Tapu)
             
            Houses trendy shops selling pearls, clothing and designer homewares, and has a good cafe.

      Island Craft
                SOUVENIRS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Maire) 
            The best-stocked souvenir shop is in Avarua.
        

      Island Style
                ARTS & CRAFTS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Banana Court)
             
            Excellent selection of local craftwork.

      M&M Ukalele & Crafts
                MUSIC
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9.30am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Located opposite the Punanga Nui market, M&M sells handmade ukuleles and has a great selection of local music on CD. On Saturday mornings you’ll find it at the market. If you’re feeling a tad tropical, it also has a good selection of traditional handmade fans.

      Photo Studio
                PHOTOGRAPHY
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-5pm Mon-Fri, 10am-noon Sat)
             
            Local photographer Jeff Vinicombe’s breezy studio doubles as a shop selling a range of large-format colour images of the Cook Islands. Also worth a look are the fascinating black-and-white photographs from the 1920s and 1930s.

      Bergman & Sons Pearl Store
                JEWELLERY
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (www.icon.net.nz; Tutakimoa Rd)
             
            With unique and modern settings including necklaces, rings and bracelets.

      Dive n’ Surf
                CLOTHING, SPORTS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27122; Ara Maire, Avarua)
             
            Sells good-quality fins, masks and snorkels and surfwear.

      Vonnia’s Store
                CLOTHING
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Maire)
             
            Centrally located.

      Tuki’s Pareu
                CLOTHING
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Maire)
             
            The local’s choice.

      Mareko
                CLOTHING
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Maire)
             
            Good for T-shirts.

      Bounty Bookshop
                BOOKS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua)
             
            Drop by for good historical and pictorial books about the Cook Islands.

      Philatelic Bureau
                STAMPS & COINS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu, Avarua)
             
            Cook Islands coins and bank notes are sold here, plus sets of Cook Islands stamps (highly prized by philatelists). The unique $3 Cook Islands note is available in two designs.

      University of the South Pacific
                BOOKS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (USP; 
            
                 Makea Tinirau Rd)
             
            The best place for books on Cook Islands history, politics and culture.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            Internet access is widely available on Rarotonga, and the average charge is about NZ$12 an hour. There are wi-fi hot spots all around the island, including most of the major resorts. Telecom sells pre-paid wi-fi cards in denominations of NZ$15 (50MB), NZ$36 (150MB), NZ$50 (250MB) and NZ$64 (400MB).
        

      
            
                ANZ
             
                (www.anz.com/cookislands; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                closed Sun)
             
            ATMs at the main branch in Avarua, at Cook’s Corner in Avarua, at Wigmore’s Superstore at Vaimaanga, at Muri Beach, and at the Rarotongan Beach Resort at ’Arorangi.

      
            
                CITC Pharmacy
             Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22000; CITC Shopping Centre, Ara Maire)
             
            Part of the CITC department store.

      
            
                Click Internet Lounge
             
                (Cook’s Corner Arcade; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-4pm Mon-Sat)
            
        

      
            
                Cook Islands Tourist Authority
             Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                29435; www.cookislands.travel; Avarua; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            The main tourist office can help with everything from accommodation and nightspots to interisland flights and shipping services. Ask here about island nights around Rarotonga, and attractions and accommodation on the outer islands.

      
            
                Jetsave Travel
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27707; www.jetsave.co.ck; Ara Maire, Avarua)
             
            Has good airfare-and-accommodation packages and deals to the outer islands.

      
            
                Post office
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri, 8am-noon Sat)
            
        

      
            
                Telecom
             Offline map 
                (Tutakimoa Rd, Avarua; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7am-11pm)
             
            Also has wi-fi access.

      
            
                Telepost
             Offline map 
                (CITC Shopping Centre, Ara Maire)
             
            Wi-fi access and mobile phone services.

      
            
                Westpac
             Offline map 
                (www.westpac.co.ck; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                closed Sun)
            
            The main branch is beside the Foodland supermarket in Avarua, and another airport branch opens for international flights – 
            both have ATMs. Westpac ATMs are also at Oasis Service Centre (Nikao), JMC Store (Muri) and the Edgewater Resort (’Arorangi).

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      
            See 
            Click here 
            for information on getting to and from Avarua from the airport and Click here 
            for information on transport options around the island.

      
            Around the Island
        

      Though Rarotonga is the largest of the Cook Islands, it’s still compact and accessible, and is circumnavigated by a 32km coastal road known as the Ara Tapu (Sacred Rd). Inland is a second road, the Ara Metua (Ancient Rd), built in the 11th century. The Ara Metua passes through farmland, taro plantations, and rambling homesteads in the foothills of Rarotonga’s mountainous centre. The island’s rugged interior can be crossed only on foot. There are no private beaches on Rarotonga, but take care not to cross private land in order to access the shoreline.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      The sights listed here are anticlockwise from Avarua, and are all near the main coast road.

      
            
            Cook Islands Whale &
            Wildlife Centre 
                MUSEUM
            
        

Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21666; www.whaleresearch.org; Ara Metua, Atupa; adult/child NZ$12/6; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-4pm Sun-Fri; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Visit this recently expanded centre to learn about whales and other wildlife frequenting the Cook Islands. It’s an essential stop if you’re planning on going whale watching, and the centre’s cosy Whale Tail Café has good coffee, snacks and wi-fi. Live critters include a giant centipede and coconut crabs, and there are also exhibits on sharks, turtles and shipwrecks.

      Black Rock
                LOOKOUT
            
        

      
      On the coast just beyond the golf course is Black Rock (Turou), traditionally believed to be where the spirits of the dead commenced their voyage to ’Avaiki (the afterworld). It’s also one of the island’s best
                snorkelling
             
            spots. Look out for the sign to the Rarotonga Hospital from where there are commanding views of the island’s west coast.

      ’Arorangi
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

Offline map
      On Rarotonga’s west coast, ’Arorangi was the first missionary-built village, conceived as a model for other villages on the island. The missionary Papeiha is buried at the 1849
                CICC
             
            (Offline map).
        

      Highland Paradise
            Cultural Centre
                CULTURAL CENTRE
            
        

      Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21924; www.highlandparadise.co.ck; admission adult/child NZ$30/15, tours adult/child $60/30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-3pm Mon-Fri, tours 10am Mon-Fri)
            
            High above ’Arorangi, Highland Paradise stands on the site of the old Tinomana village with panoramic views over the west and south coasts. Members of the Pirangi family, descendants of Tinomana Ariki, take visitors on a two-hour tour of the site, including gardens, 
                marae,
             
            chief’s throne and old lookout. Transport is included. On Wednesday and Friday fabulous sunset island nights are held.

      Wigmore’s Waterfall
                WATERFALL
            
        

      Offline map 
      On the eastern edge of the abandoned Sheraton resort site, a road leads inland to Wigmore’s Waterfall, a lovely cascade dropping into a fresh, cool swimming pool. Note that in the dry season, the cascade can be more of a trickle. The south coast also has the island’s best beaches, with the best snorkelling to be found at 
                Aro’a
            
            , 
            
                Titikaveka
            
            and 
                Tikioki
            
            .
        

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Muri 
                BEACH
            
        

Offline map
      
With its four 
                motu
            
            (islets), Muri is the most beautiful section of Rarotonga’s encircling lagoon. The vivid blue water is packed with tropical fish, especially around the 
                motu
             
            (Taakoka, Koromiri, Oneroa and Motutapu), and out towards the reef. Taakoka is volcanic while the others are sand cays. The swimming is wonderful here over sparkling white sand. Water-sports equipment and lagoon cruises are available from Muri through Captain Tama’s (Click here
            ) and Koka’s Lagoon Cruises (
            Click here
            ). Other attractions include kite surfing, paddleboarding and a few good restaurants.
        

      Te Vara Nui Village
                CULTURAL BUILDING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24006; www.tevaranui.co.ck; Muri; village tour adult/child NZ$39/19, dinner & show adult/child NZ$89/45; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                village tour 5pm, dinner & show 7.30pm Tue, Thu & Sat)
            
            Te Vara Nui combines a purpose-built village showcasing local culture including traditional medicine, carving, tapa making and legends, with one of Rarotonga’s most spectacular island nights. After-dark shows take place on pavilions and stages set in a manmade lagoon, and dinner is a sprawling 
                umu
             
            (earth oven) buffet. A combination deal (adult/child NZ$109/59) for both the two-hour village tour and the dinner and show is also available.

      
        
                
                    EXPLORING MURI
                

                
                    Start at the northern end of Muri Beach at Avana Harbour, one of the only deep-water passages into Rarotonga’s lagoon. Maybe grab a fruit smoothie or fish sandwich from the 
                        Mooring
                     
                    (Click here
                    ) to set you up for the walk ahead.
                

                
                    The great ocean-going 
                        vaka
                    
                    (canoes) set off from here in the 14th century to settle New Zealand – the so-called ‘Great Migration’. Walk a little north onto the small promontory to see 
                        Marae Vaerota
                     
                    (Offline map), the traditional 
                        marae
                     
                    of the Kainuku Ariki, where canoes were blessed and human sacrifices were made to the gods.

                
                    Head south to the picturesque 
                        Ngatangi’ia CICC
                     
                    (Offline map), where you’ll find some interesting headstones. Opposite in the park there’s the 
                        ancient canoes’ stone circle
                     
                    (Offline map) and a plaque commemorating the seven canoes that completed the journey to New Zealand:
                     
                        Takitumu, Tokomaru, Kurahaupo, Aotea, Tainui, Te Arawa
                    and 
                        Mataatua
                    
                    . There’s a 
                        modern stone circle
                     
                    (Offline map) further south that commemorates the arrival of traditional Polynesian canoes during the sixth Festival of Pacific Arts in 1992.
                

                
                    To the south, glorious 
                        Muri Beach
                     
                    (Click here
                    ) is one of the island’s best snorkelling areas. It’s a lovely walk along the shoreline with views over the four palm-covered 
                        motu 
                    (islets) in the lagoon. The remains of one of Rarotonga’s oldest 
                        marae
                    
                    are on 
                        Motutapu
                     
                    (Offline map), but you’ll need to kayak out there. Pick up coffee and cake at 
                        Deli-licious
                     
                    (Click here
                    ) or a more leisurely lunch at 
                        Sails Restaurant
                     
                    (Click here
                    ), before ambling down the main road to 
                        Shells & Craft
                     
                    (Offline map)
                     
                    to see some spectacular conch and clam shells.
                

            

      

      
            
            Matavera CICC 
                CHURCH
            
        

      Offline map 
      The old CICC is lovely at night when the outside is lit up.

      Arai-Te-Tonga Marae
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      A small sign points off the road to the island’s most important 
                marae
            
            site, Arai-Te-Tonga. Situated just off the Ara Metua there’s a stone-marked 
                koutu
            
            (ancient open-air royal courtyard) site in front of you. This whole area was a gathering place, and the remains of the 
                marae,
            
            the 
                koutu
             
            and other meeting grounds are still visible.

      
            
            Cross-Island Track 
                WALKING TRAIL
            
        

       
      This three- to four-hour hike from the north to south coasts via the 413m
                Te Rua Manga
             Offline map (Needle) is the most popular walk on Rarotonga, and passes through some of the island’s most impressive natural scenery. You shouldn’t try to do the walk in a south–north direction, as the chances of taking a wrong turn are much greater. Wear adequate shoes, take plenty of drinking water, and slather on the mosquito repellent. Parts of the walk get extremely slippery in wet weather and the upper section is quite rugged and overgrown. You’re likely to get muddy and sweaty, so don’t make plans for a flash lunch immediately afterwards.
        

      The tourist office recommends walkers join a guided tour (Click here
            ), but it’s possible to do the walk on your own. The road to the starting point is south of Avatiu Harbour. Continue on the road up the valley by Avatiu Stream until you reach a sign announcing the beginning of the walk. A private vehicle road continues for about 1km.
        

      From the end of the vehicle road a footpath leads off and after 10 minutes drops down and crosses a small stream. Don’t follow the white plastic power-cable track up the valley, but instead pick up the track beside the massive boulder on the ridge to your left, after the stream crossing.

      From here, the track climbs steeply up to the Needle (about 45 minutes). At the first sight of the Needle there’s a boulder in the middle of the path – a nice place for a rest. A little further on is a T-junction; the Needle is a 10-minute walk to the right. Don’t try to climb up to the Needle itself, as there have been several rockfalls and landslides, and there’s a long and probably fatal drop on either side of the trail. Follow the track round to the left instead and you’ll begin the long, slippery descent towards the south coast.

      After 30 minutes the track meets the Papua Stream and follows it downhill, zigzagging back and forth across the stream. After about 45 minutes, the track emerges into fernland. Be sure to stick to the main track, as there are several places where minor tracks seem to take off towards the stream but these end at dangerous spots upstream from the waterfall. Another 15 minutes further on, the main track turns back towards the stream, bringing you to the bottom of Wigmore’s Waterfall (Click here
            ). A dirt road leads from the south coast up to the waterfall. It’s about a 15-minute walk to the coast road, where you can flag down the circle-island bus or cool off in the nearby lagoon.
        

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      
            
            Deep-Sea Fishing
        

      Cook Islands Game Fishing Club
                FISHING
            
        

      Offline map Google map
      Just east of Avarua, anglers swap yarns at this friendly club. Non-fishing types are also welcome at one of the island’s most affordable bars, and adjacent is the excellent Flying Boat Fish & Chips (Click here).

      
            
            Diving & Snorkelling
        

      Diving is fantastic outside the reef, especially around the passages along the island’s southern side. There are canyons, caves and tunnels to explore, and outside the lagoon the island drops off to around 4000m, although most diving is between 3m and 30m.

      Rarotonga has several well-preserved shipwrecks, including SS
                Maitai
             
            off the northern shore. Other well-known diving spots include Black Rock in the north; Sandriver and Matavera Wall on the island’s east side; and the Avaavaroa, Papua and Rutaki passages in the south.

      Rarotonga has five accredited diving operators, all offering twice-daily boat trips. Single-tank dives cost around NZ$95 and two-tank dives are about NZ$145 including gear. Introductory dives are available and four-day open-water courses cost around NZ$450. Dive trips are also offered by Adventure Cook Islands.

      Rarotonga’s spectacular lagoon is fantastic for snorkelling and swimming. The water is crystal clear, warm and packed with technicolour fish and coral. The beaches along the island’s southern and western sides are all good for swimming, but the northern and upper-eastern sides are not as good. The best snorkelling is around Muri Lagoon, Aro’a Beach, Titikaveka and Tikioki (Fruits of Rarotonga) in the south of the island, and Black Rock in the northwest. Many of these areas are protected by
                ra’ui
             
            (traditional conservation areas).

      Snorkelling gear is available from the island’s diving operators, and most accommodation also provide free gear for guests’ use. For night snorkelling in Muri Lagoon, see Pacific Divers.

      
        
                
                    HELPING RAROTONGA’S ANIMALS
                

                
                    You’ll probably spy the cute animals from the 
                        Esther Honey Foundation
                    Offline map Google map 
                        (www.estherhoney.org) 
                    at its stall at Saturday morning’s Punanga Nui Market, but it’s also worth visiting the main location (Offline map) to check out the excellent animal welfare work being undertaken.
                

                
                    Rarotonga has a much lower stray canine population compared to other Pacific islands, and significant credit is due to the Esther Honey Foundation. Dog numbers on the island have decreased from 6000 to around 2000, a reduction managed only by spaying and neutering animals, and the dog population of the Cook Islands is now noticeably healthier and more easygoing than in other Pacific destinations.
                

                
                    Drop by to have a chat with the international crew of vets and assistants, and there’s also the chance to interact with a diverse menagerie of dogs, cats and other animals. Feeding times are in the morning. The foundation’s always keen to hear from potential volunteers so, if you’re interested, see the website for details.
                

            

      

      Cook Island Divers
                DIVING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22483; www.cookislandsdivers.com; ’Arorangi)
             
            Offers introductory dives in the Tikioki Marine Sanctuary.

      Dive Centre
                DIVING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20238; www.thedivecentre-rarotonga.com; Aro’a Beach) 
            Also offers special ‘Bubblemaker’ scuba experiences for kids.

      Dive Rarotonga
                DIVING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21873; www.diverarotonga.com; ’Arorangi)
             
            See the website for an interactive map of Rarotonga’s dive sites.

      Pacific Divers
                DIVING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22450; www.pacificdivers.co.ck; Muri Beach)
             
            Also offers night snorkelling around Muri Lagoon.

      Adventure Cook Islands
                SNORKELLING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22212; www.adventurecookislands.com; Kavera) 
            Excellent company that offers everything from mountain treks and mountain biking through to diving, snorkelling and spearfishing. Gear rental includes sea kayaks, mountain bikes, snorkelling gear and bodyboards.

      
            
            Hiking
        

      The island’s mountainous centre is criss-crossed by walking tracks and trails. The top walk is the Cross-Island Track (Click here
            ), but there are lots of others to discover. The best guide is 
                Rarotonga’s Mountain Tracks and Plants
            
            by Gerald McCormack and Judith Künzlé, also authors of 
                Rarotonga’s Cross-Island Walk
            
            . Guided hiking trips are offered by Pa’s Mountain Walk and Adventure Cook Islands.
        

      Wear light, breathable clothing and sturdy boots, and check the weather forecast before you go. Tell someone where you’re headed and when you expect to return.

      
            
            Sailing & Water Sports
        

      Muri Lagoon and the island’s south coast are the best places for swimming, windsurfing, sailing and kayaking. Sailing races start at Muri Beach every Saturday and Sunday afternoon from around 1.30pm. Kayaks are readily available to explore the lagoon’s deserted
                motu
             
            and many hotels provide them for guests’ use.

      Surfing is in its infancy on Rarotonga. Bodyboarding is popular but local board riders are few and it’s not the place to learn as the reef-breaks are steep and fast, and the water is shallow. See Adventure Cook Islands (Click here
            ) for bodyboard rentals. Raro surfing is dangerous – for intermediates and experts only – and too fast for longboarders. The island’s north gets swells in the November-to-March cyclone season while the south works best during the May-to-August ‘winter’. There are breaks at 
                Social Centre
            
            in the northwest, off the 
                Rarotongan Beach Resort
            Offline map, 
                Avaavaroa
            
            and 
                Papua
            
            on the south coast, and 
                Koromiri
            
            , 
                Turangi
            
            and 
                Matavera
             
            on the east side. Since the waves break outside the lagoon it’s a long paddle to the action. For local advice talk to the guys at Chillis Sports Bar (Click here
            ).
        

      Rarotonga Sailing Club
                SAILING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27349; Muri Beach)
             
            Rents out kayaks and small sailing boats.

      Learn to Sail
                SAILING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26668; upwind@oyster.co.ck)
             
            Learn the ropes with Kiwi expat Ken Kingsbury on the super-sheltered waters of Muri Lagoon. Up to four people can share a two-hour lesson (NZ$141), and you can then hire his cute and compact sailboat for NZ$69 per hour. He can also hook you up with a treddlecat, a surprisingly speedy pedal-powered catamaran.

      Captain Tama’s Lagoon Cruizes
                KAYAKING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27350; www.captaintamas.com; Muri Beach)
            
            Beside the Rarotonga Sailing Club, Captain Tama’s rents out kayaks (singles/doubles NZ$7/10 per hour), paddleboards (NZ$15 per hour) and sailboats (NZ$30 per hour). Go local and hire a traditional wooden 
                vaka
             
            (canoe) for NZ$20 per hour. Captain Tama’s also has snorkelling gear for hire.

      KiteboardHQ
                KITE SURFING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                52491, 55668; kiteboardhq@gmail.com; Muri)
             
            Head to Muri Beach for all your kite surfing essentials including lessons, gear hire and tours. The operators are also paddleboard enthusiasts.

      
            
            Other Sports
        


                Volleyball
            
            is often played on Muri Beach. 
                Tennis
            
            courts are available at 
                Edgewater Resort
             
            (Offline map) and 
                Rarotongan Beach Resort
             
            (Offline map).
        

      Golf course
                GOLF
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20621; www.rarotonga.nzgolf.net; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-2pm Mon-Fri, members only Sat)
             
            Rarotonga’s nine-hole course is near the airport.

      
        
            
                RAROTONGA FOR CHILDREN
            

            
                Always check with the place you’re staying about their policy on children, as some don’t cater for kids under 12. For really little ones, you can hire strollers, car seats and portacots from 
                    Coco Tots
                 
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    56986; www.cocotots.com).
                 
                Ask at your accommodation or the tourist information office about babysitting services.

            
                The top draw for kids is the island’s colourful lagoon and the spectacular beach that stretches around the island. Good spots for snorkelling are Muri, Tikioki and Aro’a Beach, and 
                    smoothies and ice creams
                 
                are never far away at Fruits of Rarotonga (Click here
                ) and the Saltwater Cafe (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                For an in-depth look at the island’s underwater inhabitants, kids will adore a 
                    glass-bottom boat tour
                 
                (Click here
                ) around Muri Lagoon from either Captain Tama’s Lagoon Cruizes or Koka Lagoon Cruises. An option to explore the 
                    underwater world
                 
                beyond the reef is on the Raro Reef Sub (Click here
                ). From July to October they might be lucky enough to see 
                    humpback whales
                 
                cruising past the island. If they’re really keen on all things cetacean, drop by the excellent Cook Islands Whale & Wildlife Centre (Click here
                ).
            

            
                Active kids will love exploring the island’s 
                    jungle-covered interior
                , especially in the company of Pa Teuraa (
                Click here
                ). An entertaining 
                    jeep ride
                 
                around the island with Raro Safari Tours (Click here
                ) will be sure to please, or you can take them for a 
                    quad-bike
                 
                spin with Coconut Tours (Click here
                ). Only if they’re 11 years or older, that is.
            

        

      

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      
            
            Underwater Viewing
        

      Captain Tama’s Lagoon Cruizes
                BOAT TOUR
            
        

      Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27350, 55002; www.captaintamas.com; Muri Beach; adult/child NZ$70/35; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                11am-3.30pm Mon-Sat)
            
            The entertaining crew from Captain Tama’s run glass-bottom boat tours, including snorkelling and a barbecue lunch on the tiny 
                motu
             
            of Koromiri.

      Koka Lagoon Cruises
                BOAT TOUR
            
        

Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27769, 55769; www.kokalagooncruises.co.ck; Muri Beach; adult/child NZ$70/35; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-2.30pm Mon-Sat)
             
            Koka operates a similar operation around Muri including a barbecue fish lunch and snorkelling with friendly local guides. A percentage of all bookings is donated to support marine conservation.

      
            
            Scenic Flights
        

      Air Rarotonga
                SCENIC FLIGHT
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22888; www.airraro.com; min 2, max 3; adult/child NZ$90/50; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-4pm)
             
            Climb aboard for 20-minute scenic flights, complete with onboard commentary.

      
            
            Walking Tours
        

      Pa’s Mountain Walk
                HIKING
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21079; www.pastreks.com; per person NZ$70)
             
            A guided trek over the cross-island track is run by the dreadlocked Pa Teuraa. He’s also a herbalist, botanist and traditional healer. Pa’s cross-island walk runs on Monday, Wednesday and Friday (weather permitting), and he conducts nature walks on Tuesdays and Thursdays. A light lunch is included on both excursions and you’ll need moderate fitness for the cross-island walk. See the website for more information.

      Takitumu Conservation Area
                BIRDWATCHING
            
        

      Offline map

                (TCA; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                29906, 55228; kakerori@tca.co.ck; Ara Tapu, Avarua; guided tour adult/child NZ$50/30)
            
            This private forest reserve in Rarotonga’s southeast corner runs guided tours where you might see the endangered 
                kakerori
             
            (Rarotongan flycatcher).

      
            
            Whale Watching
        

      Humpback whales visit the Cook Islands from July to October. Most diving, sailing and fishing charters offer whale-watching trips in season. Visit the Cook Islands Whale and Wildlife Centre (Click here
            ) to learn more about whales.
        

      
            
            Vehicle Tours
        

      A round-the-island tour is a great way to see Rarotonga, especially if you’re only here for a few days.

      Tangaroa 4x4 Adventures
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22200; www.tangaroa4x4.co.ck; Ara Tapu, Vaima’anga; adult/child NZ$75/37.50)
            
            Tangaroa runs a tour of the island’s main attractions, including the inland road, Avana Harbour, eastern heights, 
                marae,
             
            library, power station and even the Rarotongan prison. The three-hour tour, which includes lunch and transfers, runs Monday to Saturday mornings and on Sunday afternoons.

      Coconut Tours
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24004; www.coconuttours.co.ck; per person with/without lunch NZ$185/150)
             
            Lead a convoy of excited wannabe rally drivers on quad bikes through the backroads and streams of the island’s rugged interior. Tours run rain or shine and 4WD adventure tours are also on offer (adult/child including lunch NZ$85/45). Kids from 11 to 16 years can ride pillion on the quad bikes with an adult.

      Raro Tours
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25325; www.rarotours.co.ck; adult/child NZ$49/25; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-1pm Mon-Fri)
            
            Join an Island Discovery Tour and explore ancient 
                marae
             
            and the island’s best snorkelling spots.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Rarotonga has accommodation options to suit all budgets, although postcard-perfect views can come at a premium. High-season prices are given here. Renting a house is often the best-value way to visit the island, especially for families. Fully furnished two-bedroom houses cost around NZ$800 to NZ$1200 per week.

      For more options, try
                Cook Islands Resorts
             
                (www.cook.pacific-resorts.com)
            
            , 
                Jetsave Travel
             
                (www.jetsave.co.ck)
            
            , 
                Jasons Travel 
            
                (www.jasons.com)
            
            or 
                Cook Islands Tourism 
            
                (www.cookislands.travel)
            
            .
        

      Aito Apartments
                APARTMENTS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20029; www.aitoapartmentsmuri.com; Ara Tapu, Muri; d NZ$160) 
            These two modern apartments represent excellent value just a short walk from the cafes, restaurants and water sports of Muri Lagoon. The Cook Island-Tahitian owners are a real delight, and the spotless apartments feature spacious verandahs, designer bedrooms punctuated with Pacific textiles, and lovely bathrooms trimmed with natural river stones. Fire up the barbecue, prepare loads of tropical fruit in the self-contained kitchen and you’ll quickly ease into island time.

      Sea Change
                BOUTIQUE HOTEL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22532; www.sea-change-rarotonga.com; Ara Tapu; villas NZ$535-850; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Many of Rarotonga’s boutique hotels look to this place as a benchmark. The impeccably appointed free-standing thatched villas have fabulously appointed interiors with luxury king-size four-poster beds, entertainment systems, flat-screen TVs and private outdoor pools. The open-plan villas are finished in earthy tones and traditional materials, offsetting the contemporary design elements.

      Kura’s Kabanas
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27010; www.kkabanas.co.ck; Ara Tapu; units & cabanas NZ$200; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Shady palms, Muri Lagoon views and a glorious china-white beach are just steps from the doors of Kura’s airy timber-framed cabanas. Two larger 1st-floor family studios can sleep four (children under 12 free). Fully equipped kitchens, queen beds, TVs and a great location make this hard to beat for the price. Check the website for details of Kura’s two self-contained villas at the nearby Paku’s Retreat (NZ$150 to NZ$200).

      Aremango Guesthouse
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24362; www.aremango.co.ck; Ara Tapu; s/d from NZ$45/69; 
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Aremango has single and double fan-cooled rooms arranged along a central hallway. The common lounge, bathroom and kitchens are clean, comfortable and well fitted out, and there’s a pleasant garden area to relax in. The guesthouse is exceptionally well run, and is a quieter alternative to a few of the other budget options around the island. Muri Beach and lots of good restaurants are a short walk away. Check the website for details of Aremango’s private self-contained studio on the island’s south coast. Bikes and kayaks are also available for use.

      Aro’a Beachside Inn
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22166; www.aroabeach.com; Ara Tapu, ’Arorangi; d NZ$205-290; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Choose from eight beachside units or three ocean-view units at this super-friendly spot on Rarotonga’s sunset-friendly west coast. Rates include a tropical breakfast and free use of everything you need to explore the nearby reef. After you’ve invested holiday energy in kayaking, paddleboarding or snorkelling, kick back in the Shipwreck Hut bar.

      Manea Beach Villas
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25336; www.maneabeachrarotonga.com; Muri Beach; bungalows NZ$195, houses NZ$350-520; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Down a quiet Muri road near the Flame Tree restaurant, Manea Beach combines spotless one-bedroom bungalows – some with lagoon views – and three larger three-bedroom houses that are perfect for families or groups of friends. The decor is a winning combination of modern and tropical, and there’s a pleasant shared pool overlooking nearby Muri Lagoon.

      
        
            
                WE DO
            

            
                Many couples come to the Cook Islands to get married as it’s a very romantic destination. Most hotels and resorts offer wedding packages and there are also several specialist wedding companies. Cook Islands marriages are legally binding worldwide. You’ll need a copy of your birth certificate and passport. If you’ve been married before, you’ll also need your divorce papers or a death certificate. The Marriage Registrar requires a minimum of four days before the wedding day to issue a marriage licence, otherwise an extra fee may be incurred.
            

        

      

      Pacific Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20427; www.pacificresort.com; units NZ$450-1050; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Right on Muri Beach and shaded by palm trees, the Pacific Resort’s 64 self-contained units are smart and elegant, harnessing local elements of design and decor – the best have sitting rooms and private verandahs. Amenities include the beachfront Barefoot Bar, the open-air Sandals Restaurant and a good pizza restaurant (including takeaway) near the main island road.

      Apartments Kakera
                APARTMENTS 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20532; www.apartmentskakera.com; Ara Tapu; apt NZ$300-430; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            With three huge modern apartments blending sleek modern decor with lovely Polynesian touches, Kakera also boasts a long list of eco-credentials. The split-level apartments have high ceilings, private courtyard gardens with plunge pools, full kitchens and flat-panel TV/DVD and entertainment systems.

      Little Polynesian
                BOUTIQUE HOTEL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24280; www.littlepolynesian.com; Ara Tapu; villas NZ$550-950; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            The 10 beachfront and four garden villas at Little Polynesian are a superb blend of traditional Polynesian design (with traditional Mangaian coconut-fibre sennit binding) and modern architecture, and the uninterrupted lagoon view from the foyer, pool and villas is sublime.

      Muri Beachcomber
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21022; www.beachcomber.co.ck; Ara Tapu; per d unit NZ$285-395; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            With a choice of garden and sea-view units and luxury villas overlooking lovely grounds and a tropical lily pond, the Muri Beachcomber has a relaxed family-friendly village feel. The accommodation is modern – clean lines and tasteful appointments – and on-site facilities include guest lounge, laundry, pétanque court, free kayak use and snorkelling gear.

      Sunhaven Beach Bungalows
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                28465; www.mysunhaven.com; Ara Tapu; studios NZ$195-260, bungalows NZ$260-300; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Sunhaven offers good value in some of the largest self-contained rooms on the island, set around a beachfront swimming pool on a quiet stretch of west-coast beach. The nine bungalows are sparkling clean and simply finished, with white-tile floors, cane furniture and functional fixtures. There’s also an on-site licensed cafe, and lagoon kayaking and snorkelling on tap. Only children 15 years and older please.

      Magic Reef Bungalows
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27404; www.magicreef.co.nz; Ara Tapu; s & d NZ$295-395; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            On a golden stretch of sand on the sunset side of the island, Magic Reef features tastefully decorated bungalows with four-poster beds, fans and air-con, galley kitchens, private outdoor showers and separate bathrooms with bathtubs.

      Aquarius Rarotonga
                MOTEL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21003; www.aquariusrarotonga.com; Ara Tapu; dm NZ$30, s & d NZ$155; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            On the beachfront opposite the airport, the Aquarius offers ocean-view self-contained doubles and a large dorm area. A good choice for families, Aquarius is spotlessly clean and good value. There’s a pizza and poolside barbecue restaurant on site, perfect for a cold beer and a final Cook Islands meal if you’re leaving on an evening flight.

      Bella Beach Bungalows
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (www.shekinahhomes.com; Ara Tapu; bungalows NZ$200)
             
            With the waves all but licking the stilts of these four functional units at Titikaveka on the island’s south side, they’re about as close to the beach as you can get. Inside are tiled floors, kitchens, small bathrooms and comfortable king-sized beds, while outside are large sundecks overlooking the beach and lagoon.

      Rarotonga Backpackers
                HOSTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21590; www.rarotongabackpackers.com; Ara Tapu; dm NZ$20-25, s NZ$36-40, d NZ$44-150, bungalows NZ$72; 
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Rarotonga Backpackers have a beachfront site and a recently renovated hillside site. Both offer accommodation from dorms to fully self-contained suites and a beachfront house. Dorms and rooms are set around a central pool, and there are self-contained units with private verandahs and fabulous views.

      Vara’s
                HOSTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23156; www.varas.co.ck; Ara Tapu; dm NZ$25-28, s NZ$48, d NZ$55-95, units NZ$85-130; 
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Vara’s on Muri Beach is popular with the young party set. It has a reputation for late-night revelry, so those seeking South Seas tranquillity should look elsewhere. The beachside accommodation can be cramped but the hillside lodge offers more room and great views.

      Tiare Village Hostel
                HOSTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23466; www.tiarevillage.co.ck; Ara Metua; dm/s/d/poolside units NZ$20/25/45/70; 
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Near Avarua, behind the airport, this hostel is a good choice for budget travellers, groups and families. Small dorm rooms inside the large main house share a kitchen, bathroom and comfortable lounge. Outside are three compact self-contained A-frame chalets and several roomier self-contained poolside units.

      Muri Beach Shell Bungalows
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22275; www.shellbungalows.co.ck; Ara Tapu; d/q NZ$100/110, flats NZ$100)
             
            In a great location 100m from Muri Beach behind the Shells & Craft shop, these two large self-contained bungalows with full kitchens are great value. One has a mezzanine level that sleeps an extra two, and next to the shop there’s a huge flat that sleeps four.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

      Vaima Restaurant & Bar
                POLYNESIAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26123; www.vaimarestaurant.com; Ara Tapu; mains NZ$24-32; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner Mon-Sun)
             
            Perched near a sandy beach on the island’s south coast, Vaima is one of Rarotonga’s best eateries and bookings are essential. The dining room has a tasteful island decor featuring local artworks, a beachfront patio and breezy outside terrace. Combine sumptuous Pacific cuisine with the sand between your toes for a quintessential Raro experience. Pizza (NZ$18 to NZ$22) is available for takeaway from 5pm.

      Plantation House Dining
                POLYNESIAN 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25325; www.rarotours.com; Ara Tapu; per person NZ$95; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner Thu)
             
            Join chef Minar Purotu Henderson for a three-course meal in a wonderfully restored colonial house. The evening kicks off with an informative walk around the villa’s spacious gardens before settling in for foodie treats with a Polynesian and Asian spin. Dishes often include coconut-fed pork belly with caramelised pawpaw seed pepper, warm coconut and kaffir lime syrup cake, and lemongrass tea with coconut honey. Dinners run on Thursday, but other evenings can be requested subject to availability.

      
        
          [image: local-know]
        

        
            
                RAROTONGA FOR FOODIES
            

            
                After a successful career in restaurants in Australia, cook and food stylist Minar Purotu Henderson returned to Rarotonga to offer the island’s Plantation Dining Experience (
                Click here
                ) in a restored 1850 colonial home. See her at her shop, Island Living (
                Click here
                ), for the latest on Rarotonga’s growing scene for gourmet travellers.
            

            
                
                    Why is Rarotonga such a great destination for foodies?
                 
                We’ve got some of the Pacific’s best local fresh produce and our restaurants focus strongly on seasonal ingredients. Fresh fish is available daily and there’s a growing range of artisan foods stalls at our weekly market. There’s also a growing awareness of the importance of organic and traditional planting methods.

            
                
                    What are some of your favourite foodie spots around the island?
                
                At the 
                    Cook Islands Coffee Company
                Offline map  
                    (Matavera; 
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                
                    from 7.30am Sun-Fri)
                
                ,
                 
                Neil Dearlove blends and roasts gourmet coffee at his home. Many locals stop in for their fix on the way into work. Le Bon Vivant (
                Click here
                ) is great for fresh pastries, artisan breads and deli essentials. It’s a regular breakfast spot for us. Tahiti Café (
                Click here
                ) has the island’s best sashimi. Go for lunch and try the ‘Fishermans Plate’ with five different styles of sashimi and Asian-inspired dipping sauces. Cafe Ariki (
                Click here
                ) is great for families and does good value and wholesome meals with an alfresco ambience. Try the fresh salads and local roast pork and vegetables.
            

            
                
                    What’s Rarotonga’s one essential destination for visiting foodies?
                 
                Saturday morning at the Punanga Nui Market (Click here
                ) gives visitors one chance a week to explore and indulge in the island’s great tastes.
            

            
                
                    What market stalls should visitors look out for?
                 
                Ani Wichman’s stall is called ‘The Art’, and she sells locally baked Turkish bread with grilled chicken, homemade yoghurt dressing and sweet chilli jam. Check out the tongue-in-cheek art covering her van. Josh and Renata at Waffle Shack (Click here
                ) have excellent espresso coffee and island-size waffles laden with fresh fruit salad and local ice cream. At Plantation House we get our pineapples from the Maoate family and, at the market, they sell pineapple juice and coconut-fed hot pork rolls with gravy and apple sauce. Make sure you leave room for Aunty Annie’s pineapple meringue pie.
            

            
                
                    Everything sounds delicious, but what if we’re still hungry?
                
                Michelle Finn – next to the coconut honey stall – sells sashimi trays with Asian-inspired 
                    ika mata,
                
                and also 
                    firi firi,
                
                Tahitian-style doughnuts with chocolate filling. Cook Islands dishes like 
                    rukau,
                 
                    poke,
                 
                    mitiore
                 
                and octopus curry are also popular at her stall. The ‘Noni Hut’ is just nearby and sells amazing loaves made from freshly grated coconut, organic bananas, green pawpaw and nuts. They’re perfect with a local coffee.

            
                
                    What about something to take away?
                 
                Excellent 100% organic artisan bread is available from ‘Varaua mata, e te Miti, Vai’. There’s sourdough, croissants and wholegrain bread, and also locally made dips, sauces and chutneys.

        

      

      Progressive Dining
                POLYNESIAN 
            
                $$$
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20639; per person NZ$85; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner Mon & Thu)
            
            Eat your way around the island during this progressive dinner held in locals’ houses. The relaxed, easygoing occasions run to three courses across four to five hours and include live music and visits to gardens and plantations. It’s a great way to meet the locals and tuck into dishes including 
                ika mata
             
            and pawpaw salad. Book at the Natura Holidays office in the CITC shopping centre.

      The Mooring
                SANDWICHES 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Avana Lagoon; sandwiches NZ$10; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9.30am-3.30pm Mon-Fri, noon-4pm Sun)
             
            Tuck into tuna and mahi-mahi fish sandwiches on grilled Turkish bread at this funky blue shipping container on the edge of Avana Lagoon. Variations include Tijuana Tuna or Cajun Spiced, and other goodies include Rustys – marinated chicken pieces with pawpaw salsa. Refresh with one of Raro’s best fruit smoothies (NZ$7), and donate any mortally wounded flip-flops to the ‘Dead Chandals’ hall of fame. The Mooring is handily open on Sunday afternoons.

      Flame Tree
                POLYNESIAN 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25123; www.flametreerestaurant.com; Muri; mains NZ$29-37; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner)
            
            In a quiet location near Muri Beach, Flame Tree combines Pacific ingredients with Mediterranean and Asian flavours. Order the gossamer-light mahi-mahi spring rolls or the seared yellowfin tuna. If you’re really hungry after a day’s Raro adventuring, the pork belly on roasted kumara (sweet potato) will 
                definitely
             
            fill you up. Bookings are essential; choose between the casual outdoor courtyard or the more formal dining room.

      Flying Boat Fish & Chips
                FISH & CHIPS 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Game Fishing Club, Tupapa; snacks & meals NZ$5-15; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner)
             
            Tuck into Raro’s best fish and chips at this funky reconfigured fishing boat. The lagoon’s waters are just metres away and cheap-as-chips drinks are available from the bar at the adjacent Game Fishing Club. The club’s a good place to drop by if you’re looking to watch live rugby action from New Zealand’s mighty All Blacks.

      Tamarind House
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26487; www.tamarind.co.ck; Ara Tapu, Tupapa; mains NZ$25-35; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9.30am-2.30pm Mon-Fri, 5.30-10.30pm Mon-Sat)
             
            Owner Sue Carruthers made her reputation with Flame Tree, but has since fitted out this sweeping colonial-style building on the island’s north shore. Book a table on the grand verandah and enjoy the cool evening breeze with an inspired fusion of European, Asian and Pacific flavours. Try the Pacific seafood ragout or the subtle Burmese-style fish curry.

      Saltwater Cafe
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Titikaveka; mains NZ$19-28; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-2.30pm Mon-Thu & Sun)
             
            This colourful roadside eatery on the south coast at Titikaveka is a great place for lunch or a cold drink. New owners have invigorated the menu with tasty offerings including octopus curry, pad Thai and garlic prawns. The homemade chocolate cake (NZ$8) is excellent and it’s a handy spot on Sundays when not much else is open.

      Hidden Spirit Café & Grill
                CAFE 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22796; www.hiddenspirit.net; Ara Tapu; mains NZ$30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner Mon-Sat)
             
            Set in the verdant surroundings of the Maire Nui Gardens, this cafe showcases delicious cakes and desserts – try the lemon meringue pie (NZ$16) – and healthy salads. Later at night the focus shifts to classy grills, including marinated lamb rump and barbecued pork loin. Afterwards you can take a relaxing stroll around the gardens (NZ$4). Bookings for dinner are recommended.

      Sails Restaurant
                POLYNESIAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27349; www.sailsrestaurant.co.ck; Muri Beach; mains NZ$17-33; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner)
            
            In a great location overlooking the sands and sea of Muri Lagoon, breezy Sails is an open-air bistro-bar serving light lunchtime fare and heartier evening meals daily. Try the island-style fries with the yellowfin tuna 
                ika mata
            
            . Bookings are recommended for dinner, and brunch is available from 9.30am on the weekend.
        

      Waterline Bar & Grill
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22161; www.waterlinerestaurant.com; ’Arorangi; mains NZ$25-36; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner, closed Mon)
             
            Welcome to the South Pacific restaurant-bar of your dreams with a rustic beachfront pavilion and absolute waterfront tables and chairs. Book in for around 30 minutes before sunset to enjoy a cocktail with the sand between your toes, before graduating to a table in the restaurant for calamari, prawns and steak. Lunchtime’s a more informal offering including BLT sandwiches and kebabs. Rarotonga’s musos often get together here on a Wednesday night.

      Kikau Hut
                RESTAURANT 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26860; ’Arorangi; mains NZ$24-34; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner Mon-Sun)
             
            Candles and dim lighting make this circular restaurant in ’Arorangi a great place for an evening meal. The international cuisine is well prepared and the welcome is friendly and convivial. There’s regular live music and a breezy relaxed atmosphere. Just come as you are and fast forward to an easygoing holiday state of mind.

      Fruits of Rarotonga
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (breakfasts NZ$4-6; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                closed Sun)
             
            Homemade jams and tropical-flavoured chutneys are divine at this little shop opposite Tikioki beach, but it’s good for breakfast, burgers, cakes and fruit juices too. Kayaks are available for hire (per hour NZ$5), and you can leave gear with them when you go snorkelling in the nearby lagoon. Don’t leave without recharging on a creamy pawpaw-and-banana smoothie (NZ$6).

      Deli-licious
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (www.delilicious.net; Muri Beach; lunch NZ$10-18; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-5pm Mon-Sat; 
            [image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
             
            Right in the heart of the Muri, Deli-licious serves up cooked breakfasts, and salads and sandwiches for lunch. Excellent ’Atiu coffee is served along with shakes and smoothies. This place is always buzzing and has internet terminals and an alfresco deck.

      Café Jireh
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Main Rd, opposite airport; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri, from 1pm Sat)
             
            Near the airport, Café Jireh does excellent coffee and homestyle baking including creamy custard squares. It’s also a popular spot for a lazy brunch.

      CITC Supermarket
                SUPERMARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                closed Sun)
             
            Halfway to the airport from Avarua, the huge CITC Supermarket is great for tinned and packaged produce. There’s also a liquor store attached.

      Wigmore’s Superstore
                SUPERMARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Ara Tapu; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                6am-9pm)
             
            The south coast’s only proper grocery store is more expensive than Avarua’s supermarkets. It’s the only large supermarket that trades on Sunday though and it has a small liquor store. Drop in on a Sunday afternoon for lots of still-warm freshly baked local produce.

      Super Brown
                SUPERMARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Tupapa; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                24hr)
             
            Super Brown is Raro’s only all-night convenience store and petrol station, with a fair selection of groceries and takeaway food.

      
        
            
                KEEP YOUR COOL, RARO STYLE
            

            
                Exploring Rarotonga can be thirsty work, so here’s our top-five picks to cool down, island-style.
            

            »
                Dive into nature’s very own electrolyte, a 
                    nu (young green coconut)
                , chilled and ready to drink from the Punanga Nui Market (
                Click here
                ). Don’t be surprised if it’s also the drink of choice when you’re served lunch on an island tour.
            

            »
                Lots of tropical fruit equals lots of 
                    tropical smoothies
                
                . Recharge after snorkelling with huge servings of creamy, liquid goodness from Saltwater Cafe (
                Click here
                ) or Fruits of Rarotonga (
                Click here
                ).
            

            »
                Pull up a bar stool at Trader Jacks (
                Click here
                ), and toast Raro’s dedicated crews of outrigger paddlers with a frosty pint of 
                    Cook’s Lager
                
                .
            

            »
                Yes, the craft-beer movement has even washed up on Rarotongan shores. Head to the 
                    Waterline Bar & Grill
                 
                (Click here
                ) and cool down a west coast sunset with 
                    Matutu Kiva Pale Ale
                
                .
            

            »
                Discover the unique flavours of 
                    banana wine
                
                at Muri’s 
                    Koteka Winery
                Offline map  
                    (Muri)
                 
                or visit the winery’s stall at Avarua’s weekly market. The wine is mixed with whatever fruit is in season – anything from passionfruit, mango or orange. See www.punanganuiculturalmarket.co.ck for details of its banana vodka too.

        

      

      
            [image: categorydrinkgif]
            Drinking & Entertainment
        

      The Shipwreck Hut
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map 

                (’Arorangi)
             
            Judged one of the planet’s top beach bars in 2011 by CNN, the Shipwreck Hut is a wonderfully rustic spot with an absolute waterfront location. There’s regular live music, great pub meals and barbecue dinners, and it’s a top west-coast location to watch Rarotonga’s incredible sunsets. Come along on a Thursday night for the dulcet tones of Jake Numanga. He’s the ukulele whiz who welcomed you when you flew in.

      Chillis Sports Bar
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Tapu)
             
            There’s an interesting mix of people at Chillis, most drawn by the well-priced beer and the opportunity to watch their Aussie or Kiwi footy team of choice. Check the blackboard out front to see what’s scheduled.

      
        
          [image: dont-miss]
        

        
            
                ISLAND NIGHTS
            

            
                Rarotonga’s traditional form of evening entertainment is the island night – a spectacular showcase combining traditional dance and music 
                    (karioi)
                
                with a lavish buffet of local food 
                    (kai). 
                Dancing, drumming and singing are always on show, and fire juggling, acrobatics and storytelling are often thrown into the mix.
            

            
                Island nights are held regularly at the large resorts, and every night except Sunday you can catch a show somewhere on the island. Extravagant affairs are featured at the 
                    Pacific Resort
                 
                (Click here
                ), 
                    Edgewater Resort
                Offline map  
                    (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    25435)
                , 
                    Crown Beach Resort
                 Offline map 
                    (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    23953)
                
                and the 
                    Rarotongan Beach Resort
                 
                    (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    25800)
                
                . You’ll pay between NZ$15 and NZ$35 for the show on its own, or NZ$55 to NZ$89 for the show and buffet.
            

            
                On Wednesday and Friday nights, 
                    Highland Paradise
                 
                (Click here
                ) offers a NZ$89 show that includes transport, a cocktail and an 
                    umukai
                
                (underground oven) feast. Another 
                    umukai
                
                is provided at 
                    Te Vara Nui Village
                 
                (Click here
                ) on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday nights. On Thursday and Friday nights the 
                    Staircase Restaurant & Bar
                 
                (Click here
                ) features a show costing just NZ$35 including food (NZ$6 for show only).
            

        

      

      
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

      Island Living
                HOMEWARES
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Matavera; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-3pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Drop by the village of Matavera for interesting Pacific-style design and homewares, exquisite woven hats from the remote atoll of Manihiki, and handmade soaps.

      Mike Tavioni
                ARTS & CRAFTS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ara Metua, Atupa)
             
            Visit the workshop of Rarotonga’s most renowned sculptor and carver on the back road near Avarua. See his stone carvings at the Punanga Nui Market (Click here
            ) and the National Culture Centre.
        

      Prison Craft Shop
                ARTS & CRAFTS
            
        

      Offline map 

                (’Arorangi; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-3pm Mon-Fri)
             
            A good spot for unique gifts including handmade ukuleles.

      Tivaevae Collectables
                ARTS & CRAFTS
            
        

      Offline map

                (www.tivaevaecollectables.com; Nikao)
             
            Visit for beautiful Cook Islands 
                tivaevae 
            (hand-sewn quilted fabrics) harnessing traditional designs like bedspreads and bed linen, but also reworked as cushion covers, tablecloths and women’s clothing. Shopping online and worldwide shipping are both possible if you’re concerned about excess baggage.

      The Art Studio
                ARTS & CRAFTS
            
        

      Offline map 

                (www.theartstudiocookislands.com; ’Arorangi; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-5pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Contemporary art from owners Ian and Kay George combines with works from other Pacific artists. Sculpture and handpainted or printed textiles are also available.

      Akoa Night Market
                MARKET
            
        

      Offline map 

                (’Arorangi; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                5-10pm every 2nd Wed)
            
            This bi-weekly night market is a proudly local affair with 
                pareu
             
            and crafts for sale, and a good selection of cheap-and-cheerful alfresco Pacific eats.

      Tokerau Jim
                JEWELLERY
            
        

      Offline map 

                (www.tokeraujim.com)
             
            Located in Matavera, Tokerau Jim does beautiful and incredibly fine carvings on pearls and pearl shell.

      Turtles & Ocean/Earth
                CLOTHING
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Avatiu)
             
            Interesting designs spoofing global brands.

      Perfumes of Rarotonga
                GIFTS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (www.perfumes.co.ck)
             
            Near the airport, this place makes its own perfumes, soaps, liqueurs and scented oils. There’s another outlet (Offline map; Cook’s Corner Arcade) in central Avarua.
        

      Croc Ta Tatau
                TATTOO PARLOUR
            
        

      Offline map 

                (croctatau@gmail.com)
            
            Englishman ‘Croc’ is the only man on Rarotonga crafting 
                tata’u
             
            (tattoos) the traditional way, using pigment and hand tools. Check out his blog (www.croctatau.wordpress.com) for information and photos. He’s sometimes off the island working in Europe, so email him before you travel. You’ll find other local tattooists offering traditional designs but modern techniques at Avarua’s weekly Punanga Nui Market (Click here
            ).
        

      
            
            Information
        

      
            
                
                Deli-licious
                  Offline map 
                (Muri; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-5pm)
             
            Internet access.

      
            
                Hospital
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22664; 24hr emergency)
             
            On a steep hill behind the golf course.

      
            
                Island Hopper Vacations
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22576; www.islandhoppervacations.com; Turama House, Nika’o)
             
            Has good airfare-and-accommodation packages and deals to the outer islands.

      
            
                Kavera Central
             Offline map 
                (Kavera) 
            Internet access.
        

      
            
                Outpatient clinic
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20065; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            About 1km east of Avarua. Also has emergency dental services.

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      
            See 
            Click here 
            for information on getting to and from the airport, and for information on transport options around the island.

    

  
    
      
            AITUTAKI
        

      
            POP 2035 / AREA 18.3 SQ KM

      Aitutaki, the Cooks’ second-most visited island, curls gently around one of the South Pacific’s most stunning lagoons. The aqua water, foaming breakers around the perimeter reef and broad sandy beaches of its many small deserted islets make for a glorious scene. From the air or on the water, Aitutaki will take your breath away.

      It’s just 45 minutes by air from Rarotonga but it feels like another world. Although there are some impressive, plush resorts, this island is slower and much less commercialised. Many visitors come on Air Rarotonga’s day tour or opt to stay at upmarket resorts, but there are still good-value accommodation options, and it’s worth spending a few days to slow down to island time.

      Sunday is solemnly observed as the day of prayer and rest. Take the opportunity to see a local church service, as the singing is spine-tingling. Sunday flights from Rarotonga continue to inspire protest from elements of the island’s religious community, and you may see a few banners and placards when you arrive.

      Aitutaki is shaped like a curved fishhook, and you’ll fly into the north of the island near O’otu Beach and the private Aitutaki Lagoon Resort. On the west side are most of the hotels and Arutanga, the island’s main town. On the east coast are the small villages of Tautu, Vaipae and Vaipeka. The
                motu
             
            around the edge of Aitutaki’s lagoon are uninhabited.

      
            
            History
        

      Legend tells that Ru from ’Avaiki (Ra’iatea in French Polynesia) arrived at Aitutaki by
                vaka
            
            (canoe). He came with four wives, four brothers and their wives, and 20 royal maidens at the Akitua 
                motu
             
            (now the Aitutaki Lagoon Resort).

      Aitutaki’s first European visitor was Captain William Bligh, who arrived on the
                Bounty
            
            on 11 April 1789 (17 days before the famous mutiny). In 1821 John Williams left Tahitian preachers Papeiha and Vahapata here to convert the islanders to Christianity. Charles Darwin passed by on the 1835 
                Beagle
            
            voyage, and in the 1850s Aitutaki become a favourite port of call for whaling ships. During WWII American soldiers arrived to build two long runways, and in the 1950s the lagoon was used as a refuelling stopover for the Tasman Empire Air Line’s (TEAL; Air New Zealand’s predecessor) luxurious ‘coral route’ across the Pacific, flown by Solent flying boats. John Wayne and Cary Grant were just two of the celebrities who spent time on Akaiami 
                motu
             
            while their Solent was refuelled. Most lagoon cruises stop at Akaiami where the crumbling foundations of TEAL’s absolute waterfront terminal are still visible.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      The lagoon may be what draws the tourists here, but Aitutaki’s ancient
                marae
            
            are also notable for their large stones and cultural significance. 
                Marae
             
                Orongo 
            is today in the main village of Arutanga. The main road runs through another large 
                marae,
             
            and on the inland road between Nikaupara and Tautu are the islands’ most magnificent 
                marae
            
            –
            including 
                Tokangarangi 
            and 
                Te Poaki O Rae
             
            – mostly reclaimed by the jungle.

      
            [image: 12-aitutaki-rst7]
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      Arutanga
                TOWN
            
        

      Offline map
      After you’ve been to Rarotonga, Arutanga, Aitutaki’s only town, seems astonishingly quiet, with few signs of life even on weekdays when the shops are open. The island’s main harbour is by the Orongo Centre. The lovely weather-beaten
                CICC
             
            church near the Administration Centre was built in 1828, making it the oldest in the Cooks. Beautifully restored in 2010, the church has lovely stained-glass windows, fine carved-wood panelling and an old anchor precariously suspended from the ceiling. Try to attend a service on the first Sunday of every month when Aitutaki’s female parishioners wear pristine white dresses.

      Maungapu
                LOOKOUT
            
        

      
      The 30-minute hike to the top of Maungapu (124m), Aitutaki’s highest peak, provides splendid views over the entire atoll and the sapphire-blue lagoon. The track starts off pretty gently opposite the bungalows of Paradise Cove, but gets more challenging towards the summit.

      Aitutaki Lagoon
                LAGOON
            
        

Offline map
      Aitutaki’s stunning lagoon, brimming with marine life and ringed by 15 palm-covered
                motu, 
            is one of the treasures of the South Pacific. 
                Maina
             
            (Little Girl) offers some of the best snorkelling spots and is home to the red-tailed tropicbird, once prized for its crimson feathers. Nearby is the wreck of cargo freighter 
                Alexander,
            which ran aground in the 1930s. 
                Akaiami
            
            is where the old TEAL flying boats landed to refuel on the trans-Pacific ‘Coral Route’ between Fiji, Samoa and Tahiti – the remnants of the old jetty can still be seen. 
                Tapuaeta’i
            
            (One Foot Island) is the best-known 
                motu,
             
            fringed by white beaches and divided from its neighbour, Tekopua, by a deepwater channel that’s teeming with tropical fish.

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      The best swimming, snorkelling and beaches are around the
                motu,
            
            especially near Maina, accessible by boat. The folks at 
                Aitutaki Glass Bottom Boat
             
            (Click here
            ) offer snorkelling trips outside the perimeter reef where marine life is much more abundant. Just south of Black Rocks you can walk out to the outer reef on a coral causeway that starts 50m from the shore. The nicest swimming beaches on the main island are 
                O’otu Beach
            
            and the wharves at 
                Vaipae
            
            and 
                Tautu
            
            . The island’s east coast is mainly shallow mud and mangrove swamp.
        

      Scuba diving is fantastic in Aitutaki. The visibility is great, and features include drop-offs, multilevels, wall dives and cave systems. Many divers ask to dive on the wreck of the
                Alexander, 
            but it sits in a mere metre of water and is just as suitable for snorkellers.
        

      
            
                Bubbles Below
            Offline map  
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31537; www.diveaitutaki.com; 1/2 dives NZ$105/170, PADI discover/open-water course NZ$170/550)
             
            offers dive trips and courses. The entertaining manager Onu (Turtle) Hewett really knows the waters surrounding Aitutaki.

      Check out www.aitutaki.net, www.aitutakitourism.com and www.aitutaki.com for more activities listings.

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      Most tour operators on Aitutaki don’t have offices. Arrange a cruise by calling the operator or ask the people you’re staying with to arrange it. The operator will collect you from your hotel.

      
            
            Fishing
        

      Find out about the fishing scene at 
                Aitutaki Game Fishing Club
            Offline map  
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31379)
            
            , by the wharf in Arutanga. It’s also a good place for a cold beer from 5pm on Wednesday, Friday and Saturday nights. Bonefish are among the fastest and most exciting fighting fish in the world, and Aitutaki’s lagoon has some of the biggest on the planet.
        

      Black Pearl Charters
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31125; www.blackpearlaitutaki.com)
             
            Hooking wahoo, giant trevally and mahi-mahi from NZ$180 per person. Spearfishing trips in the lagoon (half/full day NZ$250/500) are also available.

      Bonefish E2
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31686, 52077; www.e2sway.com)
             
            Local guide Itu Davey has been hooking Aitutaki’s bonefish since he was a boy. Half-/full-day charters per two people are NZ$350/450.

      
            
            Lagoon Cruises
        

      For many travellers an Aitutaki lagoon cruise is a Cook Islands highlight. There are several operators that cruise around the
                motu
             
            and snorkelling spots. All provide snorkelling gear, a barbecue fish lunch and a stop at Tapuaeta’i (One Foot Island) – remember to take your passport to get it stamped at the One Foot Island ‘post office’.

      Aitutaki Glass Bottom Boat
                BOAT TOUR
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                57863, 72222)
             
            Aitutaki’s glass-bottomed boat cruises outside the barrier reef to see turtles and rich marine life. Morning departures (adult NZ$50, child NZ$30; 10am to noon) focus on viewing only, while afternoon departures (adult NZ$60, child NZ$30; 2pm to 4pm) incorporate snorkelling beyond the reef. The boat moors at the wharf at Arutanga and bookings are recommended.

      Aitutaki Adventures
                LAGOON TOUR
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31171; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                cruises Sun-Fri)
             
            Lagoon cruises include snorkelling, fish-feeding and a barbecue lunch on Tapuaeta’i.

      Bishop’s Cruises
                BOAT TOUR
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31009; www.bishopscruises.com; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                tours Mon-Sat)
            
            Tours visit Maina, Moturakau and Tapuaeta’i; there’s a tour to Akaiami (NZ$35), as well as sunset, honeymoon cruises and 
                motu
             
            drop-offs.

      Kia-Orana Cruises
                LAGOON CRUISE
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31442; www.kiaoranacruise.com; per person NZ$85; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                Sun-Fri)
             
            The main tour visits Maina, Moturakau, Honeymoon Island and Tapuaeta’i. Snorkelling excursions (per person NZ$60), and dinner and overnight stays on Honeymoon Island are also available.

      Vaka Cruise
                LAGOON CRUISE
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31398; www.aitutaki.net; per person NZ$85; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-4pm daily)
            
            Cruises are on a Polynesian-style catamaran, the 
                Titi Ai Tonga
             
            (Wind from the South), which has a roof and onboard bar. Look forward to lots of onboard entertainment and the company of a few day-trip visitors across from Rarotonga.

      Teking
                LAGOON CRUISE
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31582; www.teking.co.ck)
             
            Offers a main ‘Five Island’ cruise (per person NZ$99) to Akaiami, Tapuaeta’i, Honeymoon Island, Moturakau and Maina. Other options include a champagne-brunch cruise (per person NZ$105) and a barbecue and sunset departure (per person NZ$95).

      
            
            Other Tours
        

      Aitutaki Discovery Safari Tours
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31757; safari@aitutaki.net.ck; adult/child NZ$55/28)
             
            An interesting ‘discovery safari’ that visits the island’s main historical sites in a yellow Jeep. The three-hour tours run at 9am and 1pm Sunday to Friday. Local guide Ngaa Pureariki is a keen archaeology buff.

      Nane & Chloe’s Tropicool Tour
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31248; per person NZ$50)
            
            Runs morning and afternoon minibus tours to the villages and 
                marae
            
            of Aitutaki from Monday to 
            Sunday.
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            Sleeping
        

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Etu Moana 
                BOUTIQUE HOTEL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31458; www.etumoana.com; villas NZ$465-590; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            These boutique beach villas have thatched roofs and luxurious furnishings showcasing gleaming Tasmanian oak floors, lofty ceilings, king-sized beds, private outdoor showers and teak sundecks. The design and decor are superb and very classy, and there’s a tear-drop pool complete with rock garden, sun-shaded tables and a deluxe honesty bar. If you prefer your luxe resorts a little down-sized and understated, then this is the place. Sorry, no kids under 12.

      Aretai Beach Villas
                APARTMENTS 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31645; www.aretaibeachvillas.com; villas NZ$300; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
             
            The lovely two-bedroom villas at Aretai are the largest on the island, and definitely the best presented and best value for money in this price range. Halfway between Arutanga and the airport, with wonderful sea views and outstanding facilities – including full kitchens, dining areas, gorgeous furniture and huge patios – these villas are ideal for families or groups who want a little style in their lifestyle. The delightful Mama Tatui is the matriarch and genial host.

      Amuri Sands
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31130, 50613; www.aitutaki-vacation.com; Amuri; s/d/tw $120/150/150)
             
            These two recently built beach bungalows offer all you need for an island sojourn; a lagoon-facing location, trade-wind-friendly decks and a grassy lawn studded with coconut palms. Decor is simple but trendy, and the bathrooms and self-contained kitchens are spotless and modern. Look forward to a central location near good restaurants and cafes.

      Gina’s Garden Lodges
                LODGE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31058; www.ginasaitutakidesire.com; s/d/tr
                NZ$75/120/150; 
            [image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
            
            Set amid a peaceful garden of fruit trees and flowers in Tautu, these four large family-friendly lodges are the best value on Aitutaki. Queen Manarangi Tutai, one of Aitutaki’s three 
                ariki
            
            (high chiefs), is the proprietor here and one of the island’s most gracious and charming hosts. The self-contained lodges have high ceilings and large verandahs overlooking the gardens and decked swimming pool, and each has beds in a small loft that are perfect for kids. Gina’s is a few kilometres from town, so you’ll need transport. Queen Tutai also runs 
                Gina’s Beach Lodge
             
                (s/d/tr NZ$200/300/375 incl transfers)
             
            on Akaiami Island, and guests can choose to spend a while at each.

      Pacific Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31720; www.pacificresort.com; beachfront bungalows/ste/villas NZ$600/1190/1890; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Like its sister resort in Rarotonga, Pacific Resort Aitutaki is a benchmark in luxury Polynesian. From the Oriental lily ponds and enormous carved-timber reception desk of its sumptuous foyer to the rough-rendered walls and timber floors, decor and views of the split-level restaurant, the Pacific Resort is breathtaking. The rooms are superb, with commanding views, huge private beach decks and private garden bathrooms with outdoor showers. Even if you can’t afford to stay, come and enjoy the resort’s restaurants.

      Tamanu Beach
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31810; www.aretamanu.com; bungalows NZ$340-550; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            The elegant Tamanu Beach is another indicator of Aitutaki’s ongoing evolution as a destination targeting more moneyed travellers. Chic bungalows range in size from studio to one-bedroom, all arrayed around a lush garden or with excellent lagoon views. ‘Casual luxury’ is the resort’s slogan and we reckon that’s pretty accurate.

      Aitutaki Lagoon Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31201; www.aitutakilagoonresort.com; beachfront/over-water bungalows NZ$600/1240; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Aitutaki Lagoon Resort, ensconced on its own Akitua Island, has everything the finicky glam jet-set patron would expect. It’s truly beautiful, with great expanses of glistening white beach and a private ferryman to shunt you to and from the mainland. There are bars and restaurants, and a pool and day spa. The thatched garden and beachfront villas are large, light and comfortable, but the over-water bungalows and new premium beachfront bungalows are extra special. Nonguests are welcome, so drop in for a visit. The resort offers packages and discounts for extended stays – see the website.

      Ranginui Sunset
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31836; www.bookthecooks.com; d NZ$180)
             
            Look forward to a quiet, absolute beachfront location on the sleepy northern tip of the island near the airport and golf course. The three fan-cooled self-contained villas are simple, with large verandahs, queen beds and basic kitchen facilities. You’ll need transport to get around the island and to restaurants.

      Matriki Beach Huts
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31564; www.matrikibeachhuts.com; s NZ$62-68, d NZ$79-90, tr NZ$110)
             
            Three knocked-up beachfront fibro shacks with mural-painted walls and one self-contained garden unit comprise this most delightfully ramshackle place to stay. The split-level huts share toilet facilities but are otherwise self-contained with kitchenettes and showers and the most brilliant location. Matriki runs snorkelling trips outside the lagoon reef and can arrange fishing charters and activities.

      Inano Beach Bungalows
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31758; www.inanobeach.com; lagoon-view/beachfront bungalows NZ$130/160)
             
            Offering excellent value for money, Inano Beach Bungalows have been built using largely local materials and traditional methods. There are woven pandanus walls, ironwood balconies and mahogany tabletops. Near the end of the airport fronting a nice stretch of beach, Inano’s self-contained bungalows are large with good kitchen facilities.

      Amuri Guesthouse
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31231; www.amuri-aitutaki.com; s/d/tr NZ$40/ 
                70/90)
            Amuri has six double bedrooms and two shared bathrooms with a large dining and kitchen area in the owner’s house. Accommodation is very clean, friendly and excellent value, and fresh fruit is often supplied 
                gratis
             
            for breakfast. You’ll be around 100m from the beach, but handily placed for food shopping and a great little cafe.

      Paradise Cove
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31218; www.paradisecove.co.ck; bungalows & garden ste NZ$150)
             
            Paradise Cove features beachfront bungalows on a glorious beach shaded by coconut palms. The thatched pole-house bungalows offer uninterrupted views across the lagoon from private verandahs. Inside are king-sized beds, kitchenettes with fridges, bathrooms and ceiling fans. They’re not huge, but the larger garden suites can sleep up to four – a good option for families.

      Paparei Bungalows
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31837; www.papareibungalows.com; d NZ$225)
             
            Paparei offers two modern self-contained beachfront bungalows near the centre of town. They’re large, clean, well equipped and nicely decorated in an unfussy way. Owners Vicki and Peter Petero are lovely hosts.
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            Eating
        

      Koru Café
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31110; www.korucafe.biz; O’otu Beach; meals NZ$10-30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7am-3pm; 
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Located near the airport, Koru is a spacious and breezy Aitutaki spin on a trendy New Zealand cafe. All-day cooked breakfasts and lunches – including Caesar salad, steak sandwiches, BLT, pasta and salt-and-pepper calamari – all complement the island’s best coffee. Wi-fi is available, along with a laptop, and you can call to arrange picnic lunches or barbecue packs. Locally made arts and crafts, including weaving, jewellery and ukuleles, are also available.

      Kuku’s
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Arutanga; snacks & meals NZ$10-15; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-4pm Mon-Sat, 6-8pm Fri & Sat)
             
            Pop into this funky cafe to recharge and refresh with great coffee and tropical-fruit smoothies. Grab an alfresco table under the sprawling breadfruit tree and tuck into all-day breakfasts, superior gourmet burgers and toasted sandwiches. Hands-down the best eatery in Arutanga, it’s worth the trip even if you’re staying near the airport.

      Samade on the Beach
                RESTAURANT 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (O’otu Beach; lunch NZ$10-25, dinner NZ$15-30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner)
             
            With a sand floor and a thatched roof, this is a cool and rustic place for a beer, lunch by the lagoon or an evening meal at sunset. The food is simple – fish, burgers, steaks and salads – but the view is serene and the ambience relaxed. Samade has regular island nights and a good Sunday afternoon barbecue (NZ$20, from noon to 9pm). Live music also kicks off at 6pm on Sundays.

      Café Tupuna
                POLYNESIAN 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31678; Tautu; mains NZ$30-40; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner)
             
            Café Tupuna is the only independent restaurant on Aitutaki offering fine dining. It’s in a lovely rural setting in the hills behind Arutanga. The menu features fresh local fish and seafood cooked with island flavours and exotic spices. Try the ‘Trio of Fish’. The lush garden setting makes for a relaxed atmosphere and there’s a good wine list. Prior booking is strongly recommended, and bringing insect repellent is often a wise move.

      
            
[image: sustainable]Tauono’s 
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31562; www.tauonos.com; cakes NZ$4-8, lunch & dinner NZ$15-25; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & afternoon tea Mon, Wed & Fri, dinner by arrangement; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Tauono’s is a delight, a tiny garden cafe run by one-time Austrian Sonja and her hardworking team of travellers and WWOOFers (Willing Workers on Organic Farms). Renowned for its coconut cake, fruit smoothies (NZ$6) and afternoon teas, Tauono’s offers brilliant home-cooked cuisine served alfresco. The food is prepared according to what’s been freshly picked from their on-site organic garden. Stop by for homemade cake and fresh fruit and veg from Sonja’s shop (open 10am to 5pm Monday to Friday), and ask about joining a plantation tour (per person NZ$35). Fresh and frozen meals are also available to take away.

      Boatshed Bar & Grill
                BAR, RESTAURANT 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31739; Popaara Beach; mains NZ$15-35; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner Mon-Sun; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            A sprawling array of maritime memorabilia and classic country music makes the Boatshed a very laid-back spot. Try to secure a space on the deck for reef views, and feast on seafood classics like chowder, 
                ika mata
             
            and curried prawns. The beer’s cold, the wine’s reasonably priced, and it’s the kind of easygoing place where the guys that were there at 2pm might still be around hours later. Book for dinner.

      Rapae Bay Restaurant
                FUSION 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31720; lunch from NZ$15, mains NZ$27-55; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner)
             
            The island’s standout resort restaurant is in Pacific Resort. It offers superb Pacific fusion cuisine in a brilliant split-level patio setting. Look forward to interesting combinations of Pacific and Southeast Asian flavours including tuna sashimi and fresh spring rolls. The Pacific Resort’s other eatery is the more informal Black Rock Café.

      Tamanu Beachfront
                POLYNESIAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Tamanu Beach; lunch NZ$15-25, dinner NZ$25-35; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner)
             
            The in-house restaurant of the Tamanu Beach hotel is also open to outside guests. Here’s your chance to dine at sunset on Pacific-style fresh fish, top-notch salads and other local dishes. Tamanu’s island night on Thursday is renowned as one of Aitutaki’s best.

      Maina Traders Superstore
                SELF-CATERING 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31055; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                closed Sun)
             
            Centrally located in Arutanga.

      Rerei’s
                SELF-CATERING 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                closed Sun)
             
            Stock up on groceries at this Amuri store with a Heineken sign out the front. Unfortunately it’s not a bar, but it does have a pretty good selection of beer and wine.

      Neibaa
                SELF-CATERING 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                open daily)
             
            On the island’s east side in Vaipae, Neibaa is the only shop that opens Sundays.

      Market
                SELF-CATERING 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Orongo Centre; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                from 7am Mon-Sat) 
            Self-caterers can stock up on fruit, vegetables and fruit at Aitutaki’s market. Also good for organic fruit and vegetables is Tauono’s (
            Click here
            ).
        

      
            [image: categorydrinkgif]
            Drinking
        

      Puffy’s Bar
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                Mon-Sat)
             
            Puffy’s is a tiny bar popular with locals and backpackers from nearby Paradise Cove. Simple meals – mainly burgers and fish and chips – and cheap booze are served, and there’s also a really good weekly island night. Keep an eye on the noticeboard out the front.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            Ask at your hotel if you should boil the water before drinking it. Many places get their drinking water from separate rain tanks.
        

      
            There aren’t any dogs on Aitutaki (the island’s canine population was blamed for a leprosy outbreak) but there are plenty of roosters – bring earplugs if you’re planning on sleeping in.
        

      
            The main police station is behind the Orongo Centre near the wharf in Arutanga.
        

      
            
                Aitutaki Tourism
             Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31767; www.aitutakitourism.com; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-noon & 1-4pm Mon-Fri) 
            A very helpful office in Arutanga.
        

      
            
                ANZ Bank agent
             
                (
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-3pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Inside Mango Trading with an ATM outside.

      
            
                Hospital
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31002; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                24hr)
             
            On the hill behind Arutanga.

      
            
                Post office & Telecom
             Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            In the Administration Centre in Arutanga.

      
            
                SpiderCo Internet Lounge
             
                (per min NZ$0.50) 
            In Arutanga, this place also morphs into a pretty good local bar at night.
        

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      

                AIR 
            
                Air Rarotonga
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                in Arutanga 31888; in Rarotonga 22888; www.airraro.com;)
             
            operates several flights to Aitutaki from Rarotonga Monday to Saturday, and one flight on Sunday. Regular one-way fares cost from NZ$109 to NZ$264. There’s also a direct flight from Aitutaki to ’Atiu on Monday, Wednesday and Friday. One-way fares are priced from NZ$217. Also available is an Aitutaki/’Atiu combo fare combining travel from Rarotonga to Aitutaki to ’Atiu and back to Rarotonga. Check the Air Rarotonga website for the latest fares.

      
            Air Rarotonga runs Aitutaki Day Tours
            from Monday to Saturday, leaving Rarotonga at 8am and returning at 5.30pm. The cost is NZ$459 per person, including hotel transfers, flights, a lagoon cruise with snorkelling gear 
            and lunch.

      

               BOAT
             
            Cargo ships travelling to the Northern Group occasionally stop at Aitutaki (Click here
            ).
        

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      

                TO/FROM THE AIRPORT 
            
                Island Tours
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31379)
             
            offers a minibus transfer service that costs NZ$15 to and from the airport. The larger resorts provide transfers for their guests.

      

                CAR, MOTORCYCLE & BICYCLE
            
            Various places rent out bicycles (NZ$5 per day), scooters (NZ$25), cars and jeeps (NZ$70 to NZ$100). Try 
                Popoara Rentals Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31739; O’otu Beach)
            
            , 
                Ranginui’s Retreat
             Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31657; O’otu Beach)
            
            or, for the best range, 
                Rino’s Beach Bungalows & Rentals
             Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31197; Arutanga)
            
            .
        

      
            PALMERSTON
        

      
            POP 60 / AREA 2.1 SQ KM

      Palmerston, 55km northwest of Rarotonga, is the Southern Group’s only true atoll, halfway towards the Cooks’ Northern Group. The lineage of all Palmerston Islanders can be traced to just one man – prolific Englishman William Masters, a ship’s carpenter, who arrived from Manuae with two Polynesian wives in 1863. Having quickly added a third wife, over the next 36 years Masters created his own island dynasty. He came from Gloucester and his progeny spoke excellent English with a thick Gloucester accent. Today, there are three main families on Palmerston (who spell their name Marsters), and you’ll find Marsterses scattered throughout the Cooks and the rest of Australasia – the total number of William’s descendants is now well into triple figures.

      There’s no organised accommodation on Palmerston, but if you’re planning to travel there, contact the island secretary
                Tere Marsters
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                37620, 37615; palmerstonisland@hotmail.com)
            . The only way to reach the island is by interisland freighter or private yacht.
        

      
            ’ATIU
        

      
            POP 480 / AREA 27 SQ KM

      In pre-European times ’Atiu was an important seat of regional power and its warriors were renowned for ferocious fighting and ruthlessness. By contrast, the rocky, reef-fringed island is now known for gentler pursuits. It’s the Cooks’ eco-capital and a haven for naturalists and bird lovers. It also attracts adventurous travellers in search of an island with a more traditional edge.

      ’Atiu’s five main villages (Areora, Tengatangi, Mapumai, Te’enui and Ngatiarua) are clustered together on the island’s central plateau, surrounded by a band of fertile swampland and lush taro plantations. The
                makatea
             
            – the 
            dramatic ring of upthrust rock that’s rich in marine fossils and was once the island’s exterior reef – is just one of ’Atiu’s natural features. The island is also covered with forest and honeycombed with limestone caves. ’Atiu’s most famous cave is Anatakitaki Cave, the only known home of the 
                kopeka
             
            (’Atiuan swiftlet).

      
            
            History
        

      
      ‘Land of Birds’ or ‘Land of Insects’ is the translation of ’Atiu’s traditional name ’Enua Manu. Along with its neighbours Ma’uke and Mitiaro, ’Atiu makes up the Nga Pu Toru (Three Roots). In the recent pre-European times, ’Atiuan
                ariki
             
            overlorded smaller Ma’uke and Mitiaro. ’Atiuan warriors also made incursions on Rarotonga and Aitutaki, but without success. James Cook was the first European to land on ’Atiu on 3 April 1777. Reverend John Williams landed on 19 July 1823. Rongomatane, the leading ’Atiuan chief, was converted to Christianity after Williams’ missionaries boldly ate sugarcane from Rongomatane’s sacred grove – he subsequently ordered all the idols on the island to be burnt. The arrival of missionaries Williams and Tahitian Papeiha is celebrated on Gospel Day (19 July).

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights & Activities
        

      Deep limestone caves, hidden away deep in the bush-covered
                makatea,
            
            are the most famous feature of ’Atiu. A torch and sturdy walking shoes are essential, and the coral is razor sharp. The main caves are on private land and you’ll need a guide to visit them. Many caves were used for burials – it’s 
                tapu
             
            (taboo) to disturb the bones, so unless you fancy taking home a curse…


            [image: 12-atiu-rst7]
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Anatakitaki
                CAVE
            
        

Offline map
      Eerie Anatakitaki is ’Atiu’s most spectacular cave, a multichambered cavern surrounded by banyan roots and thick jungle. It’s also home to the rare
                kopeka,
            
            or ’Atiuan swiftlet – 
            listen for its distinctive echolocating clicks.

      Te Ana O Rakanui
                CAVE
            
        

      Offline map
      Te Ana O Rakanui is a burial cave packed with musty old skulls and skeletal remains. It’s a tight squeeze inside – claustrophobics be warned.

      Rima Rau
                CAVE
            
        

      Offline map
      Another of ’Atiu’s burial caves, Rima Rau is reached by a vertical pothole and still contains skeletal remains. You’ll find it just as claustrophobic as Te Ana O Rakanui.

      Lake Te Roto
                LAKE
            
        

Offline map
      Lake Te Roto is noted for its
                itiki
            
            (eels), a popular island delicacy. On the western side of the lake, a cave leads right through the 
                makatea
             
            to the sea.

      Taunganui Harbour
            & Oravaru Beach
                SWIMMING
            
        

      Offline map
      ’Atiu’s barrier reef is close to shore. The surrounding lagoon is rarely more than 50m wide and its waters quite shallow. Taunganui Harbour, on the west coast where the water is clear and deep, is the best spot for swimming. About 1km south is Oravaru Beach where Captain Cook’s party made its landing.

      Taungaroro & Tumai
                BEACHES
            
        

      Offline map
      Continue 1.5km further south from Ovararu to reach Taungaroro and Tumai, two of the most popular swimming beaches.

      Takauroa Beach
                BEACH
            
        

      Offline map 
      You can swim in the three lovely
                sinkholes
             
            west of Takauroa Beach only at low tide. Between Takauroa Beach and Matai Landing, the falling tide empties through the sinkholes and fish become trapped in a fascinating natural aquarium known as the Coral Garden.

      
        
          [image: local-know]
        

        
            
                TUMUNU
            

            
                Christian missionaries took to eradicating kava drinking among Cook Islanders so ’Atiuans developed home-brewed alcohol, and the 
                    tumunu
                
                (bush-beer drinking clubs) were born. Men would retreat into the bush and imbibe ‘orange beer’. 
                    Tumunu
                
                are still held regularly on ’Atiu; the 
                    tumunu
                
                is the hollowed-out stump of a coconut palm traditionally used for brewing beer. 
                    Tumunus
                 
                retain some of the old kava-drinking ceremonies, but these days the vessel is likely to be plastic. Technically, bush-beer drinking sessions are still illegal.

            
                The annual ’Atiu Tumunu Tutaka is held each December. Ten or more judges are selected from the island visitors to judge the best 
                    tumunu
                 
                of ’Atiu – an award of great prestige.

            
                Most tours of ’Atiu can also include a visit to a 
                    tumunu, 
                or ask at your accommodation. Traditionally, it’s for men only, but the rules are relaxed for tourists, and males and females are both welcome. Be warned – ‘orange beer’ can be pretty potent stuff.
            

        

      

      Atiu Coffee
                PLANTATION
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33031; www.atiu-coffee.com)
             
            Coffee was introduced to ’Atiu by early-19th-century traders and became a thriving export industry. By the 1980s, however, the coffee trade had declined and the plantations were fallow. German-born Juergen Manske-Eimke moved to ’Atiu in the 1980s and re-established coffee production. Coffee is machine-roasted in the coffee factory in Mapumai village. Tours and coffee sampling are NZ$25 per person and include a visit to the Atiu Fibre Arts Studio (Click here
            ).
        

      Atiu Island Coffee
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33088)
             
            Mata Arai, whose family had grown coffee in the 1950s, returned to ’Atiu in the 1990s and resumed production. Her coffee is hand picked, hand dried and hand roasted, using coconut cream to give the coffee its flavour. Tours are NZ$30 per person and include yummy pikelets and coconut cream.

      Marae Orongo
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      Near Oravaru Beach, was once ’Atiu’s most sacred
                marae,
             
            and it’s still a powerfully atmospheric place – many locals are reluctant to go near it. You’ll need a guide as it’s on private land.

      Marae Vairakai
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      Along a walking track north of Kopeka Lodge, Marae Vairakai is surrounded by 47 large limestone slabs, six of which have curious projections cut into their top edges.

      Marae Te Apiripiri
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      This
                marae
             
            is where the Tahitian preacher Papeiha first spoke the words of the Gospel in 1823. There’s not much left to see, but a stone commemorates the site.

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      Atiu Tours
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33041; www.atiutoursaccommodation.com)
            
            Run
            by Englishman Marshall Humphreys, Atiu Tours offers an informative 3½-hour circle-island tour (per person NZ$50) visiting 
                marae, 
            beaches and other historical points of interest. There’s also an excellent 2½-hour tour to Anatakitaki (per person NZ$35) and Rima Rau burial cave (per person $30). Don’t miss having a candlelit swim in the beautiful underground pool in the Anatakitaki cave.
        

      George Mateariki
                BIRDWATCHING
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33047)
            
            Also known as Birdman George, George Mateariki is ’Atiu’s resident ornithologist and a local celebrity thanks to his highly entertaining ecotour (per person NZ$50). George oversaw the release of the endangered 
                kakerori
             
            (Rarotongan flycatcher) here from Rarotonga, and with luck you’ll meet his favourite pair of birds (named George and Mildred after the 1970s UK sitcom). Ask him about having a tropical feast at his Restaurant at the Beach at 4pm on Sundays.

      Paiere Mokoroa
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33034; macmokoroa@gmail.com)
            
            Historical tours taking in 
                marae
             
            and battle sites around the island cost NZ$30 per person. Paiere Mokoroa is based at Taparere Lodge.

      Andrew Matapakia
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33825)
             
            Offers reef and lagoon fishing tours (NZ$30).

      Ngere Tariu
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33011)
             
            Takes anglers on deep-sea fishing cruises ($100).

      Roi Viti
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33076)
             
            Another local contact for deep-sea fishing (NZ$100).

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Atiu Bed & Breakfast
                B&B 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33041; www.atiutoursaccommodation.com; r per person NZ$60; 
            [image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
             
            Tour provider Marshall Humphreys rents out rooms in his very comfortable family home near Areora. A double and a twin comprise the accommodation (with shared bathrooms), and guests have the run of the house. A tropical breakfast is complimentary, and evening meals and packed lunches can be arranged. Marshall’s wife Jéanne is a celebrated local artist, and her colourful and tropical work is for sale (from NZ$30).

      Atiu Villas
                VILLAS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33777; www.atiuvillas.com; bungalows NZ$180-220, extra persons NZ$20; 
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            The extra money goes a long way at Atiu Villas, which was built from local materials around 30 years ago by Roger Malcolm (one-time Doctor of Physics) and his ’Atiuan wife Kura. Six delightful villas are arrayed around a shady garden and have decks from where you can take in the valley views. There’s a pool, tennis courts and a large bar-restaurant. Complimentary wi-fi is provided, as is internet access on resident computers. Prepaid bookings made 12 weeks in advance earn a 15% discount, and last-minute bookings (seven days in advance) attract a 40% discount.

      Atiu Guesthouse
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33031; www.atiu-guesthouse.com; Areora; dm/s/d/tr NZ$40/60/80/95)
             
            ’Atiu’s only budget accommodation is this three-bedroom house in the centre of Areora village. There’s a clean shared kitchen, living room and bathroom, but not much in the way of private space.

      Kia Orana Bungalows
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33013; atiu.kiaoranabungalows@gmail.com; s/d NZ$60/80)
             
            Except for some gingerbread trim you might reckon these dinky timber bungalows belonged to a Romanian gypsy caravan train. The bungalows inside are tiny, with a diminutive kitchen-and-bedroom area, but have nice views across a jungle valley from rear verandahs.

      Kopeka Lodge
                LODGE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33006; kopeka1@kopekalodges.co.ck; s/d NZ$85/100)
            
            Three rustic plywood chalets sit in rural grounds southeast of Areora village, with one single and two double units complete with self-contained kitchen. The stained-wood and pale-green colour scheme is simple, but the units are quite comfortable. On Rarotonga contact 
                Eddie Drollet
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                52884)
            
            .
        

      Taparere Lodge
                LODGE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33034; macmokoroa@gmail.com; s/d NZ$75/100)
             
            With two large breeze-block units, Taparere is bright, airy and cheerfully decorated. Accommodation is self-contained with kitchen facilities and (sometimes) hot-water showers. Shady verandahs overlook a pleasant valley.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating & Drinking
        

      Self-catering from the slim pickings at the grocery stores – largely tinned and frozen food – is the most reliable eating option. ’Atiu has a couple of restaurants, but they’re closed unless there are a few tourists on the island. Ask George Mateariki (Click here
            ) about his regular Sunday afternoon ‘Restaurant at the Beach’.
        

      Kura’s Kitchen
                POLYNESIAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33777; Atiu Villas; dinner NZ$30)
             
            Kura at Atiu Villas cooks up evening vittles whenever there’s a quorum, and sometimes there’s an informal island night that kicks off in the thatched restaurant-bar area (NZ$30 with food, or NZ$40 including the show). Kura’s Kitchen is open to outside guests, but booking before 3pm is essential. Bring along your favourite flag to add to the Pavilion Bar’s growing collection.

      Terangi-Nui Café
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33101; Areora; dinner NZ$25; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-3pm Tue-Sat & 7-10pm Sun-Sat)
            
            The lovely Parua Tavioni runs this cafe-restaurant serving breakfast, lunch and a two-course dinner (dependent on numbers). If the gates are open, pop in for some delightful ’Atiuan hospitality. Phone ahead or drop by for bookings for dinner. The cafe also hosts a small shop selling local crafts, gifts and 
                pareu
            
            .
        

      Akai Bakery
                BAKERY 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Mapumai)
             
            Fresh-baked bread is ready for the milling crowd by about 11am each day. Saturday is the Seventh-Day Adventist Sabbath and the baking doesn’t begin until dusk – at 11.30pm there’s that milling crowd again.

      Super Brown
                FAST FOOD 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (Areora)
             
            Drop in for burgers, toasted sandwiches and fish and chips at this friendly spot in Areora village. You can even have a cold beer while you wait.

      
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

      Atiu Fibre Arts Studio
                ARTS & CRAFTS
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33031; www.atiu-fibrearts.com; Te’enui; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-3pm Mon-Fri, 9am-1pm Sat)
            
            Andrea Eimke’s studio specialises in 
                tivaevae
            
            (appliqué work) and traditional textile arts. Machine-sewn double- to queen-size 
                tivaevae
            
            cost around NZ$1250. Hand-sewn 
                tivaevae,
            
            taking countless hours of work, cost upwards of NZ$4000. There’s an on-site gallery, and Andrea’s work has also expanded into jewellery and wonderfully delicate installations crafted from traditional 
                tapa
             
            and gossamer-light lace. See the website for details of five-day workshops learning traditional Cook Islands techniques.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            
                ADC Shop
             
                (Areora)
             
            Provides cash advances on credit cards.

      
            
                Post & Telecom
             
                (
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            North of Mapumai village.

      
            
                Visitor information
             
            Website www.atiu.info is an excellent information resource on ’Atiu. See also www.atiutourism.com.

      
            
            Getting There & Around
        

      

                TO/FROM THE AIRPORT
             
            Return airport transfers by accommodation owners are NZ$20 per person.

      

                AIR
             
                Air Rarotonga
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                33888; www.airraro.com)
             
            flies between Rarotonga and ’Atiu Monday to Saturday. One-way fares cost from NZ$198. On Monday, Wednesday and Friday you can fly direct from Aitutaki to ’Atiu from NZ$217. Also available is an Aitutaki/’Atiu combo fare for travel from Rarotonga to Aitutaki to ’Atiu and back to Rarotonga. Check the website for the latest fares.

      

                CAR, MOTORCYCLE & BICYCLE
             
            You’ll need transport to get around ’Atiu. The circle-island road is fun for exploring by motorbike, and walking tracks lead down to the dramatic beach. Accommodation places can provide motorbikes (NZ$25 per day), and most also have mountain bikes. Atiu Villas rents a soft-top Jeep for NZ$65 a day.

      
            MA’UKE
        

      
            POP 310 / AREA 18.4 SQ KM

      Although much flatter than ’Atiu and only slightly larger than Mitiaro, Ma’uke is also characterised by its
                makatea
            
            and thick coastal forest. Ma’uke is a sleepy and quietly charming island, traditional in its ways, and circled by a rough coastal track. It’s pockmarked with many underground caverns, including Motuanga, a network of limestone chambers said to stretch right out underneath the reef. Known as the Garden Island, Ma’uke is one of the Cooks’ main exporters of tropical flowers, which means your goodbye 
                ’ei
             
            is likely to be particularly impressive.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      Like its sister islands, ’Atiu and Mitiaro, Ma’uke’s raised-coral
                makatea
            
            is riddled with caves, many filled with cool freshwater pools. Interesting caves around the island include 
                Vai Ou
            Offline map, 
                Vai Tukume
            Offline map, 
                Vai Moraro
            Offline map, 
                Vai Ma’u
            Offline map and Vai MotiOffline map, reached by old coral pathways across the makatea.

      
            [image: 12-mauke-rst7]
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      Vai Tango
                CAVE
            
        

Offline map 
      Vai Tango is the best cave for swimming, a short walk from Ngatiarua village. Schoolkids often head there at weekends and afternoons after school and they can show you where to find it.

      Motuanga
                CAVE
            
        

      Offline map 
      Motuanga (the Cave of 100 Rooms) is a complex of tunnels and caverns in the island’s southeast that’s said to extend all the way under the reef and out to sea. The cave was used as a hiding place from ’Atiuan war parties. Access is via a small crawlspace into a surprisingly compact subterranean atrium complete with an underground pool.

      Circle-Island Road
                BEACHES
            
        

      
      An 18km-long circle-island road takes you past Ma’uke’s many secluded coves and beaches, which are some of the island’s main attractions. One of the nicest is
                One’unga
            
            , on the east side, and 
                Teoneroa
             
            and 
                Tukume
            
            on the island’s southwestern side are also delightful. 
                Anaraura
            
            and Teoneroa have sheltered picnic areas that are popular with the island’s pigs. 
                Kea’s Grave
            Offline map  
            is on the cliffs above Anaiti, where the wife of Paikea (the Whale Rider) is said to have perished while waiting for her husband’s return.

      Just south of Tiare Cottages is
                Kopupooki
             
                (Stomach Rock) Beach
            
            , with a beautiful fish-filled cave that becomes accessible at low tide.
        

      Around 3km south from Tiare Cottages, the fractured rusting hulk of the
                Te Kou Maru
            Offline map 
            sits groaning on the edge of the reef. The cargo ship floundered in October 2010, but quick work from Ma’uke locals ensured most cargo was ferried by hand across the rugged 
                makatea
             
            to safety. Walk towards the coast around 50m south of Ma’uke’s rubbish tip to find the wreck.

      Marae Rangimanuka
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      Marae Rangimanuka, the
                marae
            
            of Uke, is one of Ma’uke’s many 
                marae
             
            that are now overgrown, but you can still find it with a guide.

      Marae Puarakura
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      Marae Puarakura is a modern
                marae,
            
            still used for ceremonial functions, complete with stone seats for the 
                ariki,
             
                mataiapo
            
            and 
                rangatira
             
            (subchief).

      
        
          [image: dont-miss]
        

        
            
                THE DIVIDED CHURCH
            

            
                Ma’uke’s CICC was built by two villages, Areora and Ngatiarua, in 1882. When the outside was completed, there was disagreement between the villages about how the inside should be decorated so they built a wall down the middle. The wall has since been removed, though the interior is decorated in markedly different styles. Each village has its own entrance, sits at its own side and takes turns singing the hymns. The minister stands astride the dividing line down the middle of the pulpit. Look for the Chilean coins that are set into the wooden altar. Chilean currency was frequently traded throughout the South Pacific in the 19th century.
            

        

      

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      Tangata Ateriano
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                35270)
            
            Based at Tiare Cottages, ‘Ta’ 
            Ateriano takes visitors around the island (per person NZ$25), either in his 4WD or on a scooter tour. Highlights include the island’s caves and beaches, and the Divided Church.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Tiare Cottages
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                35192; www.maukeholiday.com; bungalows NZ$80, self-contained lodge NZ$90, house NZ$150)
             
            The old tin-roofed budget lodges are a little basic, with a main sleeping area and a simple kitchen, toilet and shower tacked on the end. The newer self-contained lodge is more comfortable, with a better-equipped kitchen and an airy and cheerily furnished bedroom. There’s also a brilliant house – O’Kiva – with panoramic sea views from its cliff-top perch. It’s self-contained and excellent value, and one of the nicest places to stay on the Cooks’ outer islands. Dinner costs NZ$20 per person, and you’ll need to provide for your own breakfast and lunch.

      Ri’s Retreat
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                35181; keta-ttn@oyster.net.ck; bungalows NZ$120)
             
            Ri’s Retreat has bungalows located near Anaraura Beach, and a few near the airport. The airport bungalows are all sparkling clean and brightly decorated, with large beds, modern bathrooms and verandahs. The seaside bungalows have the nicer location, built on stilts beside the gorgeous and remote Anaraura Beach, and are often enlivened by robust trade winds. You’ll need to rent a scooter to get around the island from here.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating & Drinking
        

      Guests at Tiare Cottages have the option of home-cooked dinners for NZ$20 per meal.

      The best of Ma’uke’s grocery stores is
                Virginia’s
            Offline map 
            near the Divided Church, and a less-well-stocked back-up option is the 
                Ariki Store
            Offline map 
            . 
                Kato’s Store
            Offline map 
            is well stocked and is also the island’s only bakery. Kato’s also hosts a 
                takeaway bar
            Offline map  
                (
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                11am-1pm & 5-9pm Mon-Sat)
            
            turning out good burgers, fish and chips and milkshakes. Pull up a chair in the adjacent gazebo and get chatting to the 
            locals.

      From 8.30am on Friday morning you can buy fresh produce at
                Ma’uke’s market
            
            , near the wharf.
        

      Tura’s Bar
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map 
      Liquid refreshment is available at this humble spot opposite Ma’uke College. Opening nights vary, so ask Ma’uke locals for the latest. Tuesday night is usually darts night and Ma’uke players are renowned across the Cooks.

      Tua’s Bar
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map 
      Another option for a relaxed beer with the locals, Tua’s is near the island’s rugby field and normally open on a Friday and Saturday night.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            
                Hospital
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                35664; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-noon & 1-4pm Mon-Fri)
            
        

      
            
                Police station
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                35086)
             
            Between the Administration Centre and the wharf.

      
            
                Post office & Telecom office
             Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-noon & 1-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            There’s a 24-hour Kiaorana cardphone outside and pricey internet access.

      
            
            Getting There & Around
        

      

                TO/FROM THE AIRPORT 
            Transfers to/from the airport cost NZ$20.
        

      

                AIR
             
                Air Rarotonga
             
                (airport
             [image: iconphonegif]
            
                35120,
             
                Kimiangatau 35888; www.airraro.com)
             
            operates flights between Rarotonga and Ma’uke on Monday, Wednesday and Friday (NZ$508 return). There are occasionally unscheduled flights between Ma’uke and Mitiaro.

      

                BOAT
             
            See Click here
            for details of travelling by 
            cargo ship.

      

                MOTORCYCLE & BICYCLE
             
            You can hire scooters for NZ$25 per day from Tiare Cottages and Ri’s Retreat (Click here
            ). Tiare also rents out mountain bikes.
        

      
            MITIARO
        

      
            POP 180 / AREA 22.3 SQ KM

      The tourism juggernaut that churns through Rarotonga and Aitutaki is a world away from sleepy Mitiaro. Here people live much the same way as their ancestors have for hundreds of years (except for electricity and motorscooters). Mitiaro may not be classically beautiful in the traditional South Pacific sense – the beaches are small and, where the land’s not covered with boggy swamp, it’s mainly black craggy rock – yet it is an interesting slice of traditional Polynesian life and makes for a rewarding place to spend a few days.

      Like on ’Atiu and Ma’uke, the
                maketea
            
            of Mitiaro has many deep and mysterious caves, including the brilliant underground pools of Vai Nauri and Vai Marere. Mitiaro also has the remains of the Cook Islands’ only fort. The islanders on Mitiaro are great craftspeople and you’ll discover that the weaving, woodcarving and traditional outrigger canoes are all beautifully made. Another highlight is staying a few days in a homestay, either in a local’s private home or in one of the three 
                kikau
             
            cottages being completed at the time of writing.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        


      Vai Marere
                LANDMARK
            
        

Offline map
      The Cook Islands’ only sulphur pool is Vai Marere, a 10-minute walk from Mangarei village on the Takaue road. From the main road it’s barely visible and easy to miss, but as you duck into the cave it broadens out into a gloomy cavern covered with stalactites. According to locals, the water here has healing properties.
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      Vai Nauri
                LANDMARK
            
        

      Offline map 
      A real highlight in this region is the deep sparkling-blue Vai Nauri, Mitiaro’s natural swimming pool. Local women used to hold gatherings known as
                terevai
            
            at Vai Nauri and at nearby Vai Tamaroa, where they met to swim and sing the bawdy songs of their ancestors. With Mitiaro’s declining population, the 
                terevai
             
            tradition is now largely limited to holiday periods like Christmas and New Year when islanders return to Mitiaro from their homes in Australia and New Zealand.

      Marae Takero
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      The
                marae
            
            of Mitiaro are largely consumed by jungle, but you are still able to see the stone seat of the 
                ariki
             
            and several graves at Marae Takero, located near the abandoned Takaue village.

      Te Pare Fort
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      The remains of Te Pare Fort, set deep in the
                makatea,
            
            are Mitiaro’s most impressive ancient ruins. The fort was built as a defence against ’Atiuan raiders. In times of danger, people would assemble in the underground shelter, while above stood a lookout tower from which approaching canoes could be seen. The only tour guide to Te Pare Fort is 
                Julian Aupuni 
            
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                36180)
            
            , who has permission to visit from the site’s owner, Po Tetava Ariki. 
                Papa Neke
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                36347)
             
            leads tours around the island’s other historical sites. You’ll most likely meet the affable patriarch when he picks you up at the airport.

      Cook Islands Christian Church
                CHURCH
            
        

      
      The white-painted CICC is a fine sight, with its blue trim, stained-glass windows and parquet ceiling decorated with black-and-white stars. The Sunday church singing is inspirational.

      Te Rotonui & Te Rotoiti
                LAKES
            
        

      Offline map
      Mitiaro is unique in the Cooks for its twin lakes, Te Rotonui (Big Lake) and Te Rotoiti (Small Lake). A rough track leads to the edge of Te Rotonui, where there’s a boat landing and a pleasant picnic spot. Both lakes are stuffed with
                itiki,
             
            a local eel delicacy.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      Accommodation on Mitiaro is limited to a couple of local homestays, or bedding down in one of the island’s recently constructed
                kikau bungalows
            Offline map  
                (per person incl meals NZ$100)
            
            . Made from woven panels of 
                kikau
            
            leaves, they’re light and airy and feature en suite bathrooms and spacious verandahs. The bungalows are arrayed around the main village of Mangarei, and meals are provided by local families. For reservations and
            more information email office@cookislandsconnect.co.ck.

      Limited food supplies are sold at the small village food shops and at
                Pa’s Store
            Offline map 
            .
        

      Nane’s Homestay
                HOMESTAY 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                36107; per person incl meals NZ$100)
            
            One of Mitiaro’s best places to stay is with Nane Pokoati, a local 
                mataiapo
             
            and a bubbly, friendly host. There are no private rooms, just beds in a communal sleeping area in Nane’s large, modern house. You’ll probably get to meet a few friendly Cook Island government workers who also stay there when visiting the island.

      Another friendly homestay, either in a bright and breezy two-bedroom standalone house or inside the main house with shared bathrooms, is with the delightful
                Aunty Mii O’Brian
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                36106; per person incl meals NZ$100)
            
            . Bookings at Aunty Mii’s are handled by Nane Pokoati.
        

      
            
            Information
        

      
            It’s difficult to change money on Mitiaro so bring plenty of cash. Don’t drink the tap water, and watch out for the island’s vicious mosquitoes.
        

      
            The 
                Administration Centre
            Offline map, located near the wharf, houses the 
                post office
             Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-4pm Mon-Fri)
            
            , 
                Telecom
             Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                36680; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8-10am & 1-3pm)
            
            , 
                police station Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                36110, 36124)
            
            , 
                island secretary
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                36157, 36108)
             
            and the mayor.

      
            Everybody knows everyone else on the tiny island, so ask at your accommodation if you’d like to go on a tour with either Julian Aupuni or Papa Neke. To conduct your own exploration of the island, bicycles and scooters can be hired from 
                Ngarouru Tou
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                36148).
            
        

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      

                Air
             
                Air Rarotonga
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22888; www.airraro.com)
             
            flies to Mitiaro on Monday, Wednesday and Friday. The return cost is NZ$578/358. There are occasionally unscheduled flights linking Ma’uke and Mitiaro.

      

                Boat
             
            For information on interisland ships, Click here
            .
        

      
            MANGAIA
        

      
            POP 573 / AREA 51.8 SQ KM

      Next to Rarotonga, Mangaia (pronounced mung-EYE-ah) is the Cooks’ most geographically dramatic island. It is the second largest of the islands – it’s only slightly smaller than Rarotonga – with a towering circlet of black two-tiered raised-coral
                makatea
             
            (three-tiered in the island’s north) concealing a huge sunken volcanic caldera that falls away on each side of the 169m Rangimotia ridge, the island’s central spine. This sunken interior is swampland planted with taro fields and vegetables.

      Mangaia is the Pacific’s oldest island – at once craggy and lushly vegetated – and riddled with limestone caves that once served as sacred burial grounds and havens during tribal fighting. There are lakes in the island’s centre, dramatic cliffs and many spectacular lookout points. Mangaians have a reputation for haughtiness and superiority, and they’re perhaps a little less voluble on first meetings, but they are friendly, gracious and impeccably well mannered.

      Mangaia’s three main villages are on the coast: Oneroa in the west, Ivirua in the east and Tamarua in the south. Oneroa, the main village, has three parts: Tava’enga to the north and Kaumata to the south on the coast, and Temakatea high above the second
                makatea
             
            tier overlooking the ocean. The island’s interior is cross-hatched by tracks and dirt roads, which are great for walking, but they can get very muddy after heavy rain. The airstrip is in the north of the island.

      
            
            History
        

      Mangaian legend tells that the island was not settled by voyagers on canoes, but that the three sons of the Polynesian god Rongo – 
            Rangi, Mokoaro and Akatauira – lifted the island up from the deep, and became the first settlers and ancestors of the Nga Ariki tribe.

      James Cook landed in 1777 but found the Mangaians were hostile and quickly moved on. Cannibalism had already been outlawed by Mangaian chief Mautara 100 years before the first missionaries arrived. John Williams was the first missionary to land in 1823 but, like James Cook, he was not welcome. Subsequent Polynesian missionaries had more success – the Mangaians were eventually converted to Christianity by the Rarotongan preacher Maretu.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

            Mangaia has many spectacular caves, including
                Te Rua Rere
             Offline map, a huge burial cave that has crystalline stalagmites and stalactites, and some ancient human skeletons. Other caverns worth exploring include the multilevel 
                Tuatini Cave
            Offline map 
            and the long, maze-like 
                Toru a Poru Cave
             Offline map.
        

      Some of the finest old CICCs in the Cooks are on Mangaia.
                Tamarua CICC
            Offline map 
            is especially beautiful, and still has its original roof beams, woodcarved interiors and sennit-rope binding. The interiors of the 
                Oneroa
             Offline map and 
                Ivirua CICCs
             Offline map 
            were once even more impressive, but were sadly mostly removed in the 1980s.

      The island also has 24 pre-missionary
                marae,
             
            but you’ll need a guide to find them since they have been mostly overtaken by bush.
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      Avarua Landing
                HARBOUR
            
        

Offline map 
      Fishermen return from their morning’s exploits around 8am or 9am in tiny outrigger canoes with several huge wahoo and tuna. Hang around for the cleaning and gutting because there are three giant green turtles that come to feed on the entrails and off-cuts that are cast into the water. Whales pass just beyond the reef in the July-to-October season.

      Rangimotia
                LOOKOUTS
            
        

      
      At 169m, Rangimotia is the highest point on the island with stunning coastal views. From the Oneroa side, a dirt road leads to the top. There are also several other stunning viewpoints around the island, including 
                Te-Toa-A-Morenga
             Offline map lookout, just inland from Ivirua; the 
                Maumaukura
             Offline map viewpoint, which has a glorious view inland from the top of the 
                makatea
            
            cliff; and 
                Te Pa’ata
             Offline map 
            above Oneroa.
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            Tours
        

      Doreen Tangatakino
            & Ura Herrmann
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                34092; c/- Babe’s Place)
            
            Takes visitors on a full-day island tour for NZ$50, which includes the inland taro plantations and Lake Tiriara. Tours to Tuatini Cave cost NZ$30. Doreen’s husband 
                Moekapiti Tangatakino
             
                (c/- Babe’s Place)
            
            is the school history teacher and runs an informative three-hour tour that takes in the lookouts over the taro farms, lakes, the 1909 wreck site of the coal freighter 
                Saragossa 
            (only the anchor remains), the human 
                umu
            
            (underground pit-oven used to cook human flesh), villages and 
                marae
             
            for NZ$50.

      Maui Peraua
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                34388)
             
            Maui Peraua leads tours to his family cave of Toru a Poru (NZ$35) and runs popular traditional pole-fishing tours on the reef (NZ$25) – you can have your catch cooked on the beach.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Mangaia Villas
                VILLAS 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                29882; www.mangaiavillas.com; Oneroa; villas NZ$375)
             
            These six luxurious one-bedroom villas are hands-down the Cook Islands’ finest accommodation beyond Rarotonga and Aitutaki. Spacious verandahs showcase ocean views, whale watching and tropical sunsets, and the villas are constructed of local Mangaia limestone with thatched roofs and shimmering hardwood floors. Modern touches include designer kitchens and bathrooms, and rates include a tropical breakfast. Lunch and dinner can also be provided for an extra charge.

      Babe’s Place
                MOTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                34092; www.babesplace.co.ck; Oneroa; s/d/tr incl meals NZ$75/120/150)
             
            With all meals included, a terrific location and four large comfortable motel-style rooms, Babe’s Place is good value for money and definitely the best accommodation in Mangaia. Babe is the island’s entrepreneur, owning the island’s main store, liveliest bar and this motel. The units have mosquito nets, colourful bedspreads and small patio areas. Guests have 24-hour use of the main kitchen – with a fridge, tea and coffee – and the lounge area with a TV. Lively Babe’s Bar, next door, parties on well into the night on Friday and Saturday.

      Mangaia Lodge
                LODGE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                34324; Oneroa; s/d NZ$40/70)
             
            This tumbledown colonial-style lodge has three plain bedrooms and a sunny, enclosed terrace overlooking the gardens. The accommodation is basic but the old building has a rustic charm and million-dollar views over the ocean. The separate shared toilet/shower block is pretty rustic. Meals are included.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating & Drinking
        

      There’s no eating out on Mangaia, but meals are usually provided with accommodation. A weekly Friday-morning
                market
             
            kicks off at 8am beside the Oneroa post office.

      Babe’s Store
                SELF-CATERING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Tava’enga)
             
            The best-stocked shop.

      Kirikiri Store
                SELF-CATERING
            
        

      Offline map 
      North of Ivirua.

      Akeke Trading
                SELF-CATERING
            
        

      Offline map 
      Inland from Oneroa.

      Babe’s Bar
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Oneroa)
             
            Opens Friday and Saturday nights.

      
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

      Basketwork, tie-dyed
                pareu,
            
            stone pounders and 
                pupu ei
             
            are Mangaia’s most famous handicrafts.

      Mangaia Airport Shop
                ARTS & CRAFTS
            
        

      
      This tiny shop opens for incoming flights. It also doubles as a booking office for tours and activities.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            
                Babe’s Store
             Offline map  
                (Oneroa)
             
            The island’s ANZ agent.

      
            
                Post & Telecom
             
                (internet access per 30min NZ$10.50; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7.30am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            On the hill above Oneroa.

      
            
                Visitor information centre
             Offline map  
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                34289)
             
            In the Administration Centre at the bottom of the Temakatea road cutting.

      
            
            Getting There & Around
        

      

                AIR
             
                Air Rarotonga
             Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                34888; www.airraro.com)
             
            flies between Rarotonga and Mangaia three times a week for around NZ$400 return.

      

                BOAT
             
            See Click here 
            for details on shipping services from Rarotonga to Mangaia.

      

                MOTORCYCLE
            
            You’ll need a motorbike to get around Mangaia. There are some very rough sections of road in the island’s south, and the cross-island roads are muddy and perilous after rains. 
                Moana Rentals
             Offline map 
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                34307)
             
            hires out motorcycles for NZ$25 per day.

      
            NORTHERN GROUP
        

      These sparsely populated tropical idylls are breathtaking in their beauty and remoteness. This sublime isolation inspired writers Tom Neale and Robert Dean Frisbie, who both lived as castaways on these far-flung coral atolls. Only the hardiest and most intrepid travellers ever make it to the Northern Group. Flights are few and mind-bogglingly expensive but, if you can surmount the financial and logistical challenges, the rewards are sublime.

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      

                AIR 
            
                Air Rarotonga
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22888; www.airraro.com)
             
            Flights from Rarotonga to Manihiki once a week, and to Pukapuka occasionally. Flights take about 3½ hours, and the return fare is a staggering NZ$2700. Penrhyn is occasionally serviced for a return fare of NZ$3436. Bad weather, limited fuel supplies and too few bookings can cause the flights to be cancelled at short notice.

      

                BOAT
             
            The only other regular transport to the Northern Group islands is on the Taio Shipping cargo ship. See Click here
            . To reach Rakahanga, you must fly to Manihiki and then take a boat.
        

      

                YACHT
            
            Suwarrow is accessible only by private yacht, although you can get passage on the research vessel 
                SRV Discovery
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23513, 52400; www.pacific-expeditions.com)
            
            , which undertakes a two-week voyage every May from Rarotonga (per person US$3400). The expedition also visits Palmerston, Nassau and Pukapuka.
        

      
            Manihiki
        

      
            POP 243 / AREA 5.4 SQ KM

      Manihiki, 1046km from Rarotonga, is where most of the Cooks’ black pearls are farmed. It has a magnificent lagoon – one of the South Pacific’s finest – and is a highlight of the Northern Group. Nearly 40 tiny
                motu
            
            encircle the enclosed lagoon, which is 4km wide at its broadest point. The island is the summit of a 4000m underwater mountain. The US ship 
                Good Hope
             
            made the first European discovery in 1822, and Manihiki was a US territory until it was ceded in 1980.

      Tauhunu is the main village, and the airstrip is at Tukao on this island’s northern point. Black pearls are the island’s economic mainstay and they’re harvested from September to December. The lung-busting abilities of the island’s pearl divers are legendary – 
            they can dive to great depths and stay submerged for minutes at a time.

      Beachside retreat
                Manihiki Lagoon Villas
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                43123; www.manihikilagoonvillas.co.ck; s/d incl all meals NZ$110/200)
             
            offers bungalows built on the water’s edge of the lagoon. The accommodation is simple but the location is deluxe.

      
            Rakahanga
        

      
            POP 77 / AREA 4.1 SQ KM

      With two major islands and many smaller
                motu
            
            dotted in a turquoise lagoon, Rakahanga is another idyllic island. The lagoon here is unsuitable for pearl farming and the few families who live here are concentrated in Nivano village in the southwestern corner. The only export is copra, although the island is still renowned for its fine 
                rito
             
            (coconut-fibre) hats, which are mostly sold on Rarotonga.

      
            Penrhyn
        

      
            POP 203 / AREA 9.8 SQ KM

      Penrhyn is the northernmost of the Cook Islands and boasts one of the largest lagoons in the country – so huge that the twin islands on opposite sides of the lagoon are barely visible from each other. Penrhyn has three deepwater passages that make excellent harbours, a fact that attracted whalers and traders in the 19th century. Peruvian blackbirders (slave traders) also visited the island in the 1860s. Penrhyn is another centre for black-pearl production and some interesting shell jewellery is produced on the island. The remains of a crashed B17 bomber are reminders of the WWII US servicemen who were stationed here and built the airstrip.

      
            
                Soa’s Guesthouse
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                42181; Omoka village; r NZ$95)
             
            is run by Soa Tini, a local fisherman and pearl farmer, who has a three-bedroom family house in the centre of Omoka village.

      
            Pukapuka
        

      
            POP 453 / AREA 5.1 SQ KM

      Well known for both its sensuous dancers and beautiful girls, remote Pukapuka is in many ways closer to Samoa than to the rest of the Cook Islands. Pukapuka’s most famous resident was the American travel writer Robert Dean Frisbie, who lived here in the 1920s and wrote several evocative accounts of his life on the islands. Pukapuka sustained severe damage during the 2005 cyclones.

      Contact the
                island secretary
             
                ([image: iconphonegif]/fax 41712)
            
            or the 
                island council
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41034)
             
            to arrange homestay accommodation.

      
            Suwarrow
        

      
            POP 0 / AREA 0.4 SQ KM

      The Cook Islands’ only national park is a nature
            lover’s paradise, home to huge colonies of seabirds and some of the country’s richest marine life. Two atoll managers live here six months of the year to oversee the park. During cyclone season they head back to Rarotonga. Suwarrow is best known as the home of Tom Neale, who lived here for three long stints between 1952 and his death in 1977. You can relive his adventures in his classic book 
                An Island to Oneself,
            
            and visit his old house on Anchorage Island – one room is still furnished just as it was when he lived here. The only way you’re likely to be able to visit Suwarrow is by private yacht, or on the annual expedition on the SRV 
                Discovery
             
            (Click here
            ).
        

      
            UNDERSTAND RAROTONGA & THE COOK ISLANDS
        

      
            Rarotonga & the Cook Islands Today
        

      Welcome to one of the Pacific’s most versatile destinations. Imbued with the cosmopolitan influence of Auckland, Rarotonga combines exciting holiday experiences with a burgeoning organic and artisan food scene. To the north, Aitutaki is morphing slowly into a more upmarket destination, while the nation’s other outer islands are increasing the emphasis on authentic and eco-aware traveller experiences. Stay in a traditional
                kikau
             
            homestay on Mitiaro, discover ’Atiu’s fascinating birdlife or go underground in the storied burial caves on Mangaia. All around the Cook Islands, the welcome for visitors continues to be friendly and gregarious, so remember to pack a good sense of humour.

      
            History
        

      Cook Islanders are Maori people closely related to indigenous New Zealanders and French Polynesians. The Maori had no written history, but historians believe that Polynesian migrations from the Society Islands in French Polynesia to the Cooks began around the 5th century AD. Oral histories speak of around 1400 years of Polynesian activity on Rarotonga. A 
                marae
            
            (religious meeting ground) on tiny Motutapu in Rarotonga’s Muri Lagoon is estimated to be around 1500 years old. In the 14th century great ocean-going 
                vaka
             
            (canoes) departed from Rarotonga for Aotearoa (New Zealand), and the settlers were ancestors of present-day New Zealand Maori.

      During his disastrous second voyage from Spanish-occupied Peru, Don Alvaro de Mendaña y Neyra came upon Pukapuka on 20 August 1595 – he would die just months later in the Solomon Islands. Eleven years later, Mendaña’s chief pilot Pedro Fernández de Quirós led another Pacific expedition, stopping at Rakahanga. James Cook explored the Cooks in 1773 and 1779. Only ever setting foot on Palmerston and never finding Rarotonga, Cook named the group the Hervey Islands in honour of a British Lord of the Admiralty. In his 1835
                Atlas de l’Océan Pacifique,
             
            Russian explorer and cartographer Admiral Adam Johann von Krusenstern renamed them in honour of Captain Cook.

      Reverend John Williams of the London Missionary Society (LMS) arrived on Aitutaki in 1821. In 1823 Papeiha, a convert from Ra’iatea in the Societies, moved to Rarotonga and set about converting the islands to Christianity. Though many
                marae
            
            were destroyed and sacred artefacts were carted off to British museums, much of the island’s culture survived, including the traditional titles of 
                ariki
            
            (chief) and 
                mataiapo
             
            (subchief), the land-inheritance system and the indigenous language. The missionaries imposed a catalogue of strict rules and doctrines (known as the Blue Laws) and brought deadly diseases, such as whooping cough, measles, smallpox and influenza, leading to a long-term decline in population numbers.

      The Cook Islands became a British protectorate in 1888, in response to fears of French colonisation. In 1901 the islands were annexed to New Zealand, and the Southern and Northern Groups together became known as the Cook Islands.

      During WWII the US built airstrips on Penrhyn and Aitutaki, but the Cooks escaped the war largely unscathed, unlike many of their South Pacific neighbours. In 1965 the Cook Islands became internally self-governing in free association with New Zealand.

      Since self-governance was achieved, successive Cook Islands governments have struggled to maintain fiscal balance. In the early 1990s a series of bad investments – 
            including the failed Sheraton resort on Rarotonga’s south coast – left the country almost NZ$250 million in debt, representing 113% of national GDP. An economic stabilisation plan in 1996 slashed public spending and the public sector workforce. Many Cook Islanders voted with their feet and left for greater opportunities in New Zealand and Australia.

      Population decline and the country’s national debt – estimated to be NZ$115 million in 2011 – remain the country’s major issues. Growth in tourism is an ongoing opportunity, with 2011 visitor numbers of 115,000 expected to increase with the introduction of direct flights from Sydney.

      
            The Culture
        

      
            
            The National Psyche
        

      Cook Islanders carry New Zealand passports, which allow them to live and work in New Zealand and, by extension (courtesy of the Special Category Visa), to live and work in Australia. This means many Cook Islanders are well travelled, worldly people. Rarotonga is a cosmopolitan place, yet beneath this Westernised veneer many Maori traditions remain, including traditional titles, family structure and the system of land inheritance. All native islanders are part of a family clan connected to the ancient system of
                ariki
            
            . Many still refer to themselves as from their ‘home island’ – Mangaian or Aitutakian.
        

      But there is still a continuing exodus from the outer islands to Rarotonga, New Zealand and Australia, and some claim that Cooks Islands’ nationhood is undermined by that Kiwi passport – when the going gets tough the islanders move away to Auckland or Melbourne. Tourism is the Cooks’ only major industry, but few tourists go beyond Rarotonga and Aitutaki. The outer islands have a fraction of the populations they had a few decades ago.

      Politics, sport, dance, music, land and inheritance remain important, as do community, family and traditional values. Christianity is taken very seriously.

      
            
            Lifestyle
        

      Islanders from Rarotonga are thoroughly First World in their lifestyles, with modern houses, regular jobs and reasonable salaries. Elsewhere in the Cooks, people live a more traditional lifestyle by fishing, growing crops and practising traditional arts and crafts. Family and the church are the two most influential elements in most islanders’ lives, but people remain relaxed and informal about most aspects of day-to-day living. Like elsewhere in the Pacific, Cook Islanders are especially relaxed about timekeeping – things will happen when they do.

      
            
            Population
        

      The resident population of the Cook Islands is around 18,000, but around 80% of Cook Islanders live overseas. More than 50,000 Cook Islanders live in New Zealand, half that number in Australia, and several thousand more in French Polynesia, the Americas, Europe and Asia. Of those who do live in their country of origin, more than 90% live in the Southern Group, with 60% living on Rarotonga.

      Like many Pacific islands, the Cooks are struggling with a long-term population drain, as islanders move overseas in search of higher wages. More than 90% of the population is Polynesian, though the people of some of the Northern Group islands are more closely related to Samoans than to other Cook Islanders.

      
            
            Language
        

      See the Language chapter on Click here for Cook Islands Maori basics.

      
            Arts
        

      
            
            Dance & Music
        

      Cook Islanders love to dance and they’re reputed to be the best dancers in Polynesia. Don’t be surprised if you’re invited to join them at an island night. Traditional dance forms include the
                karakia
            
            (prayer dance), 
                pe’e ura pa’u
            
            (drum-beat dance), 
                ate
            
            (choral song) and 
                kaparima
             
            (action song). Men stamp, gesture and knock their knees together, while women shake and gyrate their hips in an unmistakeably suggestive manner.

      The islanders are also great singers and musicians. The multi-part harmony singing at a Cook Islands church service is truly beautiful, but pop music is popular too. Polynesian string bands, featuring guitars and ukuleles, often perform at local restaurants and hotels.

      
            
            Arts & Crafts
        

      Traditional woodcarving and woven handicrafts (pandanus mats, baskets, purses and fans) are still popular in the Cooks. You’ll see women going to church wearing finely woven
                rito
            
            (coconut-fibre) hats, mainly made on the Northern Group islands. Ceremonial adzes, stone taro pounders and 
                pupu ei
            
            (snail-shell necklaces) are produced on Mangaia, and the best place to see traditional 
                tivaevae
             
            (appliqué work, used for bedspreads, cushion covers and home decoration) is at the Atiu Fibre Arts Studio (Click here
            ) on ’Atiu. Black pearls are grown in the Northern Group and are an important export. 
                ’Ei 
            (floral necklaces) and 
                ’ei katu
             
            (tiaras) are customarily given to friends and honoured guests. You’re bound to receive a few, especially on the outer islands.

      Traditional
                tata’u
             
            (tattooing) is also making a resurgence, with intricate designs often showcasing an individual’s genealogy. See Click here
            to find local tattooists and ask at Avarua’s bookshops for 
                Patterns of the Past: Tattoo Revival in the Cook Islands
             
            by Therese Mangos and John Utanga.

      
            
            Literature
        

      Purchase these in Avarua’s bookshops.

      
            
                An Island to Oneself
             
            by Tom Neale is the classic desert-island read, written by a New Zealander who lived as a virtual hermit on Suwarrow during the 1950s and 1960s.

      Robert Dean Frisbie ran a trading outpost on Pukapuka in the 1920s and wrote two evocative memoirs,
                The Book of Pukapuka
            
            and 
                The Island of Desire
            
            .
        

      Sir Tom Davis (Pa Tuterangi Ariki) was – among many things, including medical doctor and NASA scientist – the Cook Islands’ prime minister for most of the 1980s (he died in 2007). His autobiography is called
                Island Boy
            
            .
        

      If you’re after local legends, pick up
                Cook Islands Legends
            
            and 
                The Ghost at Tokatarava and Other Stories from the Cook Islands,
            
            both by the notable Cook Islands author Jon Tikivanotau Jonassen. Pukapukan poet Kauraka Kauraka published several books of poems including 
                Ta ’Akatauira: My Morning Star
            
            .
        

      
            
                Akono’anga Maori: Cooks Islands Culture,
            
            edited by Ron and Marjorie Tua’inekore Crocombe, is an excellent book that looks at culture manifested in traditional Polynesian tattooing, poetry, art, sport and governance. 
                Patterns of the Past: Tattoo Revival in the Cook Islands
            
            by Therese Mangos and John Utanga is a beautifully illustrated title on 
                tata’u
             
            in the Cook Islands.

      
            
                Guide to Cook Islands Birds
             
            by DT Holyoak is a useful guide to the islands’ native birds, with colour photos and tips for identification.

      
            Environment
        

      The Cook Islands’ small land mass (just 241 sq km) is scattered over 2 million sq km of ocean, midway between American Samoa and Tahiti.

      The 15 islands are divided into Northern and Southern Groups. Most of the Southern Group are younger volcanic islands, although Mangaia is the Pacific’s oldest island. The Northern Group are ‘low islands’, coral atolls with outer reefs encircling lagoons, that have formed on top of ancient sunken volcanoes. ’Atiu, Ma’uke, Mitiaro and Mangaia are ‘raised islands’ characterised by
                makatea
             
            – rocky coastal areas formed by uplifted coral reefs.

      Waste management is a major issue in the Cook Islands. Glass, plastic and aluminium are collected for recycling, but there’s still a huge surplus of rubbish. Water supply is also a major concern.

      Rising sea levels associated with global warming are a huge threat to the Cooks. Many of the islands of the Northern Group are low lying and could be uninhabitable within the next 100 years. Climate scientists have also predicted that severe cyclones are likely to become much more common.

      In 2011, the Cook Islands government announced plans to become the Pacific’s ‘greenest’ destination, and was targeting 100% reliance of solar and wind-generated energy by 2020.

      
            
            Wildlife
        

      Rarotonga’s mountainous centre is covered with a dense jungle of ferns, creepers and towering trees, providing habitat for the island’s rich birdlife. Coconut palms and spectacular tropical flowers grow almost everywhere in the Cook Islands, though the once-common pandanus trees are now rare on Rarotonga and ’Atiu.

      The only native mammal is the Pacific fruit bat (flying fox), found on Mangaia and Rarotonga. Pigs, chickens and goats were introduced by the first Polynesian settlers, along with rats, which devastated the islands’ endemic wildlife, especially native birds. The
                kakerori
             
            (Rarotongan flycatcher) was almost wiped out, but is now recovering thanks to the establishment of the Takitumu Conservation Area on Rarotonga. Other native birds include the cave-dwelling 
                kopeka
            
            (’Atiu swiftlet) on ’Atiu, the 
                tanga’eo
            
            (Mangaian kingfisher) and the 
                kukupa
             
            (Cook Islands fruit dove).

      
            SURVIVAL GUIDE
        

      
            Directory A–Z
        

      
            
            Accommodation
        

      Officially, visitors are required to have booked accommodation before arriving in the Cook Islands, although you can usually arrange a hotel when you arrive at the airport. However, many places to stay on Rarotonga are booked up in advance, so it pays to plan ahead.

      Rarotonga’s accommodation includes hostels, motel-style units, self-contained bungalows and expensive top-end resorts. All the major Southern Group islands have organised accommodation. For families, renting a house can be a good way to cut costs.

      Manihiki and Penrhyn are the only Northern Group islands with simple accommodation.

      This book’s Sleeping reviews are ordered in preference, and categorised by the average cost of accommodation for two people. For a dorm bed, budget travellers can expect to pay around NZ$30.

      
            
                $ 
            less than NZ$125
        

      
            
                $$ 
            NZ$125–250
        

      
            
                $$$ 
            more than NZ$250
        

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      The Cook Islands are perfect for relaxation, but there’s plenty of activities to keep energetic travellers busy. Rarotonga is an excellent place for hiking, and Aitutaki’s backcountry roads and deserted beaches are good for exploring. ’Atiu, Ma’uke, Mitiaro and Mangaia have many trails winding through the
                makatea
            
            . History enthusiasts will enjoy visiting the historic 
                marae
            
            on most of the islands. Many of these traditional religious meeting grounds are still used today for formal ceremonies, such as the investiture of a new 
                ariki
            
            or 
                mataiapo
            
            .
        

      
            WATER SPORTS
        

      The sheltered lagoons and beaches on Rarotonga and Aitutaki are great for swimming and snorkelling. Diving is also excellent, with good visibility and lots of marine life, from sea turtles and tropical fish to reef sharks and eagle rays. You can hire snorkelling gear on Aitutaki and Rarotonga, as well as kayaks, sailboards and other water-sports equipment.

      Raro has just a handful of resident surfers, but there are serious waves outside Rarotonga’s perimeter reef and a budding community of bodyboard riders.

      Kite surfing, paddleboarding and small-boat sailing are popular in Rarotonga’s Muri Lagoon. Glass-bottomed boats also operate from Muri Beach, and there are several lagoon-cruise operators in Aitutaki. Deep-sea fishing boats can be chartered on Rarotonga and Aitutaki, and bonefishing on Aitutaki lagoon is growing in popularity. From July to October, whale-watching trips are available on Rarotonga.

      
            CAVING
        

      The Cook Islands has some extraordinary caves to explore including Anatakitaki and Rima Rau on ’Atiu, Motuanga on Ma’uke, Vai Nauri on Mitiaro, and Te Rua Rere on Mangaia.

      
            
            Business Hours
        

      Sunday is largely reserved for churchgoing and rest, although a few cafes and restaurants around Rarotonga and Aitutaki open in the afternoon.

      
            
                Banks
             
            open to 3pm on weekdays. Only Avarua’s Westpac is open on Saturday morning.

      
            
                Businesses and shops
             
            9am to 4pm Monday to Friday, most shops open until noon on Saturday.

      
            
                Small grocery stores
             
            6am or 7am until 8pm or 9pm.

      
            
            Children
        

      Travelling with kids presents no special problems in the Cook Islands, although many smaller hotels and bungalows don’t accept children aged under 12 – ask about the policy before booking.

      
            
            Customs
        

      The following restrictions apply: 2L of spirits or wine or 4.5L of beer, plus 200 cigarettes or 50 cigars or 250g of tobacco. Quarantine laws are strictly enforced, and plants, animals or any related products are prohibited. Firearms, weapons and drugs are also prohibited.

      
            
            Dangers & Annoyances
        

      Swimming is very safe in the sheltered lagoons but be wary around reef passages, where currents are especially strong. Rarotonga’s main passages are at Avana Harbour, Avaavaroa, Papua and Rutaki. They exist on other islands as well, often opposite streams.

      Mosquitoes can be a real nuisance in the Cooks, particularly during the rainy season (around mid-December to mid-April). Use repellent, and mosquito coils are available everywhere.

      
            
            Embassies & Consulates
        

      
            COOK ISLANDS CONSULATES
        

      See www.cook-islands.gov.ck for details on consular representation in Monaco, Belgium, Norway and the UK.

      
            
                Australia
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                02-9907 6567; fax 9949 6664; Sir Ian Graham Turbott, 8/8 Lauderdale Ave, Fairlight, NSW 2094)
            
        

      
            
                New Zealand
             
                Auckland
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                09-366 1100, mobile 027- 596 0602; cookconsul@ihug.co.nz; Mrs Rima Ngatoa, 1st fl, 127 Symonds St, PO Box 37-391, Auckland) 
            
                Wellington
            
             
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                04-427 5126; Ms Tepaeru Hermann, 56 Mulgrave St, Thorndon, PO Box 12-242)
            
        

      
            CONSULATES IN THE COOK ISLANDS
        


                New Zealand High Commission
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22201, 55201; nzhcraro@oyster.net.ck; PO Box 21, Avarua)
            
            is located above the Philatelic Bureau in Avarua. New Zealand the only country with diplomatic representation in the Cook Islands. Citizens from other countries seeking consular advice should talk to the Secretary of the 
                Department of Foreign Affairs & Immigration
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                29347; www.mfai.gov.ck)
             
            on the 3rd floor of the Trustnet building in Avarua.
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            Festivals & Events
        

      
            
                Dancer of the Year
             
            (April) Dance displays are held throughout April, culminating in the Dancer of the Year competition.

      
            
                Gospel Day
            
            (July) The arrival of the gospel to the Cook Islands is celebrated with 
                nuku
            
            (religious plays), held on
            20 July on ’Atiu, 21 July on Mitiaro, 
            25 July on Rarotonga, and elsewhere on 26 October.

      
            
                Constitution Celebration
             
            (Te Maire Nui; August) Celebrating the 1965 declaration of independence, this is the Cook Islands’ major annual festival.

      
            
                Tiare (Floral) Festival Week
             
            (August) Celebrated with floral-float parades and the Miss Tiare beauty pageant.

      
            
                Vaka Eiva
            
            (November) This week-long canoe festival celebrates the great Maori migration from Rarotonga to New Zealand. There are many race events 
            and celebrations of Cooks culture.

      
            
            Food
        

      Eating options in this chapter are listed in order of preference and categorised by the following indicators for the average cost of a main dish. Main meals at a restaurant are usually around NZ$25, but many cafes and fast-food places have options from NZ$10 or NZ$20.

      
            
                $
             
            less than NZ$15

      
            
                $$
             
            NZ$15–30

      
            
                $$$
             
            more than NZ$30

      
            
            Internet Access
        

      Rarotonga has internet cafes dotted around the island, and most accommodation offers wi-fi access on a prepaid basis. Telecom Cook Islands sells prepaid wi-fi access codes that can be used at hot spots around Rarotonga. Aitutaki has just one dedicated internet cafe, but wi-fi and internet access is available at the Koru Café (Click here
            ). Most Telecom offices on the outer islands have small cyberbooths, though the connections are slow and expensive.
        

      
            
            Internet Resources
        

      
            
                Aitutaki Tourism
             
                (www.aitutakitourism.com)
             
            Excellent website for accommodation and activities on Aitutaki.

      
            
                Cook Islands Government Online
             
                (www.cook-islands.gov.ck)
             
            Government news and press releases.

      
            
                Cook Islands Herald
            
             
                (www.ciherald.co.ck) 
            Online edition of the popular weekly newspaper.

      
            
                Cook Islands News
             
                (www.cinews.co.ck)
             
            Online edition of the daily Cook Islands newspaper.

      
            
                Cook Islands Website
             
                (www.ck)
            
            Local business details including tourist 
            operations.

      
            
                Enjoy Cook Islands
             
                (www.enjoycookislands.com)
            
            Website for the 
                Cook Islands Sun
             
            newspaper, including lots of traveller-friendly information.

      
            
                Escape
             
                (www.escapemagazine.travel)
            
            Website for 
                Escape,
             
            an excellent travel and lifestyle magazine covering the Cook Islands.

      
            
                Lonely Planet
             
                (www.lonelyplanet.com/rarotonga-and-the-cook-islands)
             
            Author recommendations, traveller reviews and insider tips.

      
            
                Telecom Cook Islands
             
                (www.telecom.co.ck)
             
            Searchable telephone directories.

      
            
                Tourism Cook Islands
             
                (www.cookislands.travel)
             
            Central information site for the main tourist office.

      
            
                www.cookislands.org.uk
             
            Hosted out of the UK, this is the only noncommercial website covering the Cooks.

      
            
                www.jasons.com
             
            New Zealand-based portal for Pacific travel including accommodation bookings.

      
        
            
                MEDIA & PRACTICALITIES
            

            »
                
                    Newspapers
                
                Rarotonga’s 
                    Cook Islands News
                
                is published daily except Sunday,
                and the 
                    Cook Islands Herald 
                comes out on Wednesday. Both feature local and international news.
            

            »
                
                    Radio
                 
                Radio Cook Islands (630 kHz AM; www.radio.co.ck) reaches most islands and broadcasts local programs, Radio New Zealand news and Radio Australia’s world news. The smaller KC-FM (103.8 MHz FM) station can be received only on Rarotonga.

            »
                
                    TV
                 
                Cook Islands Television (CITV) screens across Rarotonga; international cable channels are available at some hotels. On outer islands, Sky Fiji is available and programming is usually controlled by each island’s mayor. If you’re engrossed in CNN or a wildlife documentary, there’s every chance it will be switched mid-program to the rugby. Only in the Pacific! Aitutaki has a small station that broadcasts intermittently on local issues.

            »
                
                    DVDs
                 
                Can be hired all over Rarotonga and many accommodation places can provide DVD players.

            »
                
                    Electricity
                 
                240V AC, 50Hz, using Australian-style three-blade plugs. Power is available 24 hours throughout the Southern Group.

            »
                
                    Weights & Measures
                 
                Metric system.

        

      

      
            
            Money
        

      New Zealand dollars are used in the Cook Islands. You’ll probably get a few Cook Islands coins in change (in denominations of 5c, 10c, 20c, 50c, $1, $2 and $5). The Cook Islands prints a $3 note that’s quite collectable and available at the Philatelic Bureau in Avarua. Note that Cook Islands currency cannot be exchanged anywhere in the world.

      There are ATMs and banks on Rarotonga and Aitutaki, and using credit cards and changing money is also widely accepted on the nation’s main two islands. Credit cards are accepted at the larger hotels on Aitutaki and at some places on ’Atiu, but for other islands cash is essential.

      
            
                Taxes
             
            A 12.5% VAT (value-added tax) is included in the price of most goods and services. All prices quoted include VAT. A departure tax of NZ$55 applies when leaving the Cook Islands. Children 12 years and under are exempt from the departure tax.

      
            
                Tipping
             
            Not customary in the Cook Islands, but it’s not frowned upon for exceptional service. Haggling over prices is considered rude.

      
            
            Post
        

      Poste-restante mail is held for 30 days at post offices on most islands. To collect mail at the post office in Avarua it should be addressed to you c/o Poste Restante, Avarua, Rarotonga, Cook Islands.

      
            
            Public Holidays
        

      
            
                New Year’s Day
             
            1 January

      
            
                Good Friday & Easter Monday
             
            March/April

      
            
                Anzac Day
             
            25 April

      
            
                Queen’s Birthday
             
            First Monday in June

      
            
                Gospel Day
             
            (Rarotonga only) 25 July

      
            
                Constitution/Flag-Raising Day
             
            4 August

      
            
                Gospel Day
             
            (Cook Islands) 26 October

      
            
                Christmas Day
             
            25 December

      
            
                Boxing Day
             
            26 December

      
            
            Telephone
        

      All the islands, with the exception of Nassau, are connected to the country’s modern telephone system. Each island has a Telecom office, usually incorporating a payphone and a (pricey) internet booth.

      The country code for the Cook Islands is[image: iconphonegif]
            682, and there are no local area codes. Dial [image: iconphonegif]
            00 for direct international calls and [image: iconphonegif]
            017 for international directory service. The local directory operator is [image: iconphonegif]
            010. You can make collect calls from any phone by dialling [image: iconphonegif]
            015.
        

      Prepaid Kiaorana cards are available in NZ$5, NZ$10, NZ$20 and NZ$50 denominations from the post office, Telecom, Telepost and many shops and hotels. They can be used for local, interisland and international phone calls and work from both public and home telephones. See Click here 
            for details of mobile (cell) phone coverage.

      
            
            Time
        

      The Cook Islands are east of the International Date Line, 10 hours behind Greenwich Mean Time (GMT). The country has no daylight-saving time. When it’s noon in the Cooks it’s 10pm in London, noon in Tahiti and Hawai’i, 2pm in LA, 10am the next day in Fiji and New Zealand, and 8am the next day in Sydney.

      
            
            Tourist Information
        

      
            
                Tourism Cook Islands
             
                (CITC; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                29435; www.cookislands.travel; PO Box 14, Avarua)
             
            In the centre of Avarua on Rarotonga.

      
            
                Australia
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                61-423 765 402; ausmanager@cookislands.travel; PO Box 3900, Robins Town Centre, QLD 4230)
            
        

      
            
                Canada
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                604-541 9877; canadamanager@cookislands.travel; PO Box 75-188, Surrey, BC, V4A 0B1)
            
        

      
            
                Northern Europe
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                49-892 1909 6513; 
                rhett.lego@theconjointmarketinggroup.com; Fraunhoferstr.8, 82152 Martinsried, Germany)
        

      
            
                New Zealand
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                09-366 1106; nzmanager@cookislands.travel; Level 1, 127 Symonds St, Parnell, Auckland)
            
        

      
            
                UK
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                44-20 8237 7979; sarah@mcluskey.co.uk; McCluskey International, 1/4 Prince of Wales Tce, Chiswick, LON, W42EY)
            
        


                USA
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                310-545 4200; usamanager@cookislands.travel; 1334 Parkview Ave, Suite 300, Manhattan Beach, California 90266)
            
        

      
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            
            Air
        

      Rarotonga has international flights to Auckland, Sydney, Los Angeles and Tahiti. Low-season travel to the Cooks is from mid-April to late August, and the high season runs from December to February. There’s heavy demand from New Zealand to the Cooks in December, and in the other direction in January. Demand for flights from New Zealand and Australia is also strong during those countries’ respective school holiday periods.

      
            AUSTRALIA
        

      
            
                Air New Zealand
             
                (www.airnewzealand.com) 
            Weekly direct flights between Sydney and Rarotonga on a Saturday (return fares from A$746). Another option is to fly via Auckland on Air New Zealand or Virgin Australia.
        

      
            NEW ZEALAND
        

      
            
                Air New Zealand
             
                (www.airnewzealand.com) 
            Regular flights between Auckland and Rarotonga (return fares from NZ$478).
        

      
            
                Virgin Australia
             
                (www.virginaustralia.com) 
            Regular flights between Auckland and Rarotonga (return fares from NZ$448).
        

      
            NORTH AMERICA
        

      
            
                Air New Zealand
             
                (www.airnewzealand.com)
             
            Weekly direct flights between Rarotonga and Los Angeles on a Saturday (return fares from US$1216).

      
            TAHITI
        

      
            
                Air Tahiti
             
                (www.airtahiti.aero)
             
            Direct code-share flights on Thursday with Air Rarotonga linking Tahiti with Rarotonga (return fares from around NZ$800).

      
            
            Sea
        

      Rarotonga is a favourite port of call for South Pacific cruise ships but they don’t take on passengers, typically arriving in the morning and departing in the afternoon after quick island tours and souvenir shopping.

      
            YACHT
        

      The Cooks are popular with yachties except during the cyclone season (November to March). Once you arrive at Rarotonga, fly your Q flag and visit the
                Harbour Master
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                28814; Avatiu Harbour, Rarotonga)
            
            . There are other official ports of entry at Aitutaki, Penrhyn and Pukapuka, which have good anchorages. Virtually uninhabited, Suwarrow Atoll is a trophy destination for cruising yachties, but isn’t an official entry.
        

      There’s a slim chance of catching a crewing berth on a yacht from the Cook Islands to Tonga, Samoa, Fiji, French Polynesia or New Zealand. You can ask at Rarotonga’s
                Ports Authority
            Offline map Google map 
                (Avatiu Harbour)
            
            , where yachties leave messages if they are looking for crew.
        

      
            Getting Around
        

      Unless you’re sailing your own yacht, travel between the Cook Islands is limited to slow cargo ships and Air Rarotonga flights. Flights to the Northern Group islands are expensive, and only Manihiki, Penrhyn and Pukapuka have airstrips.

      
            
            Air
        


                Air Rarotonga
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22888; www.airraro.com)
            
            , the only domestic airline in the Cook Islands, has several daily flights to Aitutaki, and several weekly flights between Rarotonga and the rest of the Southern Group. Other than the high-traffic Rarotonga–Aitutaki route, Air Rarotonga sometimes cancels or moves flights to consolidate passengers if there are too many empty seats.
        

      Flights to the Northern Group are more erratic – there’s a scheduled flight to Manihiki every second Tuesday, and flights to Penrhyn are flown only when there’s sufficient demand.

      The baggage allowance for the Southern Group is 16kg (excess NZ$3 per kilogram), for the Northern Group it’s 10kg (excess NZ$6.50 per kilogram). Passengers are allowed one piece of hand luggage not exceeding 3kg.

      
            
            Boat
        

      Shipping schedules are notoriously unpredictable – weather, breakdowns and unexpected route changes can all put a kink in your travel plans. Ships stop off at each island for just a few hours, and only Rarotonga and Penrhyn have decent harbours. At all the other islands you go ashore by lighter or barge.

      
            
                Taio Shipping
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24905; taio@oyster.net.ck; Avatiu Wharf) is
             
            the only interisland shipping company and its vessels are far from luxury cruise liners: there’s limited cabin space and some ships have no cabins at all. Showers and toilets are available to all passengers. Return trips to the islands of the Southern Group cost NZ$250. To the Northern Group, return fares are NZ$1200 in a cabin and NZ$450 for deck space. Ships only run one or two times per month.

      The private research vessel
                Bounty Bay
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23513, 52400; www.pacific-expeditions.com)
            
            , based on Rarotonga, runs ecotrips around the more remote islands of the Cooks, including Palmerston, Nassau and Suwarrow.
        

      
            
            Local Transport
        

      All the islands are good for cycling. Rarotonga has a regular circle-island bus service, taxis and bicycles, motorcycles and cars for hire. Aitutaki has a taxi service and bicycles, motorcycles and cars for hire. ’Atiu has a taxi service, rental motorcycles and a couple of Jeeps. You can rent scooters and bicycles on Ma’uke, Mitiaro and Mangaia.

      Hitchhiking is legal, though of course never entirely safe, and if you’re walking along an empty stretch of road someone will stop and offer you a lift before too long.

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      Circle-island tours on Rarotonga offer a good introduction to the island’s history, geography and traditional culture. Guided tours are also offered on Aitutaki, ’Atiu, Ma’uke and Mangaia.

      Rarotongan travel agencies can organise single-island or multi-island package tours. Day trips from Rarotonga to Aitutaki are available.
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                Why Go?
            

            Anchored at the heart of Polynesia, Samoa rises languidly from the sea, draped in jungle, dotted with flower-filled villages and surrounded by iridescent lagoons.

            This tiny nation’s proud history spans more than 3000 years and its people were the first Polynesians to reclaim independence following European colonisation. As such, Samoans have firmly held on to their customs. Village life is still the norm here, and traditional governance and communal ownership carry much legal weight. The result is sweet, safe and gentle; a trip to Samoa is like sipping the world’s purest water on a warm day.

            If your ideal for a South Pacific holiday involves spa treatments and jet skis, Samoa may not be for you. What Samoa excels in is affordable, unpretentious beachside accommodation, friendly people and a peace and quiet rare to this world. It’s easy to get around, everyone speaks English and political stability is almost guaranteed.

        

      
            
                When to Go
            

            [image: samoa-cc-rst7]

            
                
                    Dec–Jan
                
                Peak holiday period when Samoans living abroad 
                visit home.

            
                
                    May–Oct
                 
                Dry season and festival time.

            
            
                
                    Nov–Apr
                 
                Wet weather and cyclone season.

        

      
                
                    Best Places 
                    to Stay

                »
                    Seabreeze Resort (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Namu’a Island Beach Fale (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Aggie Grey’s Hotel & Bungalows (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Samoan Outrigger Hotel (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Virgin Cove Resort (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    Best Places 
                    to Eat

                »
                    Bistro Tatau (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Seabreeze Restaurant (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    The Mangrove Garden (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Sunday lunch (
                    Click here
                    )
                

            

      
                
                    Connections
                

                Regular ferries ply the 22km between ’Upolu and Savai’i. Manono is reached by either a regular taxi boat that meets the bus, or by arrangement with your lodging. It’s only possible to reach Namu’a with the owners of the beach
                        fale
                     
                    operation on the otherwise deserted island. Getting around ’Upolu and Savai’i is easiest in a hire car but everyone should try and take the crowded, friendly and colourful bus at least once.

            

      
        
                
                    ITINERARIES
                

                
                    Five Days
                

                
                    Spend a day or two exploring 
                        Apia
                    
                    , making sure to visit 
                        Palolo Deep Marine Reserve
                    
                    , the 
                        Robert Louis Stevenson Museum
                    
                    and seeing a 
                        fiafia
                    
                    (dance performance) at 
                        Aggie Grey’s Hotel & Bungalows
                    
                    . The following day begin the loop around ’Upolu, heading east and stopping for the sights and village calm. Spend your first night at 
                        Namu’a Island Beach Fale
                    
                    then continue on around the island, stopping two more nights at the resort or 
                        fale
                    
                    of your choice. Don’t miss splashing around the 
                        To Sua Ocean Trench
                     
                    and stopping at 
                        Aganoa
                    
                    and 
                        Matareva
                     
                    beaches.

                
                    Ten Days
                

                
                    Start as above, then continue north up the coast of ’Upolu, stopping for a night on the island of 
                        Manono
                    
                    . The following day take the ferry to 
                        Savai’i
                    
                    and spend the next four days leisurely driving around the island counter-clockwise, making sure to get covered in mud at the 
                        Dwarf’s Cave
                    
                    , take the eerie, scenic drive to 
                        Fafa O Sauai’i
                    
                    , and get blown away by the 
                        Alofaaga Blowholes
                    
                    . If you’re keen on archaeology and adventure, search for the lost and mysterious 
                        Pulemelei Mound
                    
                    .
                

            

      

      
                
                    Essential Food & Drink
                

                »
                    
                        Umu
                    
                    Traditional Samoan hot-stone ovens are built above ground and used to cook breadfruit, fish, 
                        palusami
                     
                    and more.

                »
                    
                        Oka
                     
                    Tender chunks of raw fish are marinated in lime juice, mixed with vegetables and topped with coconut cream.

                »
                    
                        Palusami
                     
                    Calorie bombs of coconut cream wrapped in young taro leaves and cooked in a stone oven. Find it at the market in Apia.

                »
                    
                        Fish & chips
                     
                    Found on every menu. We thought the best was at Seafood Gourmet in Apia.

                »
                    
                        Koko Samoa
                     
                    Strong coffee-like beverage made with hot water and ground Samoan cacao.

                »
                    
                        Vailima
                     
                    One of the best beers in the Pacific. A crisp and refreshing lager.

            

      
        
                
                    AT A GLANCE
                

                
                    
                        Currency
                    
                    Samoan 
                    tala (ST)

                
                    
                        Language
                     
                    Samoan, English

                
                    
                        Mobile phones
                     
                    Prepaid SIM cards

                
                    
                        Money
                     
                    ATMs in and around Apia, at Salelologa and Manase.

                
                    
                        Visas
                     
                    Free

            

      

      
                
                    Fast Facts
                

                »
                    
                        Area
                     
                    2934 sq km

                »
                    
                        Capital 
                    Apia (’Upolu)
                

                »
                    
                        Country code
                     [image: iconphonegif]
                    685
                

                »
                    
                        Emergency 
                    [image: iconphonegif]
                    999
                

                »
                    
                        Population
                     
                    183,081

                
                    Exchange Rates
                

                	
                                    
                                        Australia
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        A$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ST2.45 

                                
	
                                    
                                        Canada
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        C$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ST2.35 

                                
	
                                    
                                        Europe
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        €1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ST3.05
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Japan
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ¥100
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ST3.05 

                                
	
                                    
                                        New Zealand
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        NZ$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ST1.91
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        UK
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        UK£1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ST3.75
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        USA
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        US$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ST2.40
                                    

                                


                For current exchange rates see www.xe.com.

                
                    Set Your Budget
                

                »
                    
                        Main course in a 
                        fine-dining restaurant 
                    from ST25

                »
                    
                        Night in a Samoan fale
                     
                    from ST30

                »
                    
                        ‘Custom fee’ to access beaches
                     
                    ST5-10

                »
                    
                        Ferry to Savai’i
                     
                    ST12

                »
                    
                        Car hire
                     
                    from ST120 per day

            

      
                
[image: 13-samoa-rst7]

                            
                    Samoa Highlights
                

                    [image: 1]
                    Sleeping in a traditional Samoan 
                        fale
                    
                    such as those on 
                        Namu’a island
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 2]
                    Soaking up the village vibe while strolling around the tiny white-sand-encircled island of 
                        Manono
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 3]
                    Stepping off the perfect flax-coloured sands into the blinding turquoise waters of 
                        Aleipata’s beaches
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 4]
                    Partying with the locals in the bars and nightclubs of dinky but friendly 
                        Apia
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 5]
                    Admiring the sunset from the edge of the world at coral-ringed 
                        Cape Mulinu’u
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 6]
                    Bathing in the idyllic, near-underground isolation of the 
                        To Sua Ocean Trench
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 7]
                    Heading downward into an old lava tunnel, swimming and getting covered in mud at Savai’i’s 
                        Dwarf’s Cave
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 8]
                    Having a lost-world moment after battling overgrown weeds and lost trails, standing atop the mysterious 
                        Pulemelei Mound
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                




      
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            ’UPOLU
        

      
            POP 136,000 / AREA 1115 SQ KM

      ’Upolu is the smaller of Samoa’s two main islands, but when it comes to population, development and tourist infrastructure, it’s well on top.

      If your first experience of Samoa is the 35km drive from the airport to Apia, you’ll already have passed the bulk of the island’s population who live in the procession of tidy northwest-coast villages that gradually join together to form the capital. The rest of ’Upolu has a charmingly rural feel. The main roads pass through small villages where locals wave cheerful greetings and speed bumps keep you at the speed of a jog.

      Most visitors devote themselves to the dazzling strips of sand that skirt ’Upolu’s southern shoreline, with regular forays into the pristine offshore lagoons to poke their noses into coral groves and schools of fish. But you can also hike into tangled rainforest, visit rough coastal cliffs formed by the cooling of lava rivers, and enjoy the company and cultural teachings of the Samoans. Divers, experienced surfers and golfers will find plenty to keep themselves busy. The urban attractions of Apia shouldn’t be neglected either – not if you fancy the odd boogie, movie, or a choice of eating and drinking establishments.

      Whether your vision of Polynesian paradise is lying around a resort, cocktail in hand and nose buried in a Dan Brown novel, or whether it’s shooting pool with the locals in a ramshackle pub, ’Upolu’s got the options.

      
            [image: 13-upolu-rst7]

            
        

  
    ’Upolu

    
      Sights

      
        1
        Grave of 99 Stones
        A2
      

      
        
        Grave of Afutiti
        (see 6)
      

      
        2
        Ofa Waterfall
        F3
      

      
        3
        Pe’ape’a Cave
        F3
      

      
        4
        Piula Cave Pool
        G2
      

      5Sopo’aga Falls ViewpointF4

      
        6
        Star Mound
        A2
      

      
        7
        To Sua Ocean Trench
        G4
      

      
        8
        Togitogiga Recreation Reserve
        F3
      

      
        9
        Uafato Conservation Area
        G3
      

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      
        
        AquaSamoa Watersports
        (see 12)
      

      
        10
        Fagali’i Golf Club
        F2
      

      
        11
        Le Penina Golf Course
        B2
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      12Aggie Grey’s Lagoon Beach ResortB1

      
        13
        Anita’s Beach Bungalows
        H4
      

      
        14
        Coconuts Beach Club Resort
        D3
      

      
        15
        Faofao Beach Fales
        G4
      

      
        16
        Le Vasa Resort
        A2
      

      
        17
        Litia Sini’s Beach Resort
        H4
      

      
        
        Maninoa Surf Camp & Beach Fales
        (see 24)
      

      
        18
        Matareva Resort
        C3
      

      
        19
        Namu’a Island Beach Fale
        H4
      

      
        20
        Salani Surf Resort
        F4
      

      21Samoa Hideaway Beach ResortF4

      
        22
        Sa’moana Resort
        C3
      

      
        23
        Seabreeze Resort
        G4
      

      
        24
        Sinalei Reef Resort
        D3
      

      
        25
        Sunset View Fales
        A2
      

      
        
        Taufua Beach Fales
        (see 17)
      

      26The Mangrove GardenC3

      
        27
        The Sweet Escape
        A2
      

      
        28
        Vaiula Fales
        G4
      

      
        29
        Virgin Cove Resort
        C3
      

    

    
      Eating

      Laumo’osi Fale Restaurant & Ava i Toga Pier Restaurant(see 24)

      
        
        Mika’s Restaurant
        (see 14)
      

      
        
        Salani Cafe
        (see 20)
      

      
        
        Seabreeze Restaurant
        (see 23)
      

    

  



      
            
            Getting Around
        

      
            
            TO/FROM THE AIRPORT
        

      
            Faleolo Airport is on the coast, 35km west of Apia. Many of the larger resorts and hotels have minivans for transfers. Otherwise there’s always an armada of taxis ready to ferry arrivals to the city or other ’Upolu destinations. The fare to Apia is around ST50 to ST60.
        

      
            If you’re travelling alone, it’s cheaper to catch an airport shuttle. It pays to prebook, but you’ll usually spot them waiting across from the terminal for all of the major international flights (they don’t bother meeting the small planes from Pago Pago). Both
             
            
                Samoa Scenic Tours
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26981)
            
            and 
                Go See Samoa
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                44136) 
            have shuttles that stop at any of Apia’s hotels (each charges per person ST25) and take around 45 minutes.
        

      
            Many of the international flights arrive and depart at ungodly hours, but if you’re lucky enough to have one at a reasonable time, buses are an option. Walk out to the main road and hail any bus approaching from your right to get to Apia. To get to Faleolo Airport from Apia (ST3.10), take any bus marked ‘Pasi o le Va’a’, ‘Manono-uta’, ‘Falelatai’ or ‘Faleolo’.
        

      
            
            BUS
        

      
            Buses connecting Apia with almost every other part of ’Upolu leave from both Maketi Fou (the main market) and from behind the Flea Market. Drivers circle between the two until the bus is full (this can take up to an hour) and are liable to veer off route to deposit locals at their front doors. There are set bus stops on the coastal road, but if you hail the driver they’ll stop almost anywhere. Pay as you leave the bus. Buses begin running early in the morning and stop in the early afternoon.
        

      
            A bus schedule for ’Upolu that includes fare information is available from the 
                Samoa Tourism Authority
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                63500; www.samoa.travel; Beach Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-5pm Mon-Fri, to noon Sat)
            
            .
        

      
            To reach the Aleipata district at the eastern end of the island, catch the Lalomanu bus. To head east along the north coast, take the Falefa, Fagaloa or Lotofaga bus. For any point along The Cross Island Rd, take either the Si’umu or Salani bus. For Togitogiga and O Le Pupu-Pu’e National Park, take the Falealili or Salani bus.
        

      
            
            CAR
        

      
            The main roads in ’Upolu range from excellent to potholed tracks. The national speed limit maxes out at 70km/h but drops to 40km/h through villages, and frequent speed humps make sure that you never forget to slow down – since there are very few stretches of road that don’t pass through villages, expect to be driving at 40km/h most of the time. The sealed Main Coast Rd winds its way around ’Upolu, while three roads cross over the island’s east–west central ridge and divide it roughly into quarters.
        

      
            A high-clearance 2WD vehicle should be adequate for all but the road to Uafato and to Aganoa Black Sand Beach, where a 4WD is a necessity. Outside of Apia and the road between the city and the airport, petrol stations are in short supply.
        

      
            Apia
        

      
            POP 37,240
        

      Few people come to a Pacific paradise to hang around in a small city with not much in the way of beaches. That’s a shame as Apia can be a lot of fun – and its position makes it a handy base to explore all parts of ’Upolu. It’s the only place in Samoa big enough to have a decent selection of eateries, bars and entertainment, but it’s still small enough that within a week you’ll be recognising people on the street.

      The only town of any note in Samoa, Apia has grown from a small harbourside settlement to sprawl along the coast and up the slopes of Mt Vaea, swallowing about 50 villages in the process. These villages still retain their own traditional forms of governance, but significant parcels of freehold land are also available for those wishing to escape the strictures of village life. This includes a significant expat community.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      The closest beach to Apia is
                Vaiala Beach
             
            (Offline map Google map), immediately east of the harbour. The currents can be strong, so take care and avoid the area marked by buoys where there’s a dangerous whirlpool.
        

      
            [image: 13-apia-rst7]

            
        

  
    Apia

    
      Sights

      1Falemataaga – Museum of SamoaF7

      
        2
        Fish Market
        D4
      

      
        3
        Flea Market
        C4
      

      
        4
        Madd Gallery
        E7
      

      
        5
        Maketi Fou
        C6
      

      
        6
        Mormon Temple
        A7
      

      
        7
        Mulivai Catholic Cathedral
        E5
      

      
        8
        Vaiala Beach
        G4
      

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      
        
        Misiluki Day Spa
        (see 18)
      

      
        9
        Palolo Deep Marine Reserve
        G3
      

      
        
        Samoa Scenic Tours
        (see 10)
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        10
        Aggie Grey’s Hotel & Bungalows
        F5
      

      
        11
        Amanaki Hotel & Restaurant
        C3
      

      
        12
        Pasefika Inn
        F5
      

      
        13
        Samoa Marina Hotel
        G4
      

      
        14
        Tanoa Tusitala
        C4
      

      
        15
        Valentine’s Motel
        C6
      

    

    
      Eating

      
        16
        Bistro Tatau
        C4
      

      
        17
        China Town Restaurant
        F6
      

      
        18
        Coffee Bean
        F6
      

      19Farmer Joe’sC6

      
        
        Fish Market
        (see 2)
      

      20Hennie’s Sports BarC6

      
        21
        Italiano Pizza Bar
        E5
      

      
        
        Maketi Fou
        (see 5)
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        Prime Minister’s Department
        E5
      

      
        53
        Samoa Shipping Corporation
        F5
      

      
        54
        Tokelau Apia Liaison Office
        C5
      

    

  



      Maketi Fou
                MARKET
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Fugalei St)
            
            The town’s three main markets are a lively cultural experience in themselves, especially the main market. This dirty, noisy, 24-hour bazaar is almost always jammed with locals lugging vegetables, meat and groceries, and devouring deep-fried delights. Family members of stallholders take turns to sleep overnight to make sure they don’t lose their spot. Pretty much everything is sold here, from hair dye to bananas. Craft hunters will find 
                siapo
            
            (decorated bark cloth), woodcarvings, coconut-shell jewellery, 
                kirikiti
            
            (cricket) bats and balls, 
                lava-lava
             
            (wraparound sarongs) and T-shirts. The ambience is somewhat enlivened by the fume-ridden chaos of the adjacent bus station.

      
            [image: iconfreegif]
            Falemataaga –
            The Museum of Samoa 
                MUSEUM
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Vaitele St; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-4.30pm Mon-Fri)
             
            The German-era school building looks abandoned from the outside, but inside is an enchanting collection divided between four air-conditioned, themed rooms: history, culture, Pacific and environment. Donations are appreciated.

      
            [image: iconfreegif]
            Madd Gallery 
                GALLERY
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Ifiifi St; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-3pm Mon-Fri)
             
            A short walk up the road from Falemataaga – The Museum of Samoa, this small space displays local, contemporary art.

      Flea Market
                MARKET
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Beach Rd)
             
            Down on the waterfront, a labyrinth of small stalls selling all of the aforementioned craftwork available at Maketi Fou (Click here
            ). Don’t bother to test your bargaining skills here, however, as haggling is not an element of Samoan commerce.
        

      Mormon Temple
                CHURCH
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Vaitele St)
             
            One of the most impressive buildings in Samoa is this massive temple taking up 1736 sq metres on the western approach to town. Completed in 2005 after a fire destroyed the previous building, the white granite edifice has an elegant art deco sensibility and is capped by a golden angel.

      Fish Market
                MARKET
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (off Beach Rd)
            
            A scramble takes place here at the crack of dawn every Sunday to snag the freshest catches for the post-church 
                to’ona’i
             
            (Sunday lunch).

      Mulivai Catholic Cathedral
                CHURCH
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Beach Rd)
             
            Looking over the harbour is the white, Madonna-topped cathedral, built in 1905 and a reliable landmark for sea-weary sailors until government and bank offices rose up in front of it. The white tiling around the sanctuary is reminiscent of a very religious butcher’s shop, but the patterned woodwork of the ceiling is lovely.

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      Palolo Deep Marine Reserve
                SNORKELLING
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Vaiala Beach Rd; adult/child ST3/1, hire of mask & flippers/snorkel ST5/3; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-6pm) 
            Between the beach and the harbour, this reserve is a magnificent stretch of shallow reef (best visited at high tide) that features a deep, coral-encrusted hole thronging with marine life. To reach the drop-off, swim out from the beach to the dark patch of water to the left of the marker stick. It’s around 100m from the shore, and you’ll need flippers and a snorkel to get you out there without damaging the coral (or your feet).
        

      Le Spa
                DAY SPA
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                38601; off The Cross Island Rd, Vaoala; massage per 90min ST150)
            
            If you’re after a less-active pursuit, this place is a haven of tranquillity, where you can pamper yourself with a beauty treatment or therapeutic massage, including the traditional Samoan 
                fofo
             
            style. It also hosts yoga and guided meditation classes. You’ll find it signposted from The Cross Island Rd opposite the large Shrine of Three Hearts.

      Misiluki Day Spa
                DAY SPA
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                770 3434; www.misiluki.com; Falealili St; massage per 45min from ST50)
             
            For a massage closer to town as well as mani-pedis, waxing, facials and body treatment, this serene yet simple spa gets top marks from locals.

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      
            
[image: top-choice]Polynesian Xplorer 
                ISLAND TOURS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26940; www.polynesianxplorer.com; Falealili St)
             
            Full-service boutique travel agency that runs recommended tours in ’Upolu (half-day ST79, full-day ST179 to ST199) and day tours to Manono (ST180) and Savai’i (ST269). Groups are small and you can design your own custom itinerary including lodging and transfers. Also has an airport office.

      Samoa Adventure
                CRUISES
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                777 0272; www.samoa-adventure.com; Aggie Grey’s Hotel & Bungalows, Beach Rd)
             
            This lovely 35ft catamaran makes sunset tours, and a slew of other excursions including a Manono cruise (ST250 per person including fishing, food and drinks) and fishing trips (from ST1200 for a half-day for four people).

      Samoa Scenic Tours
                ISLAND TOURS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26981; www.samoascenictours.ws; Aggie Grey’s Hotel & Bungalows, Beach Rd)
             
            Runs big bus-style tours around ’Upolu (half-/full day ST85/150) and to Manono (ST180).

      
        
            
                GET ACTIVE ON ’UPOLU
            

            
                Diving
            

            
                Diving is undeveloped in Samoa. On ’Upolu this means that more-experienced divers can partake in exploration trips with AquaSamoa Watersports and potentially get sites named after them! At the time of writing there were about 30 mapped sites around the island, the best being along the Manono Wall just off of Manono island. Top dives include Magic Mushrooms, where you’ll find the namesake unique mushroom-shaped coral formations that are frequented by schools of sharks. Just next door is the 
                    Noongamanda,
                 
                a long-liner wreck that sank in 2008 and has grown some lovely soft corals.

            
                
                    AquaSamoa Watersports
                Offline map  
                    (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    45662; www.aquasamoa.com; Aggie Grey’s Lagoon Beach Resort, Main West Coast Rd)
                 
                ’Upolu’s only dive centre is a good one. There are plans to expand with a minibus that will be able to pick up guests from the south side of the island as well as around Apia. The centre also offers waterskiing, wakeboarding, snorkelling and island tours. Two-tank dives are ST320 and PADI Open Water Courses are ST1250.

            
                Hiking
            

            
                Shorter tracks that don’t require a guide include the short but steep walk to Robert Louis Stevenson’s grave near the summit of Mt Vaea (
                Click here
                ) and the Mt Matavanu crater walk (
                Click here
                ). Even on short walks, the sun and hot, humid conditions can take their toll. Good walking shoes are essential. For longer hikes a guide is imperative.
            

            
                
                    SamoaOnFoot
                 
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    31252, 759 4199; samoaonfoot@gmail.com)
                 
                Based in Apia, Eti offers expert guided hikes to Lake Lanoto’o (Click here
                ), Uafato Conservation Area (
                Click here
                ) and 
                O Le Pupu-Pu’e National Park (Click here
                ). On Savai’i, Mt Silisili (
                Click here
                ) offers a challenging multiday trek.
            

            
                Surfing
            

            
                ’Upolu has great surf but most of it is reef-breaking, far offshore and within limits of village’s water rights, so you’ll need permission. It’s best to go with an operator. 
                    Salani Surf Resort
                 
                (Click here
                ), 
                    Maninoa Surf Camp & Beach Fales
                 
                (Click here
                ) and 
                    Manoa Tours
                 
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    777 0007; manoatours@gmail.com)
                 
                at Coconuts Beach Club Resort (Click here
                ) offer surf packages as well as shuttle service to the breaks for nonguests.
            

            
                
                    Offshore Adventures
                 
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    750 8825; www.offshoreadventuressamoa.com)
                
                Brent offers transport to surf-breaks for ST100 per person, fishing from ST100 per person and snorkelling with shark- and turtle-watching (two to three hours) for ST70 per person. This outfit has a great reputation and resorts along the west coast book tours here – 
                or you can just call and organise a trip yourself.

            
                Other Activities
            

            
                
                    Island Explorer Kayak Samoa
                 
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    777 1814; www.islandexplorer.ws)
                 
                Caters to everyone from beginners to experienced paddlers, offering day trips, two-day tours to Namu’a and four-day south-coast expeditions (all ST180 per day; accommodation and meals extra).

            
                
                    Oceanic Sport Fishing Adventures
                 
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    775 9606; www.grandermarlin.com)
                
                Go with Captain Chris to catch the big ones – from tuna to marlin – on his comfortable, sturdy 43ft 
                    Southern Destiny
                
                . Best from April to October.
            

            
                
                    Fagali’i Golf Club
                Offline map  
                    (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    20120; Royal Samoa Country Club, Plantation Rd, Fagali’i; per 9/18 holes ST10/20, club hire ST20 plus ST50 deposit; 
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                
                    6am-6.30pm)
                 
                An 18-hole, par-70 course.

            
                
                    Le Penina Golf Course
                Offline map  
                    (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    770 4653; Main West Coast Rd; per 9/18 holes ST81/135, equipment hire per 9/18 holes ST50/90; 
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                
                    8am-5pm Mon-Sat, noon-5pm Sun)
                 
                In front of Aggie’s is the trim greenery of this par-72 course.

        

      

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Aggie Grey’s Hotel
& Bungalows 
                HISTORIC HOTEL 
            
                $$$
            
        

Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22880; www.aggiegreys.com; Beach Rd; s US$120-165, d & tw US$130-175, ste US$350-900; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
            
            If you ever wanted to step into a 1940s-era tale of the South Seas, this iconic hotel gives you the chance. The dated decor and breezy, near-colonial atmosphere is in pristine condition – although it’s verging on dowdy, the look works, it’s very comfortable and it feels good to be here. You can easily imagine famous former guests such as James Michener, William Holden or Marlon Brando swaggering into view. The best rooms are the 
                fale
            -inspired garden bungalows (positioned strangely on a busy path), followed by the standard rooms facingthe pool. They’re larger and quieter than the more expensive rooms in the ocean-view wing. Yes it is overpriced but the atmosphere is one of a kind.
        

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Samoan Outrigger Hotel 
                HOTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20042; www.samoanoutriggerhotel.com; Falealili St, Moto’otua; fale per person ST70, s/d ST120/170, all incl breakfast; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
            
            Set in a high-ceilinged, century-old timber building hidden behind a high hedge, this charming place has a hip periwinkle-blue lobby area for lounging as well as a lush garden with a pool. You get a choice of bright rooms with shared bathrooms in the house, or garden-side thatched traditional beach-hut-style 
                fale
             
            with mattresses on the floor. Reception is sweet and there are good car-rental discounts for those staying four or more days. It’s just a bit out of town but the quality is worth the short distance.

      Le Manumea Resort
                HOTEL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27755; www.manumearesort.com; The Cross Island Rd, Vailima; r from ST280; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
            
            Le Manumea inhabits the cooler climes of the slopes above Apia. Rooms are the prettiest you’ll find outside the beaches with pandanus-woven wall panels, 
                siapo
             
            lampshades and Samoan fabrics. The semi-outdoor showers are built from lava rocks and every unit has its own terrace with a couch, kept private by wooden lattices and ornate foliage.

      Samoa Marina Hotel
                HOTEL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22580, 771 4559; samoamarinahotel@gmail.com; Beach Rd; s ST99, d ST140-180; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                ) 
            One of the best deals in town, with a great location near the water and steps from great restaurants, the beach and nightlife. Rooms are cute, nautical-feeling and clean, albeit dark (a good thing when it’s hot outside) with attached bathrooms, TVs, minifridges and tea- and coffee-making facilities. Taja and Lucy (sisters) are supremely friendly and there’s even a pool out the back.
        

      Pasefika Inn
                HOTEL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20971; www.pasefikainn.ws; Matafagatele St; s ST140-160, d ST160-200; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
            
            Carved beams, 
                siapo
            -inspired bed runners and bunches of polished coconuts lining the stairway add Samoan touches to this casual, airy place that’s bettered by its spacious communal lounge, guest kitchen and swimming pool. The good-looking rooms all have attached bathrooms. While the more-expensive rooms with terraces are bigger, they also pick up more noise from the busy road out front. It’s in a fantastic central location.
        

      Amanaki Hotel & Restaurant
                HOTEL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27889; www.amanakihotel.com; Mulinu’u Rd; d incl breakfast ST220-280; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            This new hotel is a two-storey block across from the sea wall. The huge rooms have a comfy minimalist design with white tiles and white-painted brick walls – they all face a nicely landscaped pool. The restaurant here is very popular with locals for its breezy atmosphere and high-quality meals (think burgers or fish and chips) at very reasonable prices (mains ST10 to ST25).

      Tanoa Tusitala
                HOTEL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21122; www.tanoahotels.com; Mulinu’u Rd; r from ST280; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            The swankiest place in town is a garden property across the street from the sea wall. The hotel has a huge and high traditional-roofed lobby backed by two, two-storey room blocks. Rooms are big and elegant with white tiles and dark-wood furniture, and the plush pool has plenty of lounge chairs and a bar-restaurant steps away.

      Aniva’s Place
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23431; anivas@lesamoa.net; off Falealili St, Moto’otua; s/d incl breakfast ST115/150; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Owned by a wonderfully hospitable Samoan-Scottish family, this two-storey suburban dwelling offers a homey atmosphere with clean, comfortable rooms, an honesty bar and a small pool. All but the cheapest rooms have private bathrooms.

      
        
            
                THERE’S SOMETHING ABOUT BLOODY MARY
            

            
                Agnes Genevieve Swann was the daughter of William Swann, a Lincolnshire chemist who had migrated to Samoa in 1889, and Pele, a Samoan girl from Toamua village. In 1917 she married Gordon Hay-Mackenzie, the recently arrived manager of the Union Steamship Company. They had four children before Gordon died eight years later. Soon afterwards, Aggie married Charlie Grey, who was, unfortunately, a compulsive gambler. Charlie lost everything they had and Aggie had to look for some means of supporting the family.
            

            
                In 1942 American soldiers arrived in Apia carrying ‘unimaginable wealth’, and Aggie saw an opportunity to earn a little money. She borrowed US$180, bought the site of a former hotel and began selling hamburgers and coffee to US servicemen. Response to her business was overwhelming and, although supplies were difficult to come by during WWII, Aggie built up an institution that became famous Pacific-wide as a social gathering place for war-weary soldiers. She even succeeded in getting through the New Zealand–imposed prohibition of alcoholic beverages.
            

            
                When James Michener published his enormously successful 
                    Tales of the South Pacific
                , Aggie Grey was so well known throughout that realm that it was widely assumed she was the prototype for the character of Michener’s Tonkinese madam, Bloody Mary. Michener has said that he did visit Aggie’s place whenever he could from Pago Pago, where he was frequently stationed. However, he denies that anything but the good bits of Bloody Mary were inspired by Aggie Grey.
            

            
                Over the next few decades, the snack bar expanded into a hotel where numerous celebrities stayed while filming or travelling in the area. (Many of the 
                    fale
                
                rooms are named after these famous people.) If you’d like to read more about Aggie Grey, who died in June 1988 at the age of 91, pick up a copy of her biography, 
                    Aggie Grey of Samoa
                , by Nelson Eustis.
            

        

      

      Valentine’s Motel
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22158; valentine@samoa.ws; Fugalei St; d from ST79; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
             
            This friendly place has the feel of a big family home, a perception reinforced by the prominent tomb of a family member on the back lawn. It’s all a bit shabby but the best options are the bright and airy upstairs fan-cooled rooms with shared bathrooms.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

      Apia is the only place in Samoa where you won’t be held hostage to the culinary abilities (or lack thereof) of your accommodation provider. There’s a decent selection of eateries scattered around town, with most of the upmarket ones lining the waterfront.

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Bistro Tatau 
                FUSION 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22727; Beach Rd;
             
                mains ST48-65; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch Mon-Fri, dinner Mon-Sat; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconveggif]
            
                )
            
            You’d be hard-pressed to find another menu as innovative as Tatau’s in Samoa, fusing local favourites such as 
                palusami
            
            into soufflé and ravioli. Polished floorboards, white tablecloths, vibrant local art, tropical floral arrangements and efficient barefoot waiters in 
                lava-lava
             
            complete the experience.

      Seafood Gourmet
                SEAFOOD, BURGERS 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Beach Rd; mains ST10-22; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner Mon-Sat)
             
            This local institution is favoured by Samoans and expats alike for its no-frills but tasty seafood meals and burgers. The open-sided dining areas let in the marina breezes to keep things cool and the fish is invariably fresh and cooked to perfection. In the morning there are omelettes and hotcakes.

      Paddles
                ITALIAN 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21819; Beach Rd;
             
                mains ST22-53; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch Mon-Fri, dinner Mon-Sat)
             
            A delightful Italian-Samoan family serves delicious home cooking and ready conviviality at this attractive terrace restaurant across from the seafront. It has that perfect balance of laid-back and chic. Try the fish lasagne or the yummy vegetarian risotto.

      Coffee Bean
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Falealili St;
             
                mains ST12-22; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri, 8am-noon Sat & Sun; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            If the quality of your morning coffee affects how you cope with your day, head here for a wake-up call. Along with your espresso there are big breakfasts like eggs Benedict (ST22) or lighter choices and baked goods; at lunch choose from sandwiches, savoury pies and casseroles. It’s tucked behind Misiluki Day Spa so a little hard to see from the road.

      
        
            [image: 13-apia-wt-rst7]

            
                
                    START
                 
                AGGIE GREY’S HOTEL & BUNGALOWS

            
                
                    FINISH
                 
                INDEPENDENCE MEMORIAL

            
                
                    DISTANCE
                 
                3.5KM

            
                
                    DURATION
                 
                1½ HOURS

            
                Walking Tour: 
                Apia

            
                Start from [image: 1] 
                    Aggie Grey’s Hotel & Bungalows
                , Samoa’s most famous address. Founded in 1933, it became a popular haunt of American servicemen during WWII. The late Aggie Grey is said to have been the inspiration for the character of Bloody Mary in James Michener’s novel 
                    Tales of the South Pacific
                
                .
            

            
                Cross the road and walk west along the sea wall to the [image: 2] 
                    John Williams monument
                
                . It celebrates an early missionary who was killed and eaten in 1839 while evangelising in Vanuatu. His bones were recovered and buried under the church across the road. A little further along you’ll pass the genteel wooden colonial-style [image: 3] 
                    Supreme Court
                
                .
            

            
                As you continue along Beach Rd, gaze up at the recessed statues and twin turrets of the [image: 4] 
                    Mulivai Catholic Cathedral
                
                on your left and then the 
                    fale-style [image: 5] 
                    Samoa Tourism Authority office
                
                on your right. This and the large government buildings behind it were built on reclaimed land. Originally the [image: 6] 
                    clock tower
                , constructed in memory of those who fought and were killed in WWI, stood near the water’s edge. Across the road are the elegant arches of the Spanish Mission–style [image: 7] 
                    Chan Mow’s building
                
                .
            

            
                From the clock tower, take the smaller road heading behind the library to check out the [image: 8] 
                    Fish Market 
                and then the [image: 9] 
                    Flea Market
                
                .
            

            
                Now amble north through the pretty
                park beside the sea wall that buttresses the eastern shore of the Mulinu’u Peninsula until you reach the large peach-hued bowler
                hat that is Samoa’s parliament house, the [image: a] 
                    Fale Fono
                
                . In case you had any doubts about Samoa’s Christian leanings, cross the road to read the [image: b]
                 
                
                    Independence Memorial
                
                . It was built to celebrate the independence of Western Samoa on 
                1 January 1962 and bears the inscription ‘Samoa is founded on God’, with lengthy thanks paid to each member of the Holy Trinity.

        

      

      Giordano’s
                ITALIAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25985; off Falealili St, Moto’otua; mains ST19-40; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner Tue-Sun)
            
            Sit in the back courtyard with its Italian murals and thatched 
                fale
            
            -style roof, and tuck into delicious pizza featuring such exotic (for Samoa) toppings as olives, blue cheese, parmesan, pepperoni and anchovies. It was the first pizza place to open in Samoa and many think it’s still the friendliest and the best.
        

      Tifaimoana Indian Restaurant
                INDIAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Fugalei St; dishes from ST12; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner Mon-Sat; 
            [image: iconveggif]
            
                )
             
            The chef here (from the Punjab region of India) orders ingredients from his homeland and you can taste it. The thali set meals (many vegetarian; prices from ST25) are Samoan-sized and include a lassi; if you’re ordering à la carte, the chicken korma is memorably good. It’s a small air-conditioned space at the Elava Hotel.

      China Town Restaurant
                CHINESE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26177; Falealili St; dishes ST16-80; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner) 
            A favourite with local Chinese (always a good sign), China Town offers a big range of delicious dishes, many of which will feed two with a side order of rice. The decor may be humble, but the salt-and-pepper lobster (ST80) is world-class.
        

      Roko’s
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20992; Ifiifi St; mains ST13-54; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner)
             
            Roko’s terrace tables gaze over a lush gully – it’s a great spot for a cocktail. The menu lurches between Thai, Japanese, Samoan, French and Italian, but has a lightness of touch missing from many of its peers.

      Sydney Side Cafe
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24368; Convent St; mains ST10-29; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast & lunch)
             
            Staff aren’t friendly but serve up coffee good and strong, along with breakfast scones, full breakfasts and sandwiches. The Samoan-style cocoa smoothie (with ground-up cocoa beans) is another delicious reason to stop by.

      Sails
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20628; Mulinu’u Rd; mains ST26-48; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner Mon-Sat, dinner Sun)
             
            Canvas sails provide shelter at this upmarket waterside restaurant and bar. The menu is a mixture of Italian, Indian and island influences, with seafood at the fore.

      Swashbucklers
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                28584; Mulinu’u Rd; mains around ST30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner)
             
            At Apia Yacht Club, there’s a million-dollar view but the food’s an oft-overcooked mix of fish and chips, steaks and grilled fish. Still, it’s one of your few choices for a meal and a beer on Sundays.

      Fish Market
                SEAFOOD 
            
                $
            
        

            Offline map Google map

                (off Beach Rd; fish & chips ST7.50; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7am-3pm Mon-Fri, to noon Sat)
             
            Locally rated as the best fish and chips, and you can be assured of freshness. It’s a very gritty, local-style setting.

      Italiano Pizza Bar
                ITALIAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24330; Beach Rd;
             
                small pizzas ST18-24; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner Mon-Sat, dinner Sun)
             
            Locals and travellers converge on this humble waterfront pizzeria to talk, drink jugs of lurid alcoholic mixtures and add their scrawl to the graffiti on the walls. And yes, the pizzas are great.

      
            [image: categorydrinkgif]
            Drinking
        

      Apia’s waterfront is well supplied with drinking options, though few places open their doors on a Sunday and some of the dodgier pool halls aren’t pleasant places to be at closing time.

      [image: top-choice]Y-Not
                BAR
            
        

            Offline map Google map

                (Beach Rd; cover charge ST10; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                5-10pm Tue-Sat)
             
            Ask anyone of any age where to go for a drink in Apia and this is always the enthusiastic answer. It’s no wonder. Looking over the Apia Harbour with deck seating, live or DJ music on Friday and Saturday nights and a reliable mix of expats, locals and visitors, it’s the most fun place in town. Find it in the same building as Paddles restaurant.

      Apaula Heights
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20836; off Vaitele St; mains ST20-75; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner Mon-Sat)
             
            High-altitude Apaula Heights’ signature dishes include tuna steaks, garlic prawns and chilli bugs (that’s crustaceans, not insects) but its popularity comes more for its sunset view (a perfect match for exotic cocktails) and as the place that stays open after the clubs are closed. Look for the sign pointing up a small, unnamed road from Vaitele St.

      Apia Yacht Club
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21313; Mulinu’u Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                5-11pm Tue-Sun)
             
            Its private-club status makes it one of the few sure-fire places for a drink on a Sunday evening. The seaside seating literally on the sea wall merely reinforces the relaxing effects of a cold Vailima beer.

      Cocktails on the Rocks
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20736; Beach Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                3pm-midnight Mon-Sat)
            
            Known as ‘Cocks on the Rocks’, this small bar is a favourite haunt of expats, newly arrived 
                palagi
             
            (Westerners) and their sometimes suspiciously friendly admirers.

      RSA Club
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Returned Services Association; [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20171; Beach Rd)
             
            Nicknamed ‘the Rosa’, this rough place is anything but flowery: the standard drink is a 750mL Vailima beer, the floor has possibly the oldest, most scarred linoleum on the planet and you don’t want to be here if a fight breaks out (it’s best to avoid the pool tables at closing time).

      
            [image: categoryentertaingif]
            Entertainment
        

      By Samoan standards, Apia is spoiled for choice when it comes to entertainment. If you’ve had enough of beachside peace and quiet, here’s the place to catch a flick, see a show or boogie the night away – at least until 10pm.

      Aggie Grey’s
            Hotel & Bungalows
                TRADITIONAL DANCE
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22880; www.aggiegreys.com; Beach Rd; dinner & show ST75)
            
            Aggie Grey’s stages arguably the best 
                fiafia
            
            dance show accompanied by a sumptuous buffet every Wednesday at 6.45pm. Aggie Grey Jnr carries on the tradition of her famous grandmother by dancing the final 
                siva
             
            (slow, fluid dance), and the evening is capped off by a spectacular fire-dance where the pool is set alight.

      Siva Afi
                TRADITIONAL DANCE
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26128; Beach Rd; dinner & show ST55)
             
            Also called Laumei Faiaga, this place has a commitment to training young performers, especially in fire-dancing. It hosts an exclusively Samoan show on Tuesdays and a broader Polynesian show on Fridays (buffet from 7.30pm, show 8.30pm).

      Tropicana
                CLUB
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                32332; Fugalei; admission ST5; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                6-10pm Wed-Sat)
             
            Tucked down a dubious-looking road, Tropicana offers a genuine slice of local nightlife. A wide age group comes to party in this pretension-free zone, either to a live band or DJ. Heading from town on Fugalei St, turn right at the first road after the bridge (before Tatiana Motel) and veer left at the first intersection.

      
        
          [image: info]
        

        
            
                CLOSING TIME
            

            
                Many of the unusual rules in Samoa are linked. In 2009, driving changed from the right-hand to left-hand side of the road. The reason was so that the many Samoans living in New Zealand could import their cars to Samoa. When the change took place there were worries there would be more traffic accidents so it was decided that closing time for bars would temporarily be 10pm.
            

            
                Well, by 2012 there weren’t many traffic accidents (the speed limit in town 
                    is
                 
                40km/h) but everyone was accustomed to the 10pm closing time so it just may stick. That said, many places do stay open later than they’re supposed to (perhaps even till the ungodly hour of midnight) and more out-of-the-way places that can get away with it sometimes stay open much later if there’s a crowd wanting to stay.

        

      

      Rock da Boat
                CLUB
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Beach Rd; admission ST20; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                6.30-10pm Fri & Sat)
             
            This berthed party boat is a fun place to get your boogie on before trying to find somewhere else open past 10pm. Expect DJs spinning hip hop.

      Club X
                CLUB
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Beach Rd; admission ST15-20;  
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                6-10pm Wed-Sat)
            
            Head upstairs for sea views and ice-cold beers. Later in the evening the dance floor fills up with the young and horny, both Samoan and 
                palagi
             
            alike.

      Apolo Cinemas
                CINEMA
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                28126; Convent St; adult/child ST12/8)
             
            Big Hollywood blockbusters often hit the screens here before they reach Australia or NZ and for a fraction of the price.

      
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

      Memorable souvenirs can be bought at various shops around Apia, including
                siapo,
             
                ie toga
            
            (fine mats) and finely made, multi-legged 
                ’ava
            
            (kava) bowls. A treasure trove of such crafts is available from 
                Maketi Fou
             
            
                (Fugalei St; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                24hr)
            
            and the 
                Flea Market
             
                (Beach Rd)
            
            ; for details, 
            Click here 
            and Click here
            .
        

      Plantation House
                HANDICRAFTS, GIFTS
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Lotopa Rd, Alafua)
             
            The best place for high-quality, locally made craft and gifts, including hand-blocked fabric, 
                lava-lava,
             
            prints, tailored shirts, bedding and jewellery.

      Mailelani
                BEAUTY
            
        

      Offline map 

                (www.mailelani-samoa.com; The Cross Island Rd)
             
            Handmade and gorgeous smelling, the soaps, creams and goodies here are made with organic coconut oil and are simply sublime. Stop by and you’ll probably get a tour showing how the products are made.

      Mena
                CLOTHING
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (www.mena.com.ws; MacDonald Bldg, Fugalei St)
             
            High Samoan fashion in the form of well-cut dresses in traditional fabrics or painted with floral patterns. It’s a bit pricey but there’s something for all shapes and sizes.

      Janet’s
                HANDICRAFTS, GIFTS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (upstairs, Lotemau Centre, Vaea St)
            
            Not all of its stock is locally made, but there’s a large range of woodcarvings, 
                siapo
             
            and gifts.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            
                ANZ Bank
             Offline map Google map 
                (Beach Rd) 
            There are also ATMs on Vaiala–Vini Rd and on Saleufi St opposite Maketi Fou.
        

      
            
                Main post office
                   Offline map Google map 
                (Post Office St)
             
            For poste restante, go to the separate office, two doors from the main post office. Have mail addressed to you care of: Poste Restante, Samoa Post, Apia, Samoa.

      
            
                MedCen
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26519; The Cross Island Rd, Vailima; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-10pm Mon-Fri, 10am-1pm & 6-10pm Sat & Sun)
             
            Private clinic with a 24-hour emergency department.

      
            
                Samoa Tourism Authority
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                63500; www.samoa.travel; Beach Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-5pm Mon-Fri, to noon Sat)
            
            Occupying a prominently positioned 
                fale
             
            in front of the government buildings. Usually well stocked with brochures, but the service is hit and miss.

      
            
                Westpac Bank
             Offline map Google map 
                (Beach Rd)
             
            Has an ATM out the front.

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      
            Apia has an extraordinary number of taxis and fares are cheap. You shouldn’t be charged more than ST5 for a ride within town, though it pays to check the fare before you get in.
        

      
            Recommended companies:
        

      
            
                City Central Taxis
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23600)
            
        

      
            
                Malo Fou Taxis 
            
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27861)
            
        

      
            Around Apia
        

      
            [image: categorysightsgif] Sights & Activities

      Robert Louis Stevenson Museum
& Mt Vaea Scenic Reserve 
                MUSEUM
            
        

      Offline map
       

                (www.rlsmuseum.com; The Cross Island Rd, Vailima; adult/child ST20/10; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-4pm Mon-Fri, to noon Sat)
             
            This lovely museum occupies the Scottish author’s former residence (see the boxed text, Click here
            , for more information).
        

      The estate is an enchanting place with a centrepiece lawn and perfectly manicured gardens. The house, substantially destroyed in the cyclones of 1991 and 1992, was lovingly rebuilt and opened as a museum in 1994 on the centenary of Stevenson’s death. Access is by a half-hour tour that leads through rooms filled with antiques and sepia family photographs.

      Stevenson is buried in the adjacent
                Mt Vaea Scenic Reserve
             
                (admission free)
            
            . Look for the signs for the path to the tomb. At the first unmarked fork, turn left. After a short climb this path forks again: the right-hand trail (30 minutes) is steeper but shorter; the left-hand trail (45 minutes) is gentler but still involves a final slippery section. At the top you’ll be greeted by a wonderful view of Apia, a stately Victorian tomb under a rain of yellow flowers, and clouds of vicious mosquitoes.
        

      A taxi from Apia to the museum costs ST8, or take the Vaoala or Siumu bus (ST2) from Maketi Fou.

      
                [image: 13-around-apia-rst7]

                
            

  
    Around Apia

    
      Sights

      
        1
        Bahá’í House of Worship
        B3
      

      
        2
        Papase’ea Sliding Rocks
        A2
      

      3Robert Louis Stevenson MuseumB2

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      
        4
        Le Spa
        B3
      

      
        5
        Polynesian Xplorer
        C2
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        6
        Aniva’s Place
        B1
      

      
        7
        Le Manumea Resort
        B2
      

      
        8
        Samoan Outrigger Hotel
        B2
      

    

    
      Eating

      
        9
        Giordano’s
        B2
      

      
        10
        Roko’s
        B2
      

    

    
      Shopping

      
        11
        Mailelani
        C2
      

      
        12
        Plantation House
        B2
      

    

  



      Papase’ea Sliding Rocks
                NATURAL SLIDES
            
        

      Offline map 

                (off Maugafolau Rd; admission ST20; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7am-6pm) 
            Kids and adults alike have a great time skimming down the waterfalls into cool rock pools at Papase’ea Sliding Rocks. If you visit during the dry season, check that the water level is deep enough to be safe.
        

      The site is 6km from central Apia, well signposted from the road past the Mormon Temple. Take the Se’ese’e bus (ST2.50) from Maketi Fou and ask to be dropped at the turn-off for Papase’ea.

      Bahá’í House of Worship
                RELIGIOUS
            
        

      Offline map 

                (The Cross Island Rd, Tiapapata;
             [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                6am-6pm)
             
            The architecturally interesting Bahá’í House of Worship sits in formal gardens near the highest point of The Cross Island Rd and is one of only eight such structures in the world – all are different except for being domed and having nine sides and entrances, reflecting the Bahá’í faith’s central tenet of a basic unity of religions and peoples. Designed by Canadian Husayn Amanat and dedicated in 1984, its elegant white dome reaches 28m. Attendants in the adjoining information centre will happily answer any questions about the faith, which originated in Persia in 1844.

      A taxi from Apia costs around ST24 or you can catch the Siumu bus (ST4) from Maketi Fou.

      
            
            Lake Lanoto’o 
                LAKE
            
        

      Offline map
      
The pea-green crater of Lake Lanoto’o is about as removed from human habitation as you can get on ’Upolu. Its remote central-highlands location and alternating warm and cold currents lend it an eerie nature. It’s also known as Goldfish Lake as it’s full of wild goldfish.

      The steep trail leading to the lake from the car park (located 3km along a very rough side road) is overgrown and forks repeatedly. Consequently, a number of hikers (including locals) have gotten lost. You would be foolish to attempt it without a guide. A dependable outfit is
                SamoaOnFoot
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31252, 759 4199; samoaonfoot@gmail.com)
            
            .
        

      Papapapai-tai Falls
                WATERFALL
            
        

      Offline map

                (The Cross Island Rd)
            
            About 3.5km south of the Bahá’í House of Worship is the lookout for Papapapai-tai Falls, a 100m waterfall that plunges into a forested gorge. Roughly 100m before the lookout, an unmarked track leads to the 
                Tiavi
             
            
                waterhole
            
            , a blissful place to cool off on a hot day.
        

      
            Eastern ’Upolu
        

      The pointy end of ’Upolu is blessed with some of Samoa’s best beaches, offering the winning combination of white sand, clear waters and excellent snorkelling. Heading east from Apia there’s a succession of beautiful, sleepy villages along the surf-battered shoreline. The road turns sharply inland not far past Piula Cave Pool and skirts rainforest and plantations before hitting the glorious white-sand-riddled Aleipata coast.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights & Activities
        

      Aleipata Beaches & Reefs
                BEACHES
            
        

      Offline map
      
At the southeastern end of ’Upolu, Aleipata district has a reef system that’s making a good comeback after being pummelled by the 2009 tsunami. It already has surprisingly good snorkelling, and the beaches here are some of the most spellbindingly beautiful you’re likely to find anywhere in the world. Check out the area’s submerged beauty by walking in off the spectacular white beach at 
                Lalomanu
            
            . If you’re lucky you might spot a turtle, but beware of strong currents.
        

      The bus from Apia to Lalomanu (ST5.70) takes around two hours.

      To Sua Ocean Trench
                NATURAL POOL
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Main South Coast Rd; adult/child ST10/5; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7am-6pm)
             
            Not so much ‘trenches’ as two sinkhole-like depressions with sheer rock walls decorated in greenery – a magical aquamarine pool swishes, linked to both, at the bottom. You can swim under a broad arch of rock from the larger pool, serenaded by droplets of water hitting the surface, to the second large opening to the sky. The pool is fed by the waves surging through an underwater passageway – don’t attempt to swim through it. The pools are accessed by a vertiginous but sturdy wooden ladder. Once you’ve descended the 20-odd metres into the crystalline waters of this fairy grotto, there’s a most serene sense of being removed from the world.

      When you’ve had your fill of this enchanted waterhole, take the short track to the wave-battered cliffs. The well-groomed garden is a great spot for a picnic.

      Unfortunately there are no bathrooms or showers here so if you want to go for a dip, bring a freshwater rinse and a towel or you’ll have to leave wet and salty.

      Uafato Conservation Area
                FOREST
            
        

      Offline map 
      The 14 sq km of wild and rugged terrain that comprise the Uafato Conservation Area boast untouched rainforest that marches down from ’Upolu’s northeastern hills to dip its toes in the ocean. Flora lovers can track down a rare stand of 
                ifilele
            
            (the tree used for carving 
                ’ava
             
            bowls), while fauna lovers can observe numerous bird and bat species going about their aerial business. 
            Uafato village is known for its traditional carvers, who are usually willing to demonstrate their art to visitors.
        

      Uafato can be reached via a rough road that winds around Fagaloa Bay from the turn-off at Falefa Falls. This route offers beautiful views, but don’t go past Saletele without a high-clearance vehicle. Another option is the road (4WD only; 10km) signposted off Le Mafa Pass Rd to the village of Ta’elefaga.

      
            
                SamoaOnFoot
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31252, 759 4199; samoaonfoot@gmail.com) 
            offers 15km guided walks along Fagaloa Bay (per person ST100).

      
        
                
                    HERE HE LIES WHERE HE LONGED TO BE
                

                
                    In December 1889 the already famous Scottish author and poet Robert Louis Balfour Stevenson and his wife Fanny Osborne arrived in Apia aboard the schooner 
                        Equator
                    
                    . Stevenson had left Europe in search of relief from worsening tuberculosis and the general sickliness that had plagued him all his life. He was enchanted by Samoa and in 1890 he paid £200 for 126 hectares of land in the hills above Apia.
                

                
                    Stevenson’s health improved and, with his family, he set sail for Australia. However, he became ill again in Sydney and it was decided that the climate of Samoa would be much better for him. The Stevenson family returned to Apia in September 1890 and constructed Vailima, the grandest home ever seen on the island. They imported furniture from Stevenson’s native Scotland and dressed their Samoan employees in 
                        lava-lava
                     
                    patterned with the Stuart tartan.

                
                    In the 1890s, during the period of strife in Samoa between Britain, the USA and Germany, Stevenson became an activist for Samoan rights, maintaining that the people should be left to determine their own destiny in accordance with their customs. Most Europeans there would have liked to see him deported at the time, but this would have been very unpopular indeed; Stevenson came to be loved by the Samoans for his friendliness towards them and his ability to entertain with stories. They respectfully and affectionately referred to him as Tusitala (Teller of Tales).
                

                
                    On 3 December 1894 Stevenson died of a stroke at Vailima. When the Samoan chief Tu’imaleali’ifano spoke of Stevenson’s death, he echoed the sentiments of many Samoans: ‘Talofa e i lo matou Tusitala. Ua tagi le fatu ma le ’ele’ele,’ he said. (‘Our beloved Tusitala. The stones and the earth weep.’) Just two months before his death, in gratitude for his kindness to them, a delegation of Samoan chiefs had arranged for a hand-dug road to be made between Apia and Vailima, which they called O Le Ala O Le Alofa, the Road of the Loving Heart.
                

                
                    Stevenson had stipulated that he wished to be buried at the top of Mt Vaea, part of the Vailima estate. And so, after a Christian burial service, the coffin was laid on a base of coral and volcanic pebbles and the grave lined with black stones, a practice normally reserved for Samoan royalty. You’ll have to climb to the top of Mt Vaea to read his and his wife Fanny’s poetic epitaphs.
                

            

      

      Piula Cave Pool
                NATURAL POOL
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Main East Coast Rd; adult/child ST5/3; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Sat)
            
            Secreted beneath the campus of Piula Methodist Theological College, Piula Cave Pool consists of two blue-green, fish-filled freshwater grottoes side by side, only metres from the sea. The brave can swim between them via a creepy 3m underwater passage, although it’s difficult to find in the darkness at the rear of the caves. The pools are concreted in so it’s not a completely 
                au naturel
             
            experience but it is refreshing and the college grounds are beautiful. There are bathrooms and a changing area.

      From Apia, take the Falefa or Lalomanu bus (ST3.10).

      Sopo’aga Falls
                VIEWPOINT
            
        

            Offline map 

                (Le Mafa Pass Rd; adult/child ST3/free)
            
            The 54m-high Sopo’aga Falls empty themselves into an enormous gorge close to where the Main South Coast Rd meets Le Mafa Pass Rd. The well-signposted lookout is quite a distance from the falls, but the owners make an effort to give value for the entrance fee by touring visitors around their well-labelled kitchen garden. Traditional artefacts are also displayed, including drums and an 
                umukuka
             
            (cooking house).

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      
            NAMU’A & LALOMANU
        

      Lalomanu Beach stretches long and white in front of a lagoon so blue it looks radioactive. Beach
                fale
             
            on this strip are all right next to each other, making this the most ‘built up’ (take this term lightly) strip outside of Apia. The accommodation is all simple and local style so, while it’s not tops for privacy, it feels more social and fun than touristy or spoiled. There are several other very basic places besides the ones we’ve listed so you can easily go and shop around.

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Namu’a Island Beach Fale 
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                751 0231; Namu’a; fale incl 2 meals & return boat transfers per person ST90)
            
            Namu’a is only a short boat ride from Mutiatele, but once you’re on this tiny private island you’ll feel like ’Upolu is light years away (even though it’s clearly visible across the strait). Do a circumnavigation of the shoreline (low tide only), clamber up the steep central peak and snorkel the surrounding reef. 
                Fale
             
            are open, basic and right on the beach – there’s no electricity so everything is lit by oil lamps at night. Meals are mostly local style (think fried fish and cassava for dinner, and spam and eggs for breakfast). Park your car (ST10 per day) at the shop with the Namu’a sign in Mutiatele and they’ll call the resort to come pick you up.

      Taufua Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                844 1051; www.samoabeachfales.com; Main South Coast Rd, Lalomanu; open fale s/d ST120/180, closed fale s/d/tr/q ST140/240/330/440, all incl breakfast & dinner; 
            [image: iconinternetgif]
            
                ) 
            Yellow and mint-green 
                fale
            
            are as bright as the welcoming smiles of the owner and staff, and the spectacular Lalomanu beach is steps away. You get a choice of a basic open 
                fale
            
            with a mattress on the floor or closed ones with walls, fans and proper beds. At its centre is an attractive dining 
                fale
            
            where a 
                fiafia
             
            (open to nonguests for ST30 including dinner) is held on Wednesday nights. Breakfast and dinner are both served as copious buffets.

      Litia Sini’s Beach Resort
                FALE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41050; www.litiasinibeach.ws; Main South Coast Rd, Lalomanu; fale s ST180, d ST260-280, incl breakfast & dinner)
            
            It’s well worth paying the extra ST20 for the enclosed beachfront 
                fale
            
            here, which have terraces right over the outrageous Lalomanu beach and are decorated in bright whites and blues. Nonbeachfront 
                fale
            
            are older and drab. All have shared bathrooms and there’s a big restaurant area overlooking the water. The prices are steep for 
                fale,
             
            but you do get a ceiling fan, electric light and lockable door. Reception lacks typical Samoan warmth.

      Anita’s Beach Bungalows
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                777 9673; www.samoabeachbungalows.ws; Main South Coast Rd, Lalomanu; fale per person ST40)
            One of the most basic budget options at Lalomanu, friendly Anita’s offers simple open 
                fale
             
            with pull-down plastic sheets and a mattress on the floor. There’s a basic restaurant with meals from ST10 to ST20.

      
            SALEAPAGA TO AUFAGA
        

      There are several beach
                fale
             
            places along Saleapaga Beach – a stretch almost as gorgeous as Lalomanu (nitpickers may notice a few pebbles blemishing otherwise perfect white sand).

      Notoriously stunning Vavau Beach, west from Aufaga, is rumoured to have an upscale resort coming soon. This has been talked about for more than eight years, but who knows? It may finally happen during the lifetime of this book.

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Seabreeze Resort 
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41391; www.seabreezesamoa.com; off Main South Coast Rd, Aufaga; d/tr/q incl breakfast from ST460/558/702; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
             
            Like the cocktail of the same name, you could easily become intoxicated by Seabreeze’s cool, tropical charms. Set in a black-lava-rock bay lined with palm trees and scattered with tiny islands, this small resort offers beautifully built bungalows decorated with white tiles, neutral linens, Gauguin prints and fresh flowers. Kayaks are available or you can snorkel in front and swim to isolated patches of beach. Its excellent restaurant and bar will take care of your dining needs – including seabreezes. Some rooms here are wheelchair accessible and kids under 10 are not allowed.

      Faofao Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                772 6693, 729 0775; birtwistlemark@gmail.com; Main South Coast Rd, Saleapaga; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner ST70)
            
            Faofao treats guests like family. Mealtimes often feel more like social events, and the Saturday night 
                fiafia
            
            (guests/nonguests free/ST30) is just one cause for celebration. The open 
                fale
             
            are charming, all-natural thatch and are surrounded by short coconut palms.

      Seabreeze Restaurant
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41391; off Main South Coast Rd, Aufaga; mains ST30-75; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner)
             
            Beautifully decorated and idyllically situated on the edge of the bay, this restaurant offers the best food by far at this end of the island. The signature dish is slow-cooked smoky barbecue ribs, but you should also try the real Indian curries with fresh roti, or the surf and turf (porterhouse steak and prawns).

      
            South Coast
        

      The fact that Samoa’s swankiest resorts are clumped on this stretch of coastline says much about its beauty. It’s a delight to drive through the villages, the bright houses painted with the same stridency of colour as the native flora, which is particularly lush and tropical on this side of the island. You’ll also find Samoa’s only national park.

      Many of the beaches are a bumpy drive from the main road, giving welcome seclusion after the road-hugging bays of Aleipata.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights & Activities
        

      South Coast Beaches & Reefs
                BEACHES
            
        

       
      The south coast of ’Upolu hosts numerous secluded beaches where you can play castaway amid leaning coconut palms and surf-lapped sand.

      To the east of O Le Pupu-Pu’e National Park, there’s a decent surfing spot at
                Vaiula Beach
            
            , accessed from Tafatafa village. West of the park is 
                Aganoa Black Sand Beach
             
                (admission per car ST10, surf fee ST10)
            
            , where the water is deep enough for swimming but there’s no reef to protect you – the snorkelling, however, is some of the best on the island. There’s a popular surf-break called 
                Boulders
             
            here, just off Cape Niuato’i. The very rough 3km track to Aganoa is 150m east of the one-lane stone bridge in Sa’agafou – don’t attempt it without a 4WD. The beach is a 10-minute walk to the east.

      Near the bottom of The Cross Island Rd, there are several lovely beaches attached to resorts. Further on,
                Salamumu
             
                (admission per car ST10)
            
            is a beautiful set of beaches reached by a potholed 5.5km track. The approach to 
                Matareva
             
                (admission per car ST20)
             
            is even better, leading to a series of delightful coves with shallow snorkelling areas and lots of rock pools.

      At Lefaga village is
                Return to Paradise Beach
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                777 4986; admission per car ST10; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                Mon-Sat)
            
            , which had a starring role in the 1951 Gary Cooper film 
                Return to Paradise
            
            . This particular paradise is a little rough on swimmers, however.
        

      O Le Pupu-Pu’e National Park
                NATIONAL PARK
            
        

      Offline map
      The 29-sq-km O Le Pupu-Pu’e National Park stretches ‘from the coast to the mountaintop’, which is what the park’s name means. Experienced hikers can pick up a trail near the Togitogiga Recreation Reserve car park, which leads through thick rainforest to 
                Pe’ape’a Cave
             
            (six hours return), a large lava tube inhabited by 
                pe’ape’a
            (swiftlets); bring a torch. From here you can continue along a heavily overgrown trail to 
                Ofa Waterfall
            Offline map 
            (three days return). A guide, such as Eti from 
                SamoaOnFoot
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31252, 759 4199; samoaonfoot@gmail.com)
            
            , is essential.
        

      At the park’s western boundary, a bumpy 3km unsealed access road (open 7am to 4pm) leads to the magnificently rugged
                O Le Pupu Lava Coast
            
            , where a rocky coastal trail leads along lava cliffs, the bases of which are constantly harassed by enormous waves.
        

      Togitogiga Recreation Reserve
                FOREST
            
        

      Offline map 
      The Togitogiga Recreation Reserve is a tropical oasis centred on a series of gentle waterfalls. Unless you visit on a Saturday, you’ll probably have the sheltered swimming holes between the falls to yourself – although you won’t get much of a swim if the weather’s been particularly dry. To get here, take the access road for O Le Pupu-Pu’e National Park and stop at the parking area.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Virgin Cove Resort
                FALE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27085; www.virgin-cove.ws; Sa’anapu; fale s/d from ST140/200, beach bungalows s/d ST380/450, all incl breakfast)
            
            This is what Pacific Island dreams are made of – tiny soft white coves, iridescently blue water and picturesque 
                fale
            
            poking out of lush, twisting mangroves. Accommodation ranges from traditional semi-enclosed 
                fale
             
            with lockers and electricity, to large polished-wood houses (called ‘beach bungalows’) on stilts with full kitchens and cold-water bathrooms. All are well spaced out for privacy’s sake. The shared stone-walled, open-air showers (cold-water only) are charming. The only downsides are the ever-present mosquitoes, flip-flop-stealing crabs, the extremely rough access road (only just doable in a high-clearance 2WD) and good but strangely posh and expensive meals (mains ST35 to ST45). To reach it, head to Sa’anapu (access fee per car ST10) and turn right. There’s fantastic snorkelling at high tide.

      Coconuts Beach Club Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24849; www.coconutsbeachclub.com; Main South Coast Rd, Maninoa; ste/fale/villas from ST685/750/910; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
            
            Gorgeously revamped post-tsunami, this is the hippest resort in the country. The design takes traditional architecture and adds modern lines, tiled floors and plenty of windows. Beach 
                fale
             
            have big tiled decks, elevated bamboo beds and bright cushioned bamboo couches; many of the villas line a river and are accessed via their own bridges. Balcony-equipped ‘treehouse’ suites are back from the beach but have good views. The snorkelling isn’t great, but you can hire a kayak or content yourself with lazing around the pool and swimming up to the bar. Rates include a free stocked minibar and transfers.

      Mangrove Garden
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

            Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                774 7404, 844 7404; www.mangrovegardensamoa.com; Sa’anapu; fale/treehouse per person incl breakfast & dinner ST80/90)
            Unique to the island, this place is a three-minute walk to white-sand bliss but takes advantage of cool and shady mangrove forests. The best choices here are traditional 
                fale
            
            with terraces built over the river and kept private by the surrounding jungle – but you can also choose to sleep high, high up in a massive banyan tree. The German-Samoan owners offer tons of activities and serve one of the best 
                umu
             
            (traditional stone oven) feasts on the island. An over-the-water bar was in the planning stages when we passed.

      Salani Surf Resort
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41069; www.surfsamoa.com; Salani; nonsurfer/surfer package per d ST580/820; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
             
            Located at the mouth of the Fupisia River with excellent left- and right-hand breaks in view, Salani caters primarily to experienced surfers with packages that include transfers, accommodation, meals, tours, guided surfing, and use of kayaking and snorkelling gear. Numbers are limited to a total of 16 guests at any one time. Accommodation is in swish and comfy wooden huts on stilts with tiled hot-water bathrooms and decks overlooking the river. It’s a bit pricey but this is hands down the best place to go if you’re serious about surfing. The resort will take nonguests out to the surf for ST100.

      
        
            
                THE RISE OF 
                THE BLUE WORMS

            
                In one of those bizarre quirks of nature that seem almost unbelievable, a humble worm initiates an annual ritual with such precision that you could almost set your clock by it. On the seventh day after the full moon in October or November (or sometimes both, depending on when in the month it falls), the palolo reefworm (a polychaete worm of the 
                    Eunicidae
                
                family, 
                    Eunice viridis
                
                ), emerges from the coral reefs to mate. The blue-green vermicelli-shaped worms, rich in calcium, iron and protein, are a prized delicacy. This salty treat is said to be a great aphrodisiac. Parties take place on beaches at the best spots, waiting for the big event. When the worms finally appear at around midnight, crowds carrying nets and lanterns hurriedly wade into the sea to scoop them up.
            

        

      

      Sinalei Reef Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25191; www.sinalei.com; Main South Coast Rd, Maninoa; d ST605-1450, presidential ste ST2170; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            If you like to laze around the pool and be handed cocktails by charming waiters, Sinalei’s the best place in Samoa to do it. This beautifully landscaped plot by the ocean offers well-appointed, stand-alone, TV-free units, along with two restaurants, tennis courts, a golf course, water-sports centre and good snorkelling around an ocean spring. The staff are delightful but the rooms, though comfortable and packed with amenities, are a bit plain for the price. House-sized presidential suites take the luxe up several notches but lack privacy. No kids under 12 years are allowed.

      Sa’moana Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                28880; www.samoanaresort.com; Salamumu; r from ST120; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif][image: iconfamilygif]
            
                )
             
            Under new ownership, this place was getting a major remodel in 2012. The location, on white-sand beach that tumbles past black lava formations into a stunning lagoon, can’t be beat – it’s one of the prettiest spots on the island. A new saltwater infinity pool was in the planning stages and, while upscale bungalows will be built beachfront, a huge lush garden at the back will be home to less expensive options (about ST120). There will also be a spa, gym and of course a full-scale bar and restaurant.

      Matareva Resort
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                779 1208; Matareva Beach; fale s/d incl breakfast & dinner ST70/130)
            
            This place’s claim to fame is that the 2011 
                Survivor
            
            TV show was filmed here. When that’s forgotten there will still be the beach – blindingly white and one of the widest on the island –
            that wraps around a stunning bay perfect for swimming and snorkelling. Day-use 
                fale
             
            nab the beachfront (ST20 per day) so to stay overnight you’ll have to check in to some very simple square bungalows (with proper beds) back near the road. The owners are super-welcoming and food is basic but plentiful.

      Samoa Hideaway
            Beach Resort
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

                  Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41517; www.samoahideawaybeach.ws; Matatufu; fale per person ST50, bungalows ST300-500; 
            [image: iconfamilygif]
            
                )
            
            Choose from large open beach 
                fale
             
            with proper beds and tables and chairs inside, or new and shiny timber bungalows with tin roofs. One of the three bungalows is two-storey and great for families; all have bathrooms, TVs (with DVD player) and kitchens, and are right on a lovely white beach. The common area has a restaurant and a saltwater pool with slides. Plans were in the works to build more bungalows and land was being cleared for a flashier resort next door when we passed.

      Vaiula Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                779 2754; Tafatafa; fale incl breakfast & dinner per person ST60)
            
            There are three 
                fale
            
            places on this beach, far removed from the road along a sand track, but this one is the longest-running. 
                Fale
            
            have plastic blinds and sit on a skinny strip of perfect, palm-lined white sand. Nab the upper storey of a giant two-storey open 
                fale
             
            under a big tree for ST70 per person.

      Maninoa Surf Camp & Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                31200; maninoa.beachsurf@lesamoa.net; Main South Coast Rd, Maninoa; fale per person ST60)
            Squeezed between two luxury resorts, this humble collection of beach 
                fale
             
            looks more ramshackle than it actually is. There’s a chilled-out communal area where you can shoot pool, watch TV or raid the library. Surfers can add an extra ST90 for a daily boat trip to the breaks or it’s ST100 for nonguests.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

      Laumo’osi Fale Restaurant
& Ava i Toga Pier Restaurant
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$$
            
        

                  Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25191; Sinalei Reef Resort, Main South Coast Rd, Maninoa; mains ST25-70; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-9pm)
            
            Sinalei alternates evening meals between its two restaurants. The pier restaurant is the pick of the two, offering an eclectic menu of Samoan dishes, Japanese noodles, pasta dishes, salad and grills in a romantic waterside setting. Themed buffet dinners are served in the 
                fale
            
            restaurant. Saturday night is Asian night (ST65) – you can eat as much as you like, but the food is lacklustre given the price. For ST15 more you get entertainment with your buffet at the Wednesday night 
                fiafia
             
            (6.30pm).

      Salani Cafe
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Salani Surf Resort; mains ST16-35; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner; 
            [image: iconveggif]
            
                )
             
            If you’re touring the island it’s worth the detour to lunch here. Try the excellent satay chicken wrap or fish burger (that’s seared not fried). For dinner there’s fresh sashimi and a tempting vegetarian risotto, as well as a whole menu of house-invented cocktails (ST24).

      Mika’s Restaurant
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24849; Coconuts Beach Club Resort, Main South Coast Rd, Maninoa; mains ST28-75; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner)
            
            The main restaurant at Coconuts travels the globe for inspiration, serving delicious Italian, French and Samoan dishes and a wonderful Hawaiian 
                ahi poke
             
            salad (raw fish with sesame oil and chilli).

      
            Northwestern ’Upolu
        

      The main reason for staying here, in the least attractive part of ’Upolu, is to be near the airport, the ferries to Savai’i and the boats to the Apolima Strait islands. The coastline is quite built-up, particularly between Apia and the airport, and the brilliantly coloured lagoon is too shallow for a satisfying swim.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      Aggie Grey’s Lagoon
            Beach Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

                  Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                45611; www.aggiegreys.com; Main West Coast Rd; r from ST780; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif][image: iconfamilygif]
            
                )
            
            The best things about this vast sprawling resort (which lacks the period charm of its famous Apia sister) are its large pool, spacious grounds and proximity to the airport. For these prices you might expect a little more luxury and design verve than the luridly painted concrete-block accommodation wings. And the lacklustre but expensive meals and cocktails wouldn’t be quite so bad if you weren’t trapped so far from alternatives. There’s a dedicated kids club and a scintillating 
                fiafia
             
            every Friday night.

      
        
            
                IT’S JUST NOT CRICKET
            

            
                One of the primary requirements for any serious 
                    kirikiti
                
                player is the ability to dance and play cricket at the same time. 
                    Kirikiti
                
                is a unique South Pacific version of the English game of cricket, and is a great example of how an imported measure of civilisation has been adapted to suit Samoan needs. The willow bat became a three-sided club of a size that would make any warlord happy, and the ball was fashioned out of rubber – all the better to be catapulted into the local lagoon. This is a colourful game, too – Samoans keep their whites for church on Sunday; the runs are made in 
                    lava-lava
                 
                and sandals.

            
                And the rules? Well, it’s just not cricket. There can be any number of players in a Samoan team, which means a game can continue for days, sometimes weeks, at a time. But there’s none of that ‘stand and watch the grass grow’ stuff about this game either. As the batsman swings at every ball, the leader of the opposite team jumps up and down and blows his whistle incessantly in a kind of syncopated rhythm. The rest of the team also gyrates, clapping hands in rhythmic harmony, at the same time watching for an opportunity to catch out the rival. Only when all the batsmen of the opposing team have been dismissed does the other team get its chance.
            

            
                It’s energetic, exuberant and lots of fun. From June to September you’ll see it in every village just before sunset.
            

        

      

      Le Vasa Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                46028; www.levasaresort.com; Main West Coast Rd; r from ST535; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            A millennium ago the Tongans were booted out of Samoa at this grassy headland, but you can expect a warmer welcome. This personable little resort offers spacious ocean-facing bungalows, some sleeping up to six – there’s no beach but there is a good pool. Kayaks and bikes are free, but meals aren’t included (mains from ST25).

      
            Manono
        

      
            POP 1090 / AREA 3 SQ KM

      If you’d like to temporarily escape engine noise and village dogs, the small island of Manono offers a tranquil option. Canines and cars have been banished, and the only things that might snap you out of a tropical reverie are occasional blasts from stereos and the tour groups that periodically clog the island’s main trail.

      It’s obligatory for visitors to do the 1½-hour circumnavigation of the island via the path that wends its way between the ocean and people’s houses. They’re friendly sorts here, so expect to be greeted with a cheery
                ‘malo’
             
            a dozen or so times.

      The trail winds through Lepuia’i, where you’ll see the two-tiered
                Grave of 99 Stones
            Offline map 
            . Translated from the Samoan the name is actually ‘Grave of the Missing Stone’ and is dedicated to high chief Vaovasa, who was killed after an unsuccessful attempt to abduct his 100th wife from ’Upolu. The missing stone at the grave’s centre represents the missing wife. The trail’s most beautiful section is Manono’s less-populated northern edge, where little bays offer terrific views of Apolima. Apai village has the island’s best beach.
        

      If you follow the path behind the women’s committee building in Salua, you’ll eventually end up on top of Mt Tulimanuiva (110m), where there’s a large
                star mound
            Offline map  
            (see boxed text, Click here
            ). Nearby is the 
                grave of Afutiti
            Offline map 
            , who was buried standing up to keep watch over the island. Allow 90 minutes to two hours for this side trip.
        

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Sunset View Fales
                FALE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                759 6240, 761 0733; info@samoa.travel; Lepuia’i; fale per person without/with bathroom ST100/130)
             
            Rustic but bright beach shacks are offered here (now up on the hill since the 2009 tsunami wiped out the waterfront ones), along with a daily boat trip out to the edge of the reef for memorable snorkelling stints. Price includes all meals and boat transfers, making this the better of the island’s two options. The family that runs this place is charming although they often seem half-asleep.

      The Sweet Escape
                FALE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                726 1570; Faleu; thesweetescape2009@live.com; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner ST140)
            Facing ’Upolu, these enclosed, bright-yellow 
                fale
             
            are closely clustered together on a sandy spit of landfill.

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            Both 
                Samoa Scenic Tours
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26981; www.samoascenictours.ws; Aggie Grey’s Hotel & Bungalows, Beach Rd, Apia)
            
            and 
                Polynesian Xplorer
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26940; www.polynesianxplorer.com; Falealili St, Apia)
             
            offer day tours of Manono; for details, Click here
            .
        

      
            If you’d rather go it alone, head for the jetty just south of Le Vasa Resort (
            Click here
            ). Buses marked either ‘Manono-uta’ or ‘Falelatai’ (ST3.90) will get you here from Apia (allow 90 minutes). The boats leave when there are enough people (usually when the bus arrives) and the cost is ST3 each way. If you want to charter the whole boat expect to pay about ST30 to ST40 each way. Although the boats are small, Manono is inside the reef so the 20-minute trip isn’t usually rough.
        

      
            Apolima
        

      
            POP 80 / AREA 1 SQ KM

      Few travellers make the trip out to minuscule but ruggedly beautiful Apolima. From a distance, its steep walls look completely inaccessible. When you get closer you can spy the narrow gap in the northern cliffs, through which small boats can enter the crater and land on a sandy beach. The small settlement consists of a handful of buildings interspersed with pigpens, jungly foliage and (naturally) a large church. To get an overview of the island, climb up to the small
                lighthouse
             
            perched high on the crater’s northern rim.

      Getting to Apolima isn’t easy. To start with, you’ll need an invitation to stay with a local family. Leota, the
                matai
             
            (chief) from Manono’s Sunset View Fales (Click here
            ) may be able to arrange this, along with a boat to come and collect you, but you’ll have to negotiate a fee.
        

    

  
    
      
            SAVAI’I
        

      
            POP 43,100 / AREA 1700 SQ KM

      Savai’i is a spectacular combination of plantations, lush jungle, sea-smashed cliffs, pristine waterfalls and ragged volcanic cones (around 450 of them). The volcanic nature of the largest island in Polynesia outside NZ and Hawai’i has resulted in some gargantuan lava overflows in Savai’i’s northern reaches. The island has a leading role in Samoan mythology, its rough landscape yielding numerous legendary formations and enigmatic archaeological sites.

      In this scarcely developed, sparsely populated paradise, the
                fa’a
             
            Samoa (Samoan way) remains strong. Scattered around the coastline are breezy villages, where children sit atop the tombs of ancestors, men wander the roadside cheerfully swinging bush knives, and weather-beaten churches resound with the melodies of Sunday services.

      
            [image: 13-savaii-rst7]

            
        

  
    Savai’i

    
      Sights

      
        1
        Falealupo Ruins
        A1
      

      
        2
        Rock House
        B1
      

      3Salelologa MarketF4

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      
        
        Savai’i Surfaris
        (see 4)
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        4
        Aganoa Beach Resort
        E4
      

      
        5
        Falealupo Beach Fales
        A1
      

      
        6
        Jet Over Hotel
        F4
      

      
        7
        Joelan Beach Fales
        F2
      

      
        8
        Lauiula Beach Fales
        F2
      

      
        9
        Le Rosalote Guest Fales
        F3
      

      
        10
        Lusia’s Lagoon Chalets
        F4
      

      
        11
        Safua Hotel
        B1
      

      
        12
        Satuiatua Beach Fales
        B3
      

      
        13
        Savaiian Hotel
        F3
      

      
        14
        Siufaga Beach Resort
        F3
      

      
        15
        Va-i-Moana Seaside Lodge
        B1
      

      
        16
        Vaisala Beach Hotel
        B1
      

    

    
      Eating

      LeSogaimiti Restaurant & Bar(see 13)

      
        
        Parenzo’s Bar & Restaurant
        (see 14)
      

    

    
      Information

      ANZ Bank(see 3)

      17Malietoa Tanumafili II HospitalF3

      Post Office(see 6)

      
        
        Safua Tours
        (see 11)
      

      18Westpac BankF4

    

    
      Transport

      Bus Station(see 3)

    

  



      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            
            AIR
        

      
            At the time of research there were no flights to Savai’i, but there is an airport so flights may start up again in future.
        

      
            
            BOAT
        

      
            Two car ferries tackle the 22km Apolima Strait between ’Upolu and Savai’i daily (per passenger ST12, car plus driver ST95). The larger of the two boats, the 
                Lady Samoa III, 
            is the more comfortable (see table for schedule). The smaller 
                Lady Samoa II 
            has departures from Salelologa at 6am, 10am and 2pm and from Mulifanua at 8am, noon and 4pm every day except Sunday and Wednesday.
        

      
            Vehicles should be prebooked through the 
                Samoa Shipping Corporation
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20935; www.samoashipping.com)
            
            . Before putting your car on the ferry at Mulifanua Wharf, you must have its underside cleaned (free) at the spraying station 100m before the boat terminal. This is done to prevent the spread of the giant African snail.
        

      
        
          	
                            
                                LADY SAMOA III ‘BIG BOAT’ FERRY DEPARTURES
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                                8am, noon & 4pm
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Tue 6am & 2pm
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                8am & 4pm
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Wed 6am, 10am & 2pm
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                8am, noon & 4pm
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Thu 6am & 2pm
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                8am & 4pm
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Fri 6am, 10am & 2pm
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            Getting Around
        

      
            
            BUS
        

      
            Salelologa’s market is the main terminal for Savai’i’s colourful, crowded buses. For the east-coast beaches take the Pu’apu’a bus or to continue on to Fagamalo, take the Lava Field Express. To carry on to Manase, take the Manase or Sasina bus. The Falealupo bus will take you around the Falealupo Peninsula, while the Salega or Fagafau buses trundle past the Alofaaga Blowholes and Satuiatua Beach. The most you’ll pay for a ride is ST8.60 (to Asau). Buses to out-of-the-way destinations are timed with the ferries.
        

      
            
            CAR
        

      
            It’s a joy to drive the sealed Main Coast Rd that circles the island, but keep an eye out for stray children, pigs, dogs and chickens. Off the main road you’ll encounter a few bumpy tracks where at the very least you’ll need a high-clearance 2WD (if not a 4WD if there’s been heavy rain). This includes the steep, rocky climb up Mt Matavanu.
        

      
            There are several petrol stations around Salelologa but only a few others scattered around the island.
        

      
            Cars can be hired on Savai’i but, as there’s more competition on ’Upolu, if you’re staying several days it works out cheaper and easier to bring a car over on the ferry. Prices for a small 2WD Hyundai cost ST130 per day.
        

      
            
            TAXI
        

      
            A small army of taxis congregates around the Salelologa Market and greets every boat that arrives.
        

      
            Salelologa & the East Coast
        

      Ragtag Salelologa stretches up from the ferry terminal, offering little of interest except for a bustling
                market
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                early-late Mon-Sat)
            
            , selling everything from groceries to colourful reef fish laid out on slabs. Salelologa is as close as Savai’i gets to a proper town, making it a useful place to stock up on supplies and cash before heading further afield.
        

      Heading north you’ll pass a tight series of villages fronting a shallow lagoon. It’s only once you round the point at Tuasivi that things get exciting, as long white-sand beaches come into view, outlining the vivid aquamarine lagoon. The best of them,
                Si’ufaga
            
            and 
                Lano
            
            , are among Savai’i’s finest. The area also has numerous freshwater pools and springs for bathing.
        

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      There are several places to stay in Salelologa, but it’s only once you head out of town that you really start to experience the restful charms of Savai’i.

      
            SALELOLOGA
        

      Lusia’s Lagoon Chalets
                HOSTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                51487; www.lusiaslagoonchalets.ws; fale per person ST55-65, d ST120-270; 
            [image: iconacongif]
            
                )
            
            Lusia’s most basic options are small, square, plywood 
                fale
            
            among the jungle-like shore or rough wooden 
                fale
             
            on stilts over the lagoon. Although the latter are seemingly cobbled together out of driftwood and have mattresses on the floor rather than beds, the cute sea-gazing decks make them the better option. The self-contained units are a large jump up in comfort, offering private bathroom, hot water and air-conditioning. Kayaks can be hired for ST20 and there’s deep enough water for a proper swim off the pier.

      
        
          [image: info]
        

        
            
                DON’T MISS THE BOAT
            

            
                The ferries to and from Savai’i can get very full, especially on weekends, holidays and Friday afternoons. Arrive at least an hour early on these days and get in the queue (in your car if you’re driving or in the departure lounge if you’re on foot) or you’ll risk not getting on – the captains are (fortunately) quite strict about not overloading the boats. Crowds at busy times create a crush not unlike the front row of a Justin Bieber concert – it’s one of the only times you’ll see Samoans forget their manners and really push and shove.
            

            
                Boats seldom run on ‘Samoa time’. A 2pm departure means a 2pm departure.
            

        

      

      Jet Over Hotel
                HOTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                51565; www.jetoverhotel.ws; fale s/d ST60/80, r/ste ST100/260; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
            
            ‘Manned’ almost exclusively by an efficient team of 
                fa’afafine
            
            (men who live their lives as women), the cheapest rooms at this surprisingly stylish place are in the old wing and are plain and large with carpeting, air-con and cold-water bathrooms. Suites facing the beach are two-storey and more like mini-apartments, quite modern and comfortable. On the lawn are possibly the smartest 
                fale
             
            in Samoa – with louvre windows and thatched roofs. There’s also a pool, tour agency, very agreeable restaurant and kayaks for guests.

      
            LALOMALAVA & SAPAPALI’I
        

      Le Rosalote Guest Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                53568; Main North Coast Rd, Sapapali’i; fale per person ST60)
            
            Welcome to Samoa’s answer to the over-the-water bungalow: adorable enclosed white-painted wooden 
                fale
            
            on stilts right over the sea. Small terraces let you take in all the teal blue you can handle then plop in for a swim at any time. Plus there’s a genuine village feel here, with the large 
                fale
             
            used for community meetings and bingo sessions. Meals are charged separately (breakfast/lunch/dinner ST20/30/40). If you’re lucky the on-site catering business might invite you along for Sunday lunch. There’s also a small shop run by the same people out front for all your cold Vailima needs.

      Savaiian Hotel
                RESORT 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                51296; http://savaiianhotel.com; Main North Coast Rd, Lalomalava; fale s/d/tr/q ST65/100/130/160, units s/d/tr ST130/160/190; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
            
            The snazzy large bungalows that go by the name 
                fale
            
            here are many steps above your standard beach 
                fale
            
            . They have balconies, fans and private bathrooms for a start, not to mention walls, windows and doors – they are a fabulous bargain. The units add amenities including air-conditioning, but these are darker and not as fun. They’re all set in a sparse garden between the village and the sea; although the water’s too shallow for a decent swim there is a small pool. Service is excellent and bike rental (per hour/day ST5/35), tours and well-priced car rental are also available.
        

      Safua Hotel
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                51271; safuahotel@lesamoa.net; Lalomalava; s/d ST80/140)
            
            Savai’i’s first hotel has seen better days but it retains a nostalgic Samoan family feel. It’s situated well away from the ocean, but the staff are delightful, there are lovingly decorated common areas and the 
                fale-style cottages have private bathrooms. A buffet dinner is available for ST30.
        

      
            TUASIVI & LANO
        

      Joelan Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                722 9588, 758 0979; joelanbeachfales@gmail.com; Main North Coast Rd, Lano; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner ST50)
            Long, languid Lano Beach easily rates as one of the best strips of sand on Savai’i, and Joelan’s simple but well-kept thatched 
                fale
             
            nab the best bit – some are so close to the water you could almost dangle your toes in the surf. It’s named after the friendly owner’s youngest daughter.

      Lauiula Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                53897; www.lauiulabeachfales.com; Main North Coast Rd, Lano; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner ST70; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            Right next to Joelan’s, the beach here has eroded away quite a bit but close-together 
                fale
            
            are more ‘posh’ thanks to linoleum floors and a more sturdy thatch enclosure. Plus there’s a pro set-up with tours and transport on offer. Breakfast and dinner are served in a gorgeous carved, seafront dining 
                fale
            
            .
        

      Siufaga Beach Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                53518; www.siufaga.com; Main North Coast Rd, Tuasivi; s/d with fan ST210/250, with air-con ST320/350; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Siufaga Beach is a skinnier version of Lano Beach, and the resort, across the road from the palm trees and turquoise water, is positioned to capitalise on it. These large, relatively luxurious units hooked around a lushly landscaped pool are the most upmarket choice on this coast.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating & Drinking
        

      LeSogaimiti
            Restaurant & Bar
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                51296; Savaiian Hotel, Main North Rd, Lalomalava; lunch ST13-22, dinner ST20-45)
             
            At the Savaiian Hotel, this plain restaurant with water views serves some of the best and copious meals on the islands, from fish/chicken/sausages/steak and chips to Samoan and Thai dishes. Try the octopus in coconut milk if it’s available.

      Parenzo’s Bar & Restaurant
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                53518; Siufaga Beach Resort, Main North Coast Rd, Tuasivi; mains ST20-60)
             
            Parenzo’s commands the top floor of the reception building at Siufaga Beach Resort, providing a memorable setting for a pasta, steak, grilled fish or lobster meal.

      
        
            
                SUNDAY LUNCH
            

            
                On Sunday mornings you’ll find the islands shrouded in smoke as villagers everywhere light fires to warm stones needed for the 
                    umu
                
                (ground ovens) used to bake 
                    to’ona’i
                 
                (Sunday lunch). Visitors sometimes complain that nothing happens in Samoa on Sunday, but it’s hardly true – after a small breakfast (on account of the looming lunch), Samoans go to church and sing their lungs out, at noon they eat an enormous roast dinner and in the afternoon they sleep.

            
                You may be lucky enough to be invited to a family 
                    to’ona’i
                
                . A typical spread includes baked fish and other seafood (freshwater prawns, crabs, octopus cooked in coconut milk), suckling pig, baked breadfruit, bananas, 
                    palusami
                 
                (coconut cream wrapped in taro leaves), salads and curry dishes.

        

      

      
            
            Information
        

      
            
                ANZ Bank
             Offline map 
                (Salelologa; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-3pm Mon-Fri, to noon Sat) 
            Beside the market. Only accepts ANZ cards.
        

      
            
                Malietoa Tanumafili II Hospital
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                53511; Main North Coast Rd, Tuasivi) 
            Has on-call doctors and a pharmacy. Other basic hospitals are at Safotu, Sataua and Satuiatua.
        

      
            
                Post office
             Offline map 
                (Blue Bird Mall, Salelologa; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-noon & 1-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Has telephones.

      
            
                Westpac Bank
             Offline map 
                (Salelologa; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-3pm Mon-Wed, to 4pm Thu-Fri) 
            Accepts the usual wide range of cards.
        

      
            Central North Coast
        

      This is the most popular part of Savai’i and a great place to become laid-back, preferably all the way to horizontal. Once you pass the lava flows at Sale’aula, the white-sand beaches start again. Fagamalo has a nice lagoon with good snorkelling and swimming at high tide. There’s a bottleneck of accommodation at lovely Manase, where numerous budget
                fale
             
            providers compete for the beachfront business. The high chief here had the foresight to ban dogs, making this one of the most unstressful villages to explore outside of Manono. The bus from Salelologa to Manase costs about ST6.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      
            
            
            Lava Field 
                SCENIC AREA
            
        

            Offline map
      
The Mt Matavanu eruptions between 1905 and 1911 created a moonscape in Savai’i’s northeastern corner as a flow of lava 10m to 150m thick rolled through plantations and villages. The Main North Coast Rd crosses this dark, fractured lava field and provides access to several interesting sites.
        

      The modern, iron-roofed
                fale
            
            of the village of 
                Mauga
             
            encircle a shallow, almost perfectly circular crater populated by banana palms. The access road is guarded by an enormous Catholic church. Approach a villager if you’d like to be shown around.

      In Sale’aula, 5km north of Mauga, are several
                lava-ruined churches
            
             
                (tour adult/child ST5/3)
            . On the western side of the ‘information 
                fale’
            
            is a trail leading to the 
                LMS Church
            
            , where 2m of lava flowed through the front door and was eerily imprinted by corrugated iron when the roof collapsed. Behind it a short trail leads over an expanse of twisted black rock stretching to the sea. North of the church is the 
                Virgin’s Grave
            
            , which purportedly marks the burial place of a girl so pure that the lava flowed around her grave, leaving it untouched.
        

      
                [image: 13-north-savaii-rst7]
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      Eating

      
        9
        Seki-a Pizza
        C1
      

    

  



      Mt Matavanu Crater
                HIKING
            
        

            Offline map
      A visit to the volcano responsible for the devastation visited upon northeastern Savai’i a century ago is worth the price of admission, if only to meet ‘Da World Famous Craterman’, the larger-than-life Seu Api Utumapu, who maintains the 
                crater track
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                724 5146; admission ST20; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-4pm Mon-Sat)
             
            and collects the fee on behalf of his village.

      From Safotu take the turn-off to Paia village and from there the signposted track up the mountain; you can walk the 8km route from Paia, or drive up in a high-clearance 2WD (though a 4WD is recommended). After a lengthy stint of bouncing over the old lava flow, you’ll reach the
                fale
             
            that serves as Da Craterman’s headquarters. If he’s not around, just keep heading up and you’ll doubtless find him. From here there’s an even bumpier 2km to the car park, where a 10-minute trail leads to the crater’s edge. Keep the kids tight at hand as there’s a vertiginous drop into the lush greenness below. The whole route is lined with cheesy signs in Da Craterman’s peculiar style of Pidgin English, representing the visitors from 110-and-counting countries who have made the trek.

      Satoalepai Turtle
            Sanctuary
                WILDLIFE SANCTUARY
            
        

            Offline map

                (off Main North Coast Rd; admission ST5; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-5pm Mon-Sat)
             
            For those not fortunate enough to spot turtles in the wild, a turtle enclosure near Satoalepai has a dozen or so captive turtles on display and offers the chance to swim with them for ST5. This is not a conservation effort and neither is it a zoo. There’s no expert on hand to ensure the creatures are fed a healthy diet, looked after when sick, or to carry out an effective breeding program. The shallow ponds and papaya diet are a far cry from the saltwater depths and jellyfish feasts that these creatures are used to. You’ll either love it or find it extremely depressing.

      Pe’ape’a Cave
                CAVE
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Main North Coast Rd; adult/child ST5/2; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-5pm)
             
            This 
            cave sits beside the coast road just south of Letui. A round-trip guided exploration of this small lava tube takes only 10 minutes, but you’ll see white-rumped Polynesian swiftlets and their nests up close. Bring your own torch.
        

      
        
          [image: worth]
        

        
            
                DWARF’S CAVE
            

            
                From Paia, you can visit this 
                    cave
                 Offline map 
                    (guide per group ST20; 
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                
                    9am-5pm Mon-Sat)
                , an intriguing subterranean lava tube that leads downwards as if to the centre of the earth. It’s said that no one has reached the end of it (although we met a tourist who claimed he had after a few hours) and your guides (the village 
                    matai
                
                or local boys) will keep leading you through its prodigious depths, crossed by subterranean rivers, until you tell them to turn around. It’s signposted off the Main North Coast Rd, just west of the Mt Matavanu turn-off. In Paia, look for the faded signpost on the right and wait outside the blue 
                    fale
                 
                at this intersection; someone should appear to guide you to the cave. Bring your own torch and reliable footwear, and be prepared to swim and get seriously muddy.

        

      

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      Dive Savai’i
                DIVING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                54172; www.divesavaii.com; Main North Coast Rd, Fagamalo)
             
            This place had just changed hands when we passed and will now be run by a lovely German couple. Besides close-by diving to some very interesting sites including a Missionary-era shipwreck (two-tank dives ST260), the family-friendly outfit also runs half-day snorkelling tours (adult/child under 12 years ST60/30, snorkelling gear ST20) stopping at three different sites. They also hire snorkelling equipment on a casual basis (full set per 24 hours ST30).

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      All of the following options are on the Main North Coast Rd and they all include breakfast in the rates. Those in Manase throw in lunch and dinner as well.

      
            SALE’AULA
        

      Bayview Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                54170; www.bayviewresort.ws; fale with fan/air-con ST200/250; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            If you’re a lava lover, this resort is perched on the solid river of rock and overlooks a stunning turquoise bay. The best cottages have a big enclosed room area with bathroom plus a massive open 
                fale
             
            extension for tons of shady lounging space. Escape from the heat of the black rocks on the small white-sand beach on the lagoon or borrow a kayak to explore this uniquely beautiful area. There’s also a decent restaurant here that occasionally serves Samoan feasts.

      
            FAGAMALO
        

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Savai’i Lagoon Resort 
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                54168; www.savaiilagoon.co.nz; d/tr/q ST320/410/500)
            
            Taking the plum spot on one of Savai’i’s best and most protected beaches, these large, self-contained, modern units are comfortable and clean, but overpriced for the simplicity of the furnishings and lack of air-conditioning. That said, they are inviting enough that few people complain. Use of volleyball and 
                pétanque
             
            courts, kayaks and dinghies are free, along with UV-filtered drinking water, which the resort provides free of charge to the local village. It’s a friendly and supremely pleasant place to stay.

      Le Lagoto Beach Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                58189; www.lelagoto.ws; d US$200-250, tr US$230-280; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Next door to Savai’i Lagoon Resort on the second-best part of the beach, the wooden bungalows at this boutique resort are the plushest you’ll find on the island and are wonderfully atmospheric with intricate Samoan roofs (although the outsides are shingled) and views of blue sea. The restaurant (mains ST20 to ST75) doesn’t always get it right, but it’s the best option on the north coast and open daily for nonguests.

      Seki-a Pizza
                PIZZERIA 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                54454; pizzas ST23-33; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                10am-8pm Mon-Sat, 11am-8pm Sun)
             
            Get good thin-crust pizzas a few steps east from Savai’i Lagoon Resort, including the ‘diablo’ made with home-grown chillies.

      
            MANASE
        

      Jane’s Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                54066; www.janesbeach.ws; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner ST70; 
            [image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
            
            Pretty bubblegum-pink-and-yellow Jane’s is big enough to be social but small enough to take care of each of its guests. The beachfront 
                fale
             
            are lockable, lined with Samoan print vinyl wallpaper and have double beds and small decks. This place has a small shop, bar, internet cafe, car rental, canoe hire and a good strip of sand and sea in front.

      Regina’s Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                54054; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner ST55)
            
            It’s nice to know that there are still small, welcoming, family-run operations like Regina’s that don’t charge the earth. The 
                fale
             
            are of the traditional variety with woven blinds and mattresses on the floor, but they do have electric lights. Meals are more like low-key social events, with the substantial local dishes such as roast breadfruit and taro served up at a communal dining table.

      Tanu’s Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                54050; tanubeach@samoa-experience.com; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner ST65, s/d ST90/160)
            Long-standing Tanu’s is almost overwhelmingly huge, which is only fitting as it’s owned by the village’s 
                ali’i
            
            (high chief; the man to be thanked for the dog ban). There are dozens of simple traditional 
                fale
             
            dotting the beach. If you’d prefer a proper bed and solid walls, the accommodation block across the road offers simple, clean rooms with shared bathrooms.

      
            Northwestern Savai’i
        

      Jutting out from the western end of Savai’i is the beautiful Falealupo Peninsula, rich with sites associated with significant Samoan legends. The peninsula’s remoteness and protected tracts of rainforest lend it an almost unnerving calm.

      In past years, burglars have targeted tourists in this area, so lock your car and don’t leave anything of value in it or in your
                fale
            
            . Even if you don’t have anything stolen, you’ll feel robbed after having been asked for so many exaggerated ‘custom fees’ if you tour the sites. It’s definitely one of the more beautiful areas of the island, though, so weigh the pros and cons of feeling swindled.
        

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      Fafa O Sauai’i
                SACRED SITE
            
        

Offline map

                (Falealupo Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-5pm Mon-Sat)
             
            At Cape Mulinu’u you’ll find the beautiful outlook of Fafa O Sauai’i, which was considered one of Samoa’s most sacred spots in pre-Christian times (see boxed text, Click here
            ). Don’t pass up a swim in the large rock pool, where you don’t even have to enter the water to watch fish dart around the colourful corals at the base of the rocks.
        

      Across the road are a star mound, Vaatausili Cave (which was filled with water when we passed, so it looked more like a pool) and the Via Sua Toto (the ‘Blood Well’ – named after the warrior Tupa’ilevaililigi, who threw his enemies’ severed heads in here).

      An elderly man named Tanu is the guardian who invariably asks for a high and mighty ST20 admission fee, but for a short visit he seemed happy enough when we offered him ST10.

      Falealupo Rainforest Preserve
                FOREST
            
        

                  Offline map
      In 1989 the 1200-hectare area of lowland rainforest on the peninsula’s northern side became the first customary-owned conservation area in Samoa. This was thanks to the assistance of Dr Paul Alan Cox, an American ethnobotanist who was working with indigenous healers in Falealupo when he discovered that the area’s 
                matai
             
            had reluctantly signed a contract with a Japanese logging firm in order to pay for the construction of a primary school. After watching the whole village weeping over the loss of their sacred rainforest, Dr Cox personally guaranteed the money for the school. Upon learning this, chief Fuiono Senio ran 9km through the forest to stop the bulldozers.

      A sign marked
                Canopy
             
                Walkway
             
                (Falealupo Rd; admission ST20; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7am-6pm)
            
            leads to a 
                fale
             
            beside a school, which is where you pay admission that apparently also covers you for Moso’s Footprint and the Rock House, although this was a bit unclear when we passed and no ticket was given. The walkway is a 24m jerry-built bridge strung 9m above the rainforest floor between two large trees. After you cross the walkway to the second tree, climb via a sturdy wooden ladder to a platform up a magical, nearly 230-year-old banyan tree.

      
        
          [image: info]
        

        
            
                WI-FI ON SAVAI’I
            

            
                If you’re travelling with a laptop, you’re in luck. Many places to stay in Savai’i (except for places along the west coast) use LavaSpot hotspots (
                Click here
                ). Strangely, the connection on Savai’i is faster than anywhere in the country outside of Apia.
            

        

      

      A’opo Conservation
            Area & Mt Silisili
                HIKING
            
        

            Offline map
      The two- to three-day return trip to the summit of Mt Silisili (1866m), the highest point in Samoa, traverses some wonderful rainforested sections of the A’opo Conservation Area and Savai’i’s mountainous backbone. To organise a guide speak to the 
                pulenu’u
             
            (a combination of mayor and police chief) of A’opo (ask in the town’s small shop for directions). You’ll pay in the vicinity of ST40 per person per day and will need to supply food and water and all the requisite camping and hiking equipment.

      Falealupo Ruins
                RUINS
            
        

      Offline map 
      Cyclones Ofa and Val struck the peninsula in 1990 and 1991, completely destroying the village of Falealupo. The decision was made to rebuild the village further inland and the ruined village was left in tatters – until recently, when some families began to move back. The ruins of the 
                Catholic church
             
                (Falealupo Rd) 
            are particularly enigmatic and eerily beautiful. A group of elderly ladies tried to get us to pay ST20 just to stop and take a picture of the church ruins but quickly went down to ST10 when we asked nicely. This is still ridiculous just to take a photo, but they also offered to take us on a tour at the newly opened, unextraordinary Catholic church across the street.
        

      
        
            
                GATEWAY TO THE UNDERWORLD
            

            
                The natural beauty of the Falealupo Peninsula befits its spiritual significance. In pre-Christian times it was believed to be the gateway for souls into the next world. According to tradition, there are two entrances to the underworld: one for chiefs and another for commoners. One entrance is through a cave near Cape Mulinu’u and the other is on the trail made by the setting sun over 
                the sea.

        

      

      Rock House
                LAVA TUBE
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Falealupo Rd; admission incl in Canopy Walkway ticket; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7am-6pm)
             
            About 300m southwest of the ruins is the partly collapsed lava tube known as the Rock House. Legend says that it’s the result of a house-building competition between Falealupo’s men and women, a contest the women won. During the cyclones, whole families sheltered here. Like Moso’s Footprint, the story is more interesting than the actual cave, and it’s quite an effort to find – you’ll probably have to pay to get one of the local kids to lead you to it (ST5 is plenty).

      Moso’s Footprint
                SACRED SITE
            
        

Offline map

                (Falealupo Rd; admission incl in Canopy Walkway ticket; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7am-6pm)
            
            The ancient 1m by 3m rock depression called Moso’s Footprint is decidedly unremarkable apart from the legend that surrounds it. The story goes that the giant Moso made the footprint when he stepped from Fiji to Samoa. You’ll find it well signposted in front of a tidy 
                fale
            
            .
        

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      Va-i-Moana Seaside Lodge
                RESORT 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                58140; vaimoana@ipasifika.net; off Main North Coast Rd, Asau; open fale incl breakfast s/d ST76/136, closed fale incl breakfast & dinner from s/d ST96/160, r ST264; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
            
            This hodgepodge of lodging is set on the old expat headquarters of a now defunct wood mill that was built in 1969. The family has reclaimed the land and its small white-sand beach, and transformed one old building into air-con rooms – but the more interesting options are the rickety, enclosed 
                fale,
             
            some of which are perched on stilts over the surf. There’s a good restaurant here, lots of effort to please customers, free kayaks and fishing tours on offer (from ST150 for three to four hours).

      Vaisala Beach Hotel
                HOTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                58016; www.vaisalabeachresort.ws; off Main North Coast Rd, Vaisala; s/d/tr/q/f ST100/120/140/160/180; 
            [image: iconacongif]
            
                )
             
            The strange and barracks-like Vaisala faces its own beautiful, deep-enough-for-a-decent-swim beach. The rooms are dated but comfortable; if you’re lucky, you might get a shifting-image holy picture on the wall. All rooms have terraces and an extra ST20 will nab you the much better ones down near the beach. The hotel’s restaurant also has an outdoor deck and serves filling set-menu dinners (ST45).

      Falealupo Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                774 7420; www.falealupobeachfales.ws; Falealupo Rd, Falealupo; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner ST60)
            
            The beach is gorgeous, the 
                fale
             
            simple and the family absent. We found no one here when we passed, and travellers who stayed here reported hardly seeing the owners.

      
            South Coast
        

      With less reef to protect it, Savai’i’s south coast witnesses some dramatic confrontations between land and sea, resulting in blustering blowholes and some great surfing spots. If you thought the rest of Savai’i was chilled out, wait until you hit this sparsely populated stretch.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      Pulemelei Mound
                ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE
            
        

Offline map

                (off Main South Coast Rd)
             
            Polynesia’s largest ancient structure is the intriguing, pyramidal Pulemelei Mound, marked on some maps as Tia Seu Ancient Mound. It measures 61m by 50m at its base and rises to a height of more than 12m. It’s a stirring place, with views from its stony summit both to the ocean and into thick, primordial jungle. On sunny days, colourful butterflies swarm across it and birds swoop overhead. For more information as to its possible purpose, see boxed text, Click here
            . The surrounding area is presumably covered in house sites and other important archaeological finds but, for now, everything is covered in jungle.
        

      Unfortunately it’s very difficult to visit Pulemelei Mound as it’s located on disputed land. As such, there’s no sign and no upkeep – 
            the path to the site and the mound itself are becoming very overgrown. Guides don’t like to take people here because they worry that someone who has an ambiguous claim to the land may hassle them into handing over an exorbitant fee, or worse, just kick them off.

      You can still try and go (we made it). To get here, head down the road flanked by iron poles that starts about 300m beyond the iron-girder bridge on the opposite side of the river from Afu-A-Au Falls (there’s no signage). Before long you’ll reach a rocky ford over a stream – not worth risking unless you’ve got a good 4WD. If you park here, there’s a flat but slow 2km walk along this plantation road through high grass (wear good shoes or your feet will get destroyed by thorny undergrowth) to the mound; veer left if you’re ever in doubt. Shortly after crossing a culvert you’ll see the old parking area marked with a broken sign on a tree and another rough sign on your left marking the start of the track. From here it’s a 150m trek along a fern-filled path and up the mound. It’s a little hard to see you’re on the mound till you’ve actually reached the top to a virtual processional way of bright pink and blue flowers.

      As both parking areas are secluded, don’t leave any valuables in your car.

      Afu-A-Au Falls
                WATERFALL
            
        

      Offline map

                (off Main South Coast Rd; adult/child ST5/2; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-5pm Mon-Sat, 11am-5pm Sun) 
            Gorgeous Afu-A-Au Falls, also known as Olemoe Falls, offer visitors dreamy tropical seclusion and a refreshing swim in a 3m-deep waterhole. The waters are spring-fed so remain cool, green and deep even during the dry season. The falls weren’t signposted from the main road when we passed but the turn-off is just east of an iron-girder bridge – ask anyone around Vailoa village and they may even hop in the car and show you there themselves. Pay admission at the 
                fale
             
            near the entrance.

      Tafua Peninsula
Rainforest Preserve
                NATURE PRESERVE
            
        

      Offline map

                (admission ST5)
            
            This preserve contains superb stands of rainforest and rugged stretches of lava coast studded with cliffs and sea arches. A highlight is the 
                Tafua Savai’i crater
            
            : its sheer, deep walls are choked with vegetation, giving it a lost-world feel. You may catch glimpses of flying foxes napping in the trees far below.
        

      To get here, take the side road signposted to Tafua opposite the now-defunct Ma’ota Airport and pay the ‘custom fee’ about 50m along. It’s reasonably difficult to find the crater, so it’s worth taking the services of a guide; however, be sure to agree on a price beforehand.

      If you decide to go it alone, follow the road for 2.6km and park at the beginning of the gated road on your left (if you reach the Tafua village sign, you’ve gone too far). After about 650m of flat road leading past taro and banana plantations, look for a small thatched
                fale
            
            on your right. The path to the crater is hard to discern in the long vegetation but it starts between this 
                fale
             
            and a large dead tree, its white trunk blackened at the bottom. The rocky path becomes clearer as you head into the rainforest towards the crater’s precipitous lip. Follow it around to the left for better views into the volcanic bowl and over the centre of the island.

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      At the western end of Fa’a’ala village, a track leads to lovely
                Aganoa Beach
             Offline map 
                (per person/surfer ST5/20)
            
            . There are strong currents here, so swim with care. Pay the fee at Aganoa Beach Resort. This is the base for 
                Savai’i Surfaris
            Offline map  
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                50180; savaiisurfaris@samoa.ws; Aganoa Beach Resort, Fa’a’ala)
            
            , which runs surf tours around the island; for details, see Aganoa Beach Resort.
        

      Surfers will also find an excellent left-hand surf-break at
                Satuiatua
             
                (per person ST10)
            
            ; the fee is used to support the local school.
        

      
            
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      Satuiatua Beach Fales
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                56026, 846 4119; sbresort@lipacifika.net; Main South Coast Rd, Satuiatua; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner ST75)
            
            Run by a family of women, this place is loaded with simple touches that make it stand out from other beach 
                fale
            
            places. Open 
                fale
             
            have drapy curtains, proper beds and well-maintained thatched louvres. The entire place is spotless and there are plans to build a beachfront treehouse. Self-sufficient surfers love this friendly place (there’s a break out the front) and there’s top-notch snorkelling here too. The restaurant (lunch ST20) is set up on a spacious outdoor deck and serves good, hearty meals. It’s a good stop for lunch if you find yourself in these parts when the tummy rumbles.

      Aganoa Beach Resort
                FALE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                50180; www.aganoaretreat-samoa.com; Fa’a’ala; d fale without/with bathroom ST150/180, all incl breakfast & dinner; 
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconfamilygif]
            
                )
            
            This resort exploits the beauty of an exquisite little beach and four excellent associated surf-breaks (all within a paddleable distance) on the western edge of Tafua Peninsula. Nonsurfers can snuggle down in the bed-equipped 
                fale
             
            after a long day of inactivity. Meals are served at the resort’s Kahuna Bar & Grill (mains ST20 to ST30), from which you can watch your friends surf. Surfers’ packages start at ST250 per day, including transfers to surf spots around the island. The far left-hand break in front can even be good for beginners.

      
        
          [image: local-know]
        

        
                
                    ALOFAAGA BLOWHOLES
                

                
                    Blasting seawater tens of metres into the air, the biggest
                     
                        blowhole Offline map 
                        (Taga; admission ST5; 
                    [image: iconhoursgif]
                    
                        7am-6pm)
                    
                    here is truly spectacular if you catch it during a decent swell at high tide. There are several other less-impressive blowholes along this coast, as well as the ‘washing machine’ about 50m south of the main blowhole, that fills and empties like a giant flushing toilet with each wave (cooler than it sounds). Pay admission at the first 
                        fale
                    
                    and park your car at the second 
                        fale,
                     
                    near the main blowhole; if you drive into the accommodation compound, you’ll be charged ST5 to park there and one of the attendants will perform the nifty trick of throwing coconuts into the blowhole at just the right time to have them shoot up with the water – this is well worth the price. Don’t get too close to the blowholes as freak waves occasionally break over the rocks.

                
                    From here you can follow a track around the coast to the now-deserted village of Fagaloa (three to four hours return).
                

            

      

      
            UNDERSTAND SAMOA
        

      
            Samoa Today
        

      In 2012 Samoa celebrated 50 years of independence with huge pomp and partying. But despite that Samoa is very much its own country it still relies heavily on foreign aid particularly from Australia and New Zealand with whom ties are very close. At the end of 2011 Samoa moved even closer to New Zealand by hopping over to the western side of the International Date Line.

      
            History
        

      
            
            Prehistory
        

      The oldest evidence of human occupation in Samoa is Lapita village, partially submerged in the lagoon at Mulifanua on the island of ’Upolu. Carbon tests date the site to 1000 BC.

      Archaeologists have discovered more than a hundred star-shaped stone platforms across the islands. It’s believed that these platforms, dubbed ‘star mounds’ (see boxed text,Click here
            ), were used to snare wild pigeons, which was once a favoured pastime of 
                matai
             
            (chiefs). Savai’i’s Pulemelei Mound is the largest ancient structure in the Pacific.

      Around AD 950, warriors from Tonga established their rule on Savai’i, and then moved on to ’Upolu. They were eventually repelled by Malietoa Savea, a Samoan chief whose title, Malie toa (Brave warrior), was derived from the shouted tributes of the retreating Tongans. There was also contact with Fiji, from where legends say two girls brought the art of tattooing. The Samoans never really trusted their neighbours – 
                togafiti
             
            (tonga fiji) means ‘a trick’.

      
            
            European Contact
        

      Whalers, pirates and escaped convicts apparently introduced themselves to Samoa well before the first officially recorded European arrival in the region. This was the Dutchman Jacob Roggeveen, who approached the Manu’a Islands in American Samoa in 1722. Other visitors followed in his wake and over the next 100 years numerous Europeans settled in. The settlers established a society in Apia and a minimal code of law in order to govern their affairs, all with the consent of ’Upolu chiefs, who maintained sovereignty in their own villages. Along with technological expertise, the
                palagi
             
            (Europeans) also brought with them diseases to which the islanders had no immunity.

      
            
            Missionaries
        

      In August 1830 missionaries John Williams and Charles Barff of the London Missionary Society (LMS) arrived at Sapapali’i on Savai’i’s eastern coast. They were followed by Methodist and Catholic missionaries, and in 1888 Mormons added to the competition for souls. Samoans were quite willing to accept Christianity due to the similarity of Christian creation beliefs to Samoan legend, and because of a prophecy by war goddess Nafanua that a new religion would take root in the islands. Although interdistrict warfare was not abolished until the start of the 20th century, schools and education were eagerly adopted.

      
            
            Squabbling Powers
        

      There were (and still are) four paramount titles relating to four
                ’aiga
             
            (extended families), equivalent to royal dynasties, in what is now Samoa: Malietoa, Tupua Tamasese, Mata’afa and Tu’imaleali’ifano. During the 1870s a civil dispute broke out between two of these families, dividing Samoa. Much land was sold to Europeans by Samoans seeking to acquire armaments to settle the matter.

      The British, Americans and Germans then set about squabbling over Samoan territory, and by the late 1880s Apia Harbour was crowded with naval hardware from all three countries. Most of it subsequently sunk – not because of enemy firepower, but because of a cyclone that struck the harbour in March 1889. After several attempted compromises, the Tripartite Treaty was signed in 1899, giving control of Western Samoa to the Germans and eastern Samoa to the Americans.

      
            
            Foreign Administration
        

      In February 1900 Dr Wilhelm Solf was appointed governor, and the German trading company DHPG began to import thousands of Melanesians and Chinese to work on its huge plantations. But although the Germans had agreed to rule ‘according to Samoan custom’, they didn’t keep their word. In 1908, three years after the eruption of Savai’i’s Mt Matavanu, there was an eruption of human discontent with the organisation of the Mau a Pule (Mau Movement) by Namulau’ulu Lauaki Mamoe. In January 1909 Namulau’ulu and his chief supporters were sent into exile.

      In 1914, at the outbreak of WWI, Britain persuaded NZ to seize German Samoa. Preoccupation with affairs on the home front prevented Germany from resisting. Under the NZ administration, Samoa suffered a devastating (and preventable) outbreak of influenza in 1919; more than 7000 people (one-fifth of the population) died, further fuelling anger with the foreign rulers. Increasing calls for independence by the Mau Movement culminated in the authorities opening fire on a demonstration at the courthouse in Apia in 1929.

      Following a change of government (and policy) in NZ, Western Samoa’s independence was acknowledged as inevitable and even desirable, and in 1959 Prime Minister Fiame Mata’afa was appointed. The following year a formal constitution was adopted and, on 1 January 1962, independence was finally achieved.

      
            
            Since Independence
        

      The Human Rights Protection Party (HRPP) has been in power for most of the period since independence. Economic development has been excruciatingly slow or nonexistent, far below population growth, but at least the country has been politically stable.

      ’Upolu and Savai’i have been battered by several huge tropical storms over the past two decades, beginning with Cyclone Ofa in February 1990 and Cyclone Val in December 1991.

      In 2009 the government switched driving from the right-hand side of the road to the left. The rationale was to allow access to cheap secondhand vehicle imports from NZ.

      
            The Culture
        

      Many visitors correctly sense that below the surface of the outwardly friendly and casual Samoan people lies a complex code of traditional etiquette. Beneath the light-heartedness, the strict and demanding
                fa’a
             
            Samoa (Samoan way) is rigorously upheld.

      
            
            The National Psyche
        


                ’Aiga,
            
            or extended family groupings, are at the heart of the 
                fa’a
            
            Samoa. The larger an 
                ’aiga,
            
            the more powerful it is, and to be part of a powerful 
                ’aiga
            
            is the goal of all tradition-minded Samoans. Each 
                ’aiga
            
            is headed by a 
                matai,
            
            who represents the family on the 
                fono
            
            (village council). 
                Matai
            
            are elected by all adult members of the 
                ’aiga
            
            and can be male or female, but over 90% of current 
                matai
             
            are male.

      The
                fono
            
            consists of the 
                matai
            
            of all of the 
                ’aiga
            
            associated with the village. The 
                ali’i
            
            (high chief of the village) sits at the head of the 
                fono
            
            . In addition, each village has one 
                pulenu’u
            
            (a combination of mayor and police chief) and one or more 
                tulafale
            
            (orators or talking chiefs). The 
                pulenu’u
            
            acts as an intermediary between the village and the national government, while the 
                tulafale
            
            liaises between the 
                ali’i
             
            and outside entities, carries out ceremonial duties and engages in ritual debates.

      
            
                ’Ava
            
            (kava) is a drink derived from the ground root of the pepper plant. The 
                ’ava
            
            ceremony is a ritual in Samoa, and every government and 
                matai
             
            meeting is preceded by one.

      
        
            
                EARTHQUAKE & TSUNAMI DISASTER IN THE SAMOAS
            

            
                On 29 September 2009, ’Upolu’s southern and eastern coasts and the south coast of Tutuila in American Samoa were struck by a tsunami that killed approximately 190 people and left thousands homeless. It began with an 8.1 magnitude earthquake with its epicentre 190km south of Apia, which struck at 6.48am local time. Eight minutes later, a 10m-high wave demolished ’Upolu’s south coast where people had little to no warning. On Tutuila, four tsunami waves between 4m and 6m were reported; these waves surged up to 1.6km inland, destroying homes and wiping out the electricity infrastructure.
            

            
                By 2012 many of Samoa’s damaged resorts had reopened, although the local residents of the village of Saleapaga had mostly moved to a location further inland out of fear. In American Samoa the damage was less cleaned-up, with abandoned houses rotting on the seafront, and in Leone there were still a few residents living in tents. Many people with new homes built from the US disaster funds were still without basic interior amenities such as kitchens and showers.
            

        

      

      Beneath the
                matai,
            
            members of a village are divided into four categories. The society of untitled men, the 
                aumaga,
            
            is responsible for growing food. The 
                aualuma,
            
            the society of unmarried, widowed or separated women, provides hospitality and produces various goods such as 
                siapo
            
            (decorated bark cloth) and the 
                ie toga
            
            (fine mats) that are an important part of 
                fa’alavelave
            
            (lavish gift-exchange ceremonies). Married women are called 
                faletua ma tausi
            
            . Their role revolves around serving their husband and his family. The final group is the 
                tamaiti
             
            (children). Close social interaction is generally restricted to members of one’s own group.

      Individuals are subordinate to the extended family. There is no ‘I’, only ‘we’. The incapable are looked after by their family rather than by taxpayers, and with such onerous family (plus village and church) obligations, it’s a struggle for any individual to become wealthy. Life is not about individual advancement or achievement, but about serving and improving the status of your
                ’aiga
            
            . The communal ownership of land and lack of reward for individual effort tend to stymie Western-style economic development, but have kept control of most of Samoa’s resources in Samoan hands.
        

      
            
            Lifestyle
        

      Parents and other relatives treat babies with great affection, but at the age of three the children are made the responsibility of an older sibling or cousin.
                Fa’aaloalo
            
            is respect for elders, the most crucial aspect of the 
                fa’a
            
            Samoa, and children are expected to obey not just their immediate relatives, but all the 
                matai
            
            and adults in the village as well as older siblings. Parents rarely hug or praise their children, so the youth often suffer from low self-esteem and lack confidence and ambition. Fun family activities are few and far between; a rare exception is White Sunday in October, when children eat first, star in church services, and are bought new clothes and toys. Some teenagers resort to 
                musu
             
            (refusing to speak to anybody) as a form of protest.

      Overriding all else in Samoa is Christianity. Every village has at least one large church, ideally a larger one than in neighbouring villages. These operate as the village social centre, the place where almost everyone makes an appearance on Sunday, dressed up in their formal best. Sunday-morning church services are inevitably followed by
                to’ona’i
             
            (Sunday lunch), when families put on banquets fit for royalty.

      
            
                Sa,
            
            which means ‘sacred’, is the nightly vespers, though it’s not applied strictly throughout all villages. Sometime between 6pm and 7pm a gong sounds, signifying that the village should prepare for 
                sa
            
            . When the second gong is sounded, 
                sa
            
            has begun. All activity should come to a halt. If you’re caught in a village during 
                sa,
             
            stop what you’re doing, sit down and quietly wait for the third gong, about 10 or 15 minutes later, when it’s over.

      A rigid approach to Christianity has led to conservative attitudes on many social issues, including homosexuality, but this is tempered by a generally tolerant attitude to
                fa’afafine
            
            – men who dress and behave like women. The name 
                fa’afafine
            
            means ‘like a woman’ and has no obvious parallel in Western society. 
                Fa’afafine
            
            fulfil an important role in the social fabric, often helping out with the children and looking after their parents in old age. A 
                fa’afafine
             
            may have a relationship with a man, but this isn’t seen as homosexual. Neither are they seen as women, per se.

      
            
            Population
        

      Three-quarters of Samoans live on the island of ’Upolu. The urban area of Apia houses around 21% of the nation’s population, with the rest sprinkled around the small villages that mainly cling to the coastline. Minorities include both expat and Samoan-born Europeans (called
                palagi
             
            in Samoan) and a small number of Chinese; both minorities are centred on Apia.

      
            
            Language
        

      See the Language chapter on Click here for Samoan basics.

      
            Sport
        

      Sport in Samoa is a community event, which might explain why this tiny nation turns out a disproportionate number of great sportspeople. Drive through any village in the late afternoon and you’ll eople of all ages gathering on the
                malae
            
            (village green) to play rugby, volleyball and 
                kirikiti
             
            (see boxed text, Click here
            ). 
                Fautasi
             
            (45-person canoe) races are held on special occasions. Samoa’s main obsession is rugby union and the members of the national team, Manu Samoa, are local heroes – as are the many Samoan players who fill the ranks of rugby union, rugby league and netball teams in NZ, Australia, the UK and France.

      
            Arts
        

      
            
            Architecture
        

      Traditional (not to mention highly practical) Samoan architecture is exemplified by the
                fale,
             
            an oval structure with wooden posts but no walls, thus allowing natural airflow. It’s traditionally built on a stone or coral foundation and thatched with woven palm or sago leaves. Woven coconut-leaf blinds can be pulled down to protect against rain or prying eyes, but in truth, privacy in such a building is practically impossible.

      
            
                Palagi-style square homes with walls, louvre windows and doors, though uncomfortably hot and requiring fans, have more status than traditional 
                fale
             
            and are becoming more common in Samoa.

      
            
            Fiafia
        

      Originally, the
                fiafia
             
            was a village play or musical presentation in which participants would dress in costume and accept money or other donations. These days the term ‘
                fiafia
            
            night’ usually refers to a lavish presentation of Samoan fire- and slap-dancing and singing, accompanied by a buffet dinner. But traditional 
                fiafia
             
            are still performed during weddings, birthdays, title-conferring ceremonies and at the opening of churches and schools.

      Drummers keep the beat while dancers sing traditional songs illustrated by coordinated hand gestures. A
                fiafia
            
            traditionally ends with the 
                siva,
            
            a slow and fluid dance performed by the village 
                taupou
            
            (usually the daughter of a high chief), dressed in 
                siapo
             
            with her body oiled.

      
            
            Literature
        

      Towering over Samoan literature is Albert Wendt, a novelist, poet, academic and latterly visual artist, now resident in NZ. Many of his novels deal with the
                fa’a
            
            Samoa bumping against 
                palagi
             
            ideas and attitudes, and the loss of Samoa’s pre-Christian spirituality; try
                Leaves of the Banyan Tree 
            (1979),
            
                Ola 
            (1995) or 
                The Mango’s Kiss 
            (2003). Perhaps some of the prose is too risqué for the Methodists who run most of Samoa’s bookshops, as copies are hard to track down in Samoa – you’ll have better luck overseas or online.
        

      
            
                The Beach at Falesa
             
            by Robert Louis Stevenson is a brilliant short story set in Samoa by a master stylist with inside knowledge of the South Pacific. Stevenson spent the last four years of his life in Samoa; for details, Click here
            .
        

      
            
            Music
        

      Music is a big part of everyday life in Samoa, whether it be the exuberant drumming that accompanies
                fiafia
             
            nights, the soaring harmonies of church choirs or the tinny local pop blaring out of taxis.

      Traditionally, action songs and chants were accompanied by drums and body slaps, but guitars, ukuleles and Western-style melodies are now a firm part of the
                fiafia
             
            repertoire. Songs were once written to tell stories or commemorate events and this practice continues today. Love songs are the most popular, followed by patriotic songs extolling local virtues. 
                We are Samoa 
            by Jerome Grey is Samoa’s unofficial national anthem.

      Contemporary artists include the reggae-influenced Ben Vai and hip-hopper Mr Tee, both of whom write in Samoan and perform regularly around Apia. However, it’s offshore that Samoan artists are hitting the big time, especially the new breed of NZ-based rappers such as King Kapisi, Scribe and Savage.

      
            
            Siapo & Ie Toga
        

      The bark cloth known as
                siapo
            
            is made from the inner bark of the 
                u’a
             
            (paper mulberry tree) and provides a medium for some of the loveliest artwork in Samoa.

      The fine mat called
                ie toga
            
            is woven from pandanus fibres split into widths of just a couple of millimetres and can involve years of painstaking work. 
                Ie toga, 
            along with 
                siapo,
             
            make up ‘the gifts of the women’ that must be exchanged at formal ceremonies. Agricultural products comprise ‘the gifts of the men’.

      
            
            Tattooing
        

      Samoa is the last of the Polynesian nations where traditional tattooing is still widely practised (albeit against the wishes of some religious leaders). The traditional
                pe’a
            
            (male tattoo) covers the man’s body from the waist to the knees. Women can elect to receive a 
                malu
             
            (female tattoo), but their designs cover only the thighs.

      The skills and tools of the
                tufuga pe’a
            
            (tattoo artist) were traditionally passed down from father to son, and sharpened shark teeth or boar tusks were used to carve the intricate designs into the skin. It was believed that the man being tattooed must not be left alone in case the 
                aitu
            
            (spirits) took him. In most cases the procedure takes at least a fortnight. Noncompletion would cause shame to the subject and his 
                ’aiga
            
            .
        

      
            Environment
        

      
            
            Geography
        

      Samoa lies in the heart of the vast South Pacific, 3700km southwest of Hawai’i. Tonga lies to the south, Fiji to the southwest, Tuvalu to the northwest and Tokelau to the north, while to the southeast is the Cook Islands.

      The country has a total land area of 2934 sq km and is composed primarily of high, eroded volcanic islands with narrow coastal plains. It has two large islands: Savai’i (1700 sq km) and ’Upolu (1115 sq km). The nation’s highest peak, Mt Silisili on Savai’i, rises to 1866m. The small islands of Manono and Apolima lie in the 22km-wide Apolima Strait that separates ’Upolu and Savai’i. A few other tiny, uninhabited rocky islets and outcrops lie southeast of ’Upolu.

      
            
            Ecology
        

      On the heights of Savai’i and ’Upolu is temperate forest vegetation: tree ferns, grasses, wild coleus and epiphytic plants. The magnificent
                aoa
             
            (banyan tree) dominates the higher landscapes, while other areas are characterised by scrublands, marshes, pandanus forests and mangrove swamps. The rainforests of Samoa are a natural apothecary, home to some 75 known medicinal plant species.

      Because Samoa is relatively remote, few animal species have managed to colonise it. The Lapita brought with them domestic pigs, dogs and chickens, as well as the ubiquitous Polynesian rat. But apart from two species of fruit bat (protected throughout the islands after being hunted close to extinction) and the small, sheath-tailed bat, mammals not introduced by humans are limited to the marine varieties. Whales, dolphins and porpoises migrate north and south through the islands, depending on the season.

      
            
                Pili 
            (skinks) and 
                mo’o
             
            (geckos) can be seen everywhere, and various types of turtles visit the islands. The only land creature to beware of (besides the unloved and unlovely dogs) is the giant centipede, which packs a surprisingly nasty bite.

      
            SURVIVAL GUIDE
        

      
            Directory A–Z
        

      
            
            Accommodation
        

      It’s fair to say that accommodation options in Samoa are limited. There’s little budget accommodation outside the ubiquitous
                fale;
             
            and at the other end of the scale, only a handful of resorts qualify as truly luxurious. At both ends of the scale, many properties are overpriced given the quality offered. That said, much of the country’s accommodation occupies idyllic settings on the beautiful sands that fringe the islands – this meets the minimum requirements for most visitors.

      The accommodation in this chapter is listed according to author preference and any taxes are included in the price. The following price ranges refer to a double room, or
                fale
             
            where stated:

      
            
                $
             
            less than ST150

      
            
                $$
             
            ST150–300

      
            
                $$$
             
            more than ST300

      An excellent source of accommodation information is the
                Samoa Hotels Association
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                30160; www.samoa-hotels.ws; Samoa Tourism Authority, Beach Rd, Apia)
            
            . It also acts as a booking agent, taking its fee from the provider, not the guest.
        

      
        
            
                THE BEACH FALE: SAMOA’S SIGNATURE ACCOMMODATION
            

            
                The simple structures called 
                    fale
                 
                come in a variety of styles. At their most simple and traditional, they’re just a wooden platform with poles supporting a thatched roof, surrounded by woven blinds that can be pulled down for privacy. Woven sleeping mats are laid on the floor, topped by a mattress with sheets and a mosquito net. From this basic model, various degrees of luxury can be added: electric lights, ceiling fans, proper beds, wooden walls (often with some trellis work to let a breeze flow through), lockable doors and decks. Avoid those with plastic-sheeting walls as these tend to flap around in the wind without letting much air through. Bathroom facilities are usually a communal block, with cold water being the norm. The price usually includes breakfast and often a set lunch and dinner as well.

            
                
                    Fale
                 
                are usually priced per person, ranging from a reasonable ST50 (including meals) to well over ST100. As a result, couples or larger groups may find themselves paying much more than they would for a midrange hotel, for what is basically one step up from camping on the beach.

        

      

      Beach
                fale
            
            are the most interesting budget option (see boxed text). Hotel, motel and resort accommodation ranges from rooms in slightly dilapidated buildings with cold-water showers to well-maintained rooms with all the mod cons. There’s sometimes access to a shared kitchen. Resorts tend to offer bungalow-style accommodation (sometimes called 
                fale
             
            to sound exotic), with the bigger ones having swim-up cocktail bars and multiple restaurants.

      Stays with families in local villages can be organised through
                Safua Tours
            Offline map  
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                51271; Safua Hotel, Lalomalava, Savai’i)
            
            .
        

      
            
            Activities
        

      Visiting Samoa is less about seeing sights as doing stuff – particularly things that involve tropical beaches. See the destination sections for further information on place-specific pursuits, as well as where to indulge in that other popular activity – ordering cocktails from the bar.

      
            DIVING
        

      While Samoa’s reefs are far less developed than those of some of its neighbours, there are still some fantastic dive sites to explore, providing access to a multitude of tropical fish and larger marine creatures, such as turtles and dolphins. See Click here 
            and Click here 
            for regional details of the dive centre on each island. Two-tank dives start from ST260 and PADI Open Water Courses are ST1200. Prices are more expensive on ’Upolu because of the longer distances to get to dive sites.

      
            FISHING
        

      Samoan reefs and their fishing rights are owned by villagers, so you can’t just drop a line anywhere; you need to seek permission first. If you’d like to go fishing with locals, inquire at your hotel or beach
                fale,
            
            or speak to the 
                pulenu’u
             
            of the village concerned.

      Game fishing is becoming increasingly popular in the islands – in fact, Samoa has been rated one of the top 10 game-fishing destinations in the world. The
                Samoa International Game Fishing Tournament
             
                (www.fishing.ws)
             
            heads out from Apia Harbour in early May.

      See Click here 
            for details on fishing tours.

      
            HIKING
        

      Samoa’s rugged coastal areas, sandy beaches, lush rainforests and volcanoes all invite exploration on foot. However, trails can quickly become obscured because of the lush tropical environment and half-hearted track maintenance. Combine this with the effects of heavy rain and there’s often a good chance of getting lost (or at the very least covering yourself in mud). For more remote treks, it pays to take a guide with you.

      Guiding costs vary enormously. Sometimes villagers will be happy to accompany you for nothing; at other times, they’ll be seeking goods as a reward (like cigarettes), but mostly they’ll be interested in cash.

      See Click here 
            for more details.

      
            KAYAKING
        

      Kayaks are perfect for pottering around the lagoons and several accommodation providers have them available to be borrowed and hired. See Click here 
            for more details.

      
            SNORKELLING & SWIMMING
        

      The novice snorkeller will find Samoa’s waters fascinating and filled with life. In places the reef has been damaged by cyclones, the tsunami and human contact, but will still reveal live corals and an abundance of colourful fish, often in a short walk straight out from the beach. Some particularly good and accessible spots are Lalomanu (Click here
            ), Namu’a (
            Click here
            ) and Palolo Deep Marine Reserve (
            Click here
            ). More and more places are hiring out snorkelling gear, but it’s still well worth bringing your own mask and snorkel with you.
        

      The majority of Samoan beaches are great for splashing about in, but too shallow for satisfying swimming. Always ask permission from local villagers before using their beach.

      
            SURFING
        

      Powerful conditions, sharp reefs and offshore breaks that are difficult to access mean that surfing in Samoa is challenging, to say the very least, and probably one of the worst places in the world to learn the sport! While the surf can be unbelievable at times, offering waves of a lifetime in glorious surroundings, conditions are generally difficult to assess, with some very dangerous situations awaiting the inexperienced or reckless. Despite all this, the islands have become an increasingly popular destination for experienced surfers. The wet season (November to April) brings swells from the north; the dry season (May to October) brings big swells from the south.

      It’s best to hook up with a surfing outfit. They know all the best spots and provide boat transport to them and, perhaps more importantly, they have established relationships with local villagers and understand the culture – they know where it is and isn’t OK to surf. For details Click here
            .
        

      
            
            Business Hours
        

      On Sunday almost everything is closed, although ripples of activity appear in the evening. Markets normally get under way by about 6am; Maketi Fou in Apia is active more or less 24 hours a day.

      We don’t give opening hours for establishments mentioned in the text unless they differ greatly from the following standards:

      
            
                Banks
             
            9am to 3pm Monday to Friday, some open 8.30am to 12.30pm Saturday.

      
            
                Bars
             
            noon to 10pm or midnight.

      
            
                Government offices
             
            8am to 4.30pm Monday to Friday.

      
            
                Restaurants
             
            8am to 4pm and 6pm to 9pm.

      
            
                Shops
             
            8am to 4.30pm Monday to Friday, 8am to noon Saturday (kiosks and convenience stores keep longer hours).

      
            
            Children
        

      The Samoan climate (except the long periods of heavy rain or the odd cyclone, of course), warm waters and dearth of poisonous creatures make the islands a paradise for children. You’ll find that Samoans tend to lavish attention on very young children, which means that foreign toddlers will not be starved for attention or affection while visiting the islands.

      Never leave your child unsupervised near beaches, reefs or on walking tracks, particularly those running along coastal cliffs (these are never fenced). Lonely Planet’s
                Travel with Children
             
            has useful advice on family travel. Typically only the upmarket resorts provide cots, and bigger car-rental agencies have car seats, so it may pay to bring your own.

      
            
            Embassies & Consulates
        

      Following is a list of countries with diplomatic missions based in Apia:

      
            
                Australia
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23411; www.embassy.gov.au/ws.html; Beach Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Canadian consular services are also provided here.

      
            
                China
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                777 2479; The Cross Island Rd, Vailima; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-noon & 2-4.30pm Mon-Fri)
            
        

      
            
                New Zealand
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21711; Beach Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
            
        

      
            
                USA
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21631; 5th fl, ACC Bldg, Apia; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9.30am-noon & 1-4pm Mon-Wed & Fri, 9.30am-noon Thu)
            
        

      
            
            Festivals & Events
        

      The main causes of celebration across Samoa include the country’s
                independence
            
            festivities over the first three days of June; the 
                Teuila Festival
            
            in Apia in September, when Samoa’s capital reels in the tourists with canoe races, food and craft stalls, traditional dancing and a beauty pageant; and 
                White Sunday
            
            , the day that Samoan children rule the roost, which is held on the second Sunday in October.
        

      Another event to look out for is the 
                Palolo Rise
             
            celebrations in October/November; see the boxed text, Click here
            .
        

      
            
            Food
        

      The following price ranges refer to a meal. Unless otherwise stated tax is included in the price.

      
            
                $ 
            less than ST20
        

      
            
                $$ 
            ST20–35
        

      
            
                $$$ 
            more than ST30
        

      
            
            Internet Access
        

      Wi-fi in Samoa is offered almost exclusively through LavaSpot (www.samoa.ws) hotspots on a pay-by-the-minute basis. The cheapest option is to buy minutes directly online from the website. LavaSpot hotspots are found at restaurants and hotels all around Apia and at more-upmarket resorts around ’Upolu and Savai’i. The worst areas for finding any internet at all are the south coast of ’Upolu and west coast of Savai’i, but this may change in future.

      Otherwise, your only option for accessing the web (assuming your accommodation provider doesn’t have any terminals for guest use, which is rare) is an internet cafe. There are several internet cafes scattered around Apia but few elsewhere. Expect to pay anywhere between ST10 and ST30 for an hour’s access.

      Note that web connections can drop out with frustrating frequency on these remote islands.

      
            
            Internet Resources
        

      
            
                Lonely Planet 
            
                (www.lonelyplanet.com/samoa)
             
            For planning advice, author recommendations, traveller reviews and insider tips.

      
            
                Samoan Hotels Association
             
                (www.samoahotels.ws) 
            An extensive, regularly updated listing of Samoan places to stay, including photos of many of the properties.
        

      
            
                Samoa Observer
             
                (www.samoaobserver.ws)
             
            The website of the country’s main newspaper is a good resource for news and current affairs relating to Samoa, as well as the Pacific region as a whole.

      
            
                Samoa Tourism Authority
            Offline map Google map 
                (www.visitsamoa.ws)
             
            A comprehensive website for independent Samoa, with an up-to-date events calendar and easy-to-browse information on activities, attractions and useful organisations.

      
            
            Maps
        

      The free Jasons
                Samoa Visitor Map
             
            is updated annually and is widely available. It’s reasonably basic but should suit most visitors’ needs. The more detailed 1:200,000 
                Samoa
             
            map published by Hema (ST17.50) can be purchased from various places in Apia, including Janet’s (Click here
            ).
        

      
            
            Money
        

      The tala (dollar), divided into 100 sene (cents), is the unit of currency in use in Samoa. In this book, unless otherwise stated, all prices given are in tala (ST).

      
            
                ATMs
             
            Several branches of the ANZ and Westpac banks are equipped with ATMs. Be aware that ATMs can be prone to running out of bills at the start of the weekend. Take plenty of cash with you (in small denominations) when you’re heading outside the bigger settlements.

      
            
                Tipping
             
            Not expected or encouraged in Samoa. It is, however, deemed acceptable for exceptional service at finer restaurants.

      
            
            Telephone
        

      The country code for Samoa is[image: iconphonegif]
            685. The nation does not use area codes.
        

      State-owned SamoaTel is the main telecommunications provider. Collect (reverse-charge) and credit-card international calls can be made from public phones by dialling[image: iconphonegif]
            956 from Apia, [image: iconphonegif]
            957 from the rest of ’Upolu, [image: iconphonegif]
            958 from Savaii and [image: iconphonegif]
            959 from the airport.
        

      
            
                Mobile Phones
             
            Mobile-phone providers and outlets have mushroomed throughout Samoa. The big names are Digicel, SamoaTel and Bluesky. They’ll test whether your phone is compatible before selling you a SIM card for around ST30 (usually including ST5 to ST10 worth of free minutes). Prepay top-ups can be purchased from dozens of shops around both islands. Reception is generally very good, especially on Digicel.

      
            
            Time
        

      At midnight on 29 December 2011, Samoa officially switched to the west side of the International Date Line. This means its dates are the same as those of NZ, Australia and Asia. Local time is Greenwich Mean Time/Coordinated Universal Time (GMT/UTC) plus 13 hours. Therefore, when it’s noon in Samoa, it’s 11am the same day in Auckland.

      Samoa also recently decided to adopt daylight saving time. In early October the clocks go forward (to GMT/UTC plus 14 hours), returning to normal in late March.

      
            
            Visas
        

      A free, 60-day visitor permit is granted to all visitors on arrival in Samoa – except for American Samoans, who must obtain a 30-day single-entry or multiple-entry permit – provided they have an onward ticket and a passport valid for at least another six months. You’ll also be required to provide a contact address within the country, so have the name of a hotel ready upon arrival.

      Samoan visitor permits may be extended by several weeks at a time by the country’s
                Immigration Office
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20291; www.samoaimmigration.gov.ws; Convent St, Apia; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
            
            . Take along your passport, wallet and two passport-sized photos and don’t make any other plans for the rest of the day. You may also need to have proof of hotel accommodation, onward transport and sufficient funds for your requested period of stay.
        

      
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            
            Air
        

      Aside from a few flights from American Samoa, all flights to Samoa arrive at
                Faleolo Airport
             
                (airport code APW; 
            
            Click here
            
                ; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21675; Main West Coast Rd, ’Upolu)
            
            , 35km west of Apia. Many arrive and depart in the early hours of the morning, but airport transfer and accommodation providers are well used to this.
            
                Fagali’i Airport 
            (Offline map), on Apia’s eastern outskirts, is only used for American Samoan services on Inter Island Airways.
        

      Direct flights head to Samoa from American Samoa, Fiji, Auckland, Brisbane and Sydney. If you’re flying from the northern hemisphere, flights via Honolulu are likely to be the most straightforward. Samoa is often a stopover or cheap ‘optional extra’ on tickets between Europe/North America and NZ and on round-the-world fares.

      Airlines that service Samoa include the following (all phone numbers mentioned here are for dialling from within Samoa, unless otherwise indicated):

      
            
                Air New Zealand
            Offline map Google map 
                (airline code NZ; [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20825; www.airnz.com; cnr Convent & Vaea Sts, Apia; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-4.30pm Mon-Fri, 9am-noon Sat) 
            Flights from Auckland.
        

      
            
                Fiji Airways
            Offline map Google map 
                (airline code FJ; [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22172; www.airpacific.com; 5th fl, Central Bank Bldg, Beach Rd, Apia; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-5pm Mon-Fri, 8am-noon Sat) 
            Flies from Nadi twice weekly with connections to Los Angeles, and once weekly direct to/from Honolulu.
        

      
            
                Inter Island Airways
             
                (airline code IIA; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                42580; www.interislandair.com; Faleolo Airport) 
            Two to four daily flights to American Samoa.
        

      
            
                Polynesian Airlines
             Offline map Google map 
                (airline code PH; [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21261; www.polynesianairlines.com; Beach Rd, Apia)
             
            The state carrier flies to American Samoa three to five times daily.

      
            
                Virgin Samoa
             
                (airline code PLB; 
            
            Click here
            
                ; www.virginsamoa.com; Beach Rd, Apia)
             
            Previously called Polynesian Blue. Samoa owns 49% of this airline in partnership with Virgin Australia. It flies from Auckland, Brisbane and Sydney.

      
            
            Sea
        

      
            SHIP
        

      The
                Samoa Shipping Corporation
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20935; www.samoashipping.com; Beach Rd, Apia)
             
            runs a car ferry/cargo ship called MV 
                Lady Naomi 
            between Apia and Pago Pago (American Samoa) once a week. It departs from Apia on Tuesday at 9am. The trip takes seven hours each way. Return deck fares are ST120/75 per adult/child; return cabin fares are ST190/120. Note that American passport holders can only buy one-way tickets from Apia. Book online.

      Cargo ships sail between Apia and remote Tokelau about three times a month. Bookings for the 24- to 26-hour trip can be made in Apia at the
                Tokelau Apia Liaison Office
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                20822; Fugalei St, Apia; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-5pm Mon-Fri)
            
            . You must obtain a Tokelau visa before booking. Return deck fares are NZ$286/143 per adult/child; return cabin fares are NZ$528/266.
        

      
            YACHT
        

      Between May and October (outside the cyclone season), the harbours of the South Pacific swarm with yachts from around the world. Many follow the favourable winds west from the Americas, while others head north from NZ. Apia serves as the official entry point for private yacht owners visiting Samoa. In Savai’i, there are also anchorages at Fagamalo, Salelologa Wharf and Asau Harbour.

      Visiting yachts must apply for clearance from the
                Prime Minister’s Department
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21339; 5th fl, Government Office Bldg, Beach Rd)
             
            in Apia; bear left as you exit the elevator and take the unmarked door straight through the archway. The captain will need to present crew passports and the boat’s registration papers.

      
            Getting Around
        

      
            
            Air
        

      There have been no scheduled domestic flights in Samoa since 2004. It’s possible that Polynesian Airlines may recommence flights to Savai’i from ’Upolu in the future.

      
            
            Bicycle
        

      Touring ’Upolu and Savai’i by bicycle is a scenic, reasonably relaxed option – we say ‘reasonably’ because aggressive dogs are a prevalent problem. The roads are generally in good condition and traffic is minimal. The major roads encircling the islands are sealed and relatively flat, but you’d need a sturdy mountain bike to tackle most of the trails to beaches and other coastal attractions. You can transport a bike between Samoa’s two main islands on the ferry.

      A big challenge for cyclists is the heat. Even during the coolest months of the year (July, August and September), afternoon temperatures will still be high. Plan to avoid cycling long stretches in the heat of the day. Also bear in mind that buses are unlikely to be able to accommodate bicycles should you run out of leg power.

      Bikes are a common form of local transport in Samoa, so it shouldn’t be hard to track down a bike repairer if you really need one. But it’s obviously best to bring your own comprehensive bike repair kit, a decent lock and heavy-duty panniers. Some accommodation providers offer bike hire, but these are for day touring, not long-distance rides.

      
            
            Boat
        

      The ferry from Mulifanua Wharf is the only option for travel between ’Upolu and Savai’i (Click here
            ). Small boats leave from Cape Fatuosofia for Manono (
            Click here
            ). The Samoa Shipping Corporation operates scenic cruises out of Apia.
        

      The
                Apia Yacht Club
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21313; Mulinu’u Rd, Apia; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                5-11pm Tue-Sun)
             
            is a good place to share information on sailing around the islands over a cold beer (Click here
            ).
        

      
            
            Bus
        

      Travelling by public bus in Samoa is an experience that shouldn’t be missed. The buses are vibrantly painted (look out for the Bon Jovi–themed one), wooden-seated vehicles (prepare yourself for hard jolts) that blast Samoan pop music at deafening volumes (prepare yourself for endless reggaefied Christmas carols from October onwards). The drivers are often as unique as the vehicles and services operate completely at their whim. If a driver feels like knocking off at 1pm, he does, and passengers counting on the service are left stranded. Never rely on catching a bus after about 2pm. Buses are also scarce on Saturday afternoon and often only cater to church services on Sunday.

      All buses prominently display the name of their destination in the front window. To stop a bus, wave your hand and arm, palm down, as the bus approaches. To signal that you’d like to get off the bus, either knock on the ceiling or clap loudly. Fares are paid to the driver – try to have as near to the exact change as possible.

      Although most visitors don’t notice it at first, there is a seating hierarchy on Samoan buses. Unmarried women normally sit together, while foreigners and older people must have a seat and sit near the front of the bus. Don’t worry about arranging this yourself – the locals will see to it that everything is sorted out. The way in which Samoans stack themselves on top of each other on crowded buses without losing any dignity is akin to a social miracle.

      Details about specific routes and fares are provided at the start of the ’Upolu (Click here
            ) and Savai’i (
            Click here
            ) sections.
        

      
            
            Car
        

      Getting around by car in Samoa is quite straightforward. The coastal roads on both main islands are sealed and the general condition of most other main roads is also pretty good. A 4WD will make trips down rough, unsealed side roads much more comfortable, but nearly all of these side routes can be tackled in a high-clearance 2WD. After heavy rain, however, some roads will be inaccessible to 2WD vehicles.

      
            DRIVING LICENCE
        

      Visitors to Samoa need to obtain a temporary driving licence. Most car-hire companies can issue these, or you can call into the
                Ministry of Works, Transport & Infrastructure
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21611; Beach Rd; licence per 1/2 months ST12/24; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-5pm Mon-Fri)
             
            in Apia. You’ll need to present a valid overseas driving licence.

      
            HIRE
        

      There are literally dozens of car-hire agencies in Samoa and, on top of this, some of the larger accommodation providers also hire vehicles. Most of the agencies are in or around Apia and the airport, and the prices can be quite competitive. Note that you can usually take hire cars from ’Upolu over to Savai’i and back, but cars hired on Savai’i cannot be taken to ’Upolu. It’s sometimes cheaper to hire in ’Upolu even given the ferry fee, especially if you obtain a discount for a longer booking.

      When hiring a vehicle, check for any damage or scratches and note everything on the rental agreement, lest you be held liable for damage when the car is returned. Furthermore, fend off requests to leave your passport or a cash deposit against possible damages. Many places will require a credit card pre-authorisation by way of a deposit and it’s usual to pay in advance.

      Apia has numerous car-hire agencies. Prices start at around ST120 per day, with discounts offered for longer-term rentals. Hire cars are subject to a ST1000 to ST2000 insurance excess in the event of any accident.

      
            INSURANCE
        

      It’s essential to have your hire car covered by insurance as repair costs are extremely high in Samoa. Insurance costs aren’t always included in the price of a quote, so always double-check this. Hire cars are subject to a ST1000 to ST2000 insurance excess (nonreduceable).

      
            ROAD RULES
        

      In 2009 the Samoan government decided to change the law from driving on the right-hand side of the road to the left-hand side. Still, don’t be surprised to see a mixture of left-hand-drive and right-hand-drive vehicles on the road, and you might even end up with an American hire car even though you’ll have to drive on the left side of the road. The speed limit within central Apia and through adjacent villages is 40km/h; outside populated areas it’s 55km/h.

      
            
            Local Transport
        

      On ’Upolu, taxis can be a useful transport option for day tripping (Click here
            ); however, the same can’t be said for taxis on Savai’i, which are only convenient for short trips. However, the impending move towards installing meters may even this out – but may also increase the rates. It always pays to have the correct change as drivers can be (perhaps too conveniently) relied upon not to have any.
        

      If you find a driver you hit it off well with early on, it can be worth getting their telephone number and using their service during your stay. You may be able to negotiate a decent day rate that compares favourably with a hire car.
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                Why Go?
            

            Stick ‘American’ in front of a name and people think of McDonald’s and shopping malls. While that hamburger chain does a brisk business in these islands, this is not what they’re about. When you visit American Samoa, any preconceived notions are overridden by the country’s exceptional beauty. Imagine steep, geometric peaks to rival French Polynesia, a natural harbour worthy of a New Age artist’s daydream, and villages that some locals claim live more-traditional lifestyles than in independent Samoa next door. There may be fewer traditional
                    fale
                 
                here but this is because people have more money – can you blame them?

            Pago Pago is a working fishing town but hike the lush trails of the National Park of American Samoa, visit the rest of spectacular Tutuila or get way off the beaten path to the dazzling Manu’a Islands and you’ll find a Polynesia that’s authentic, adventurous and virtually untouristed.

        

      
            
                When to Go
            

            [image: american-samoa-cc-rst7]

            
                
                    Dec–Jan 
                Peak holiday period when Samoans living abroad 
                visit home.

            
                
                    May–Oct 
                Dry, cool season with minimal to no risk of cyclones.
            

            
            
                
                    Oct 
                Festival month and whale season.
            

        

      
                
                    Best Places 
                    to Stay

                »
                    Moana O Sina (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Tee’s Place (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Vaoto Lodge (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Tisa’s Barefoot Bar (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Le Falepule (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                
                    Best Beaches
                

                »
                    Ofu Beach (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Fagatele Bay National Marine Sanctuary (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Alega Beach (
                    Click here
                    )
                

                »
                    Avaio Beach (
                    Click here
                    )
                

            

      
                
                    Connections
                

                American Samoa’s only internal flight is between Pago Pago and Ta’u in the Manu’a Islands. A boat also plies this route twice a month, and makes additional stops at the group’s two other islands (which are linked by a bridge), Ofu and Olosega. There is no regular transport between Ta’u and Ofu and Olosega so the only option is to get a local fisherman to take you; they charge US$150 each way.

            

      
        
                
                    ITINERARIES
                

                
                    Two Days
                

                
                    Begin with breakfast in 
                        Pago Pago
                    
                    and then spend the day exploring the eastern end of Tutuila. Stop for a swim at 
                        Alega Beach
                    
                    and lunch at 
                        Tisa’s Barefoot Bar
                    
                    before catching the ferry to 
                        Aunu’u
                    
                    for the afternoon. Head back to Pago Pago Harbor for dinner. Start the next day at 
                        Mom’s Place
                    
                    to fuel up Samoan-style before hiking the 
                        Mt Alava Trail
                    
                    – here you’ll get a taste of all the landscapes Tutuila has to offer, from forest to reef. That night catch the 
                        fiafia
                    
                    (traditional dance performance) at the Equator 
                    restaurant at the Tradewinds Hotel in Tafuna.

                
                    Four Days
                

                
                    Take the supply boat to 
                        Ofu
                    
                    and spend the first two days snorkelling, lying around the beach and exploring 
                        Olosega
                     
                    by foot. Head back to Tutuila (via chartered boat and flight from Ta’u) then fill your last two days as above.

            

      

      
                
                    Essential Food & Drink
                

                »
                    
                        Palolo
                    
                    Considered the caviar of the Pacific, these blue-green sea worms rise only twice per year and are considered a delicacy. The flavour is between crab and mussels and they have the texture of warm pudding. Ta’u 
                    is the place to get them.

                »
                    
                        Palusami
                     
                    Calorie bombs of coconut cream wrapped in young taro leaves and cooked in a stone oven. Rich and delicious.

                »
                    
                        Fast food
                     
                    Everything from Pizza Hut to Carl’s Jr can be found blighting the landscape.

                »
                    
                        Kimchi
                     
                    The Korean population has waned as the fishing fleets have moved elsewhere, but there are still enough people to support a healthy selection of Korean and Japanese restaurants.

                »
                    
                        Sashimi
                     
                    Found on most menus, thinly sliced raw tuna is served on a bed of shredded cabbage with a side of soy sauce and wasabi.

                »
                    
                        American home-cooking
                     
                    Pasta, burgers, fish and chips, steaks and Mexican dishes are found on many menus, usually in ridiculously large servings.

            

      
        
                
                    AT A GLANCE
                

                
                    
                        Currency
                     
                    US$

                
                    
                        Language
                     
                    Samoan, English

                
                    
                        Mobile phones
                     
                    Prepaid SIM cards are US$20.

                
                    
                        Money
                     
                    ATMs are found in commercial areas of Tutuila only. There’s no ATM at the airport.

                
                    
                        Visas
                     
                    Free entry to US citizens with a return ticket. Australian, New Zealand and UK citizens get 30-day visas on arrival; all other nationalities must apply for an entry pass.

            

      

      
                
                    Fast Facts
                

                »
                    
                        Area
                     
                    197 sq km

                »
                    
                        Capital
                    
                    Pago Pago 
                    (on Tutuila)

                »
                    
                        Country code
                     [image: iconphonegif]
                    1-684
                

                »
                    
                        Emergency
                     [image: iconphonegif]
                    911
                

                »
                    
                        Population
                     
                    63,500

                
                    Exchange Rates
                

                	
                                    
                                        Australia
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        A$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        US$1.00
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Canada
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        C$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        US$1.00
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Europe
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        €1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        US$1.25
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        Japan
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        ¥100
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        US$1.25
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        New Zealand
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        NZ$1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        US$0.80
                                    

                                
	
                                    
                                        UK
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        UK£1
                                    

                                	
                                    
                                        US$1.55
                                    

                                


                For current exchange rates see www.xe.com.

                
                    Set Your Budget
                

                »
                    
                        Main course 
                    from US$10
                

                »
                    
                        Night in a midrange hotel
                     
                    US$135

                »
                    
                        Nine holes of golf
                     
                    US$3

                »
                    
                        Ferry to Aunu’u
                     
                    US$1

                »
                    
                        Car hire
                     
                    from US$70 per day
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                    American Samoa Highlights
                

                    [image: 1]
                    Sighting rainforest-clad mountains and white sands as you lift your head out of the crystalline waters of 
                        Ofu Beach
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 2]
                    Strolling the plantations and crater lakes on the diminutive island of 
                        Aunu’u
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 3]
                    Hiking the jungle trails of the 
                        National Park of American Samoa 
                    (
                    Click here
                    ) from view-filled peak to a dip in the sea
                

                    [image: 4]
                    Alternating snorkelling and whale watching in 
                        Fagatele Bay National Marine Sanctuary
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 5]
                    Paddling the magnificent calm of 
                        Pago Pago Harbor
                     
                    (Click here
                    ) surrounded by vertical peaks
                

                    [image: 6]
                    Enjoying a traditional Samoan meal with a modern twist, beachside at 
                        Tisa’s Barefoot Bar
                     
                    (Click here
                    )
                

                    [image: 7]
                    Touring 
                        eastern and western Tutuila
                     
                    (Click here
                    ), their traditional villages and beaches
                




      
         TUTUILA
        

      
            POP 62,000 / AREA 132 SQ KM

      Tutuila is a mass of sharp edges and pointy peaks, softened by a heavy padding of rainforest. At the island’s spiky extremities you’ll find shallow turquoise waters and white sands, all backed by those craggy green silhouettes. It’s little wonder that the island’s radio jocks insist on referring to it as ‘The Rock’.

      
            [image: 14-tutuila-rst7]

            
        

  
    Tutuila

    
      Sights

      
        1
        Holy Family Cathedral
        C3
      

      2John Williams ChurchB3

      
        3
        Nu’uuli Falls
        D2
      

      
        4
        Tia Seu Lupe
        C3
      

      
        5
        Turtle & Shark Site
        C4
      

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      6’Ili’ili Golf CourseC3

      
        
        Tisa’s Tours
        (see 10)
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        7
        Le Falepule
        D2
      

      
        8
        Moana O Sina
        C3
      

      
        9
        Tee’s Place
        C3
      

      
        10
        Tisa’s Barefoot Bar
        E2
      

      
        11
        Tradewinds Hotel
        C3
      

      
        12
        Turtle & Shark Lodge
        C4
      

    

    
      Eating

      
        13
        Manuia
        C3
      

      
        14
        Mom’s Place
        D3
      

      
        
        Tisa’s Barefoot Bar
        (see 10)
      

    

    
      Drinking

      
        
        Tisa’s Barefoot Bar
        (see 10)
      

    

    
      Entertainment

      
        
        Equator
        (see 11)
      

      
        15
        Nu’uuli Place Cinemas
        D3
      

    

    
      Shopping

      
        16
        Mr Lavalava
        D3
      

      
        17
        Mr Lavalava
        C3
      

    

    
      Information

      
        18
        American Samoa Historic Preservation Office
        D3
      

      ANZ Amerika Samoa Bank ATM(see 11)

      ANZ Amerika Samoa Bank ATM(see 20)

      19Blue SkyH1

      20LBJ Tropical Medical CenterD2

      
        21
        Office of Tourism
        D3
      

    

    
      Transport

      22Boats to Aunu’uG2

    

  



      Whether arriving by sea or air, the island packs an explosive visual first impression. Unfortunately the first area you see on the ground – a string of fast-food joints and shabby deserted buildings – extinguishes some of the fireworks. Thankfully, colourful local buses await to spirit you with chaotic aplomb to areas that do live up to those first images: Pago Pago Harbor, Rainmaker Mountain and flower-scented villages tucked into white-sand coves.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      
            PAGO PAGO
        

      There’s a gritty charm to Pago Pago (population 6400). Spread along the coast of a deep bowl of water and overlooked by steep, South Pacific–sharp mountain ridges and peaks, you’d be hard-pressed to find a more gorgeous natural harbour on any other island in the world. Parks and white beaches are interspersed with busy shops and restaurants, but also abandoned buildings, many destroyed in the 2009 tsunami, which serve as a blunt reminder of that destructive day. A huge port filled with shipping containers sits amid it all and two tuna canneries blight the view at the far end of town. Sailors and fishermen, mostly from the USA, Korea and the Philippines, talk shop over beers in bars and cafes, Samoan children in their
                lava-lava
             
            school uniforms clog the streets after 3.30pm and the market overflows with fish, coconuts and bananas. It’s a real working town, but that’s what’s refreshing about it.

      Though pretty well stuck together, Pago Pago is technically a string of villages. Confusingly, ‘Pago Pago’ (pronounced
                pung-o pung-o,
             
            and often shortened to the singular) is used to describe the small village at the far end of the harbour, the harbour itself, the ‘town’ and, often, the whole island of Tutuila or even the whole of American Samoa.

      Utulei is edged by a
                beach
            
            lined with day 
                fale,
            
            where you can shelter from the sun between swims. Fagatogo is the administrative centre and contains the 
                Fono
            Offline map Google map
            , the traditionally inspired building that houses American Samoa’s Senate and House of Representatives.
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    Pago Pago Harbor

    
      Sights

      
        1
        Fagatogo Market
        C3
      

      
        2
        Fono
        C3
      

      3Jean P Haydon MuseumC3

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        4
        Evelani’s Motel
        A2
      

      
        5
        Sadie Thompson Inn
        B3
      

      
        6
        Sadie’s by the Sea
        D3
      

    

    
      Eating

      
        7
        DDW
        D3
      

      
        
        Evie’s Cantina
        (see 4)
      

      
        8
        Goat Island Cafe
        D3
      

      
        9
        Sook’s Sushi Restaurant
        B3
      

    

    
      Entertainment

      
        
        Evie’s Polynesian Hut
        (see 4)
      

    

    
      Shopping

      
        10
        Off Da Rock Tattoos
        C3
      

    

    
      Information

      
        11
        ASTCA
        C3
      

      
        12
        Immigration Office
        D3
      

      13National Park Visitor Information CenterA2

    

    
      Transport

      14Boats to Manu’a Islands & SamoaC3

      Bus Station(see 1)

      
        
        Polynesia Shipping Services
        (see 9)
      

    

  



      
            [image: iconfreegif]
            Jean P Hayden Museum 
                MUSEUM
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
            
            Has a small but interesting display of Samoan artefacts, including 
                va’a
            
            (bonito canoes), 
                alia
             
            (war canoes), coconut-shell combs, pigs’ tusk armlets and native pharmacopoeia, plus information on traditional tattooing and a very informative display on native medicinal plants and Samoan medicine.

      Fagatogo Market
                MARKET
            
        

      Offline map Google map
      This is the town’s social centre on a Friday night. Locals come here to gossip, ransack food stalls and browse freshly arrived coconuts, breadfruit and other produce. By Saturday, all the good stuff is gone and the market is hushed for another week. There are a few local-style ‘fast-food’ places at the back selling Samoan-sized plates of food (some with fresh fish) for US$5 for lunch on weekdays.

      
            WESTERN TUTUILA
        

      Most of the western end of Tutuila is taken up by the ruggedly beautiful, rainforest-wreathed mountains that line the northern coast. The bulk of the population inhabits the flat plains to the south, particularly the mildewed, strip-mall suburbs of Tafuna and Nu’uuli. However, once you pass Leone, a succession of cute villages lining pretty white-sand beaches reminds you that you’re in a Polynesian paradise after all.

      Nu’uuli Falls
                WATERFALL
            
        

Offline map
      Standing in stark relief to Nu’uuli’s scruffy strip of restaurants and convenience stores, this secluded waterfall with a deliciously cool swimming hole at its base seems even more magical. The surrounding rainforest muffles the sound of the water cascading down 20m of jagged black lava rocks.

      This is a local secret: there are no signposts and it’s a little hard to find. Coming along the main road from the west, turn left at the Nu’uuli Family Mart and follow this side road, veering left when you see the pig farm. At the end, park on the grass to the left (you’ll see a house downhill on your right) and look for the start of the track in front of you. If you see anyone outside the house it would be polite to ask their permission to continue on, but you shouldn’t have to pay any money.

      The track is quite narrow and rough but should only take about 15 minutes. At the first juncture, veer to the left and continue until the trail reaches the stream. Stop here and look for the path leading steeply up the hill on the other side before wading across.

      Tia Seu Lupe
                ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE
            
        

Offline map 
      The most accessible of American Samoa’s fascinating star mounds is secreted behind a statue of St Mary near the Catholic cathedral in Tafuna. Tia Seu Lupe has a viewing platform where you get a good look at the two distinct tiers of the structure, without disturbing the ancient site. The name literally means ‘earthen mound to catch pigeons’.

      To find it, head towards the Tradewinds Hotel and take the second road to the right; park by the statue at the very end of this road.

      
        
                
                    STAR MOUNDS
                

                
                    More than 140 distinctive stone or earthen mounds dating back to late prehistoric times have been found scattered across the Samoan archipelago. Dubbed star mounds, the structures range from 6m to 30m in length, are up to 3m high and have from one to 11 raylike projections radiating from their base. Forty of these star mounds have been discovered (though not yet excavated) in Tutuila’s east on the road between Amouli 
                    and Aoa.

                
                    The main theory regarding the star mounds is that they were used for pigeon-snaring, an extremely important sport of chiefs that was traditionally pursued from June through September. Villagers would follow their 
                        matai 
                    (chiefs) into the forest to observe and support competitions.
                

                
                    However, American archaeologists David Herdrich and Jeffrey Clark believe star mounds also served a much more complex function in Samoan society, including as sites for rituals related to marriage, healing and warfare. The archaeologists also believe the star mounds came to reflect the position of the 
                        matai
                    
                    and the notion of 
                        mana
                     
                    (supernatural power).

            

      

      
            
            Holy Family Cathedral 
                CHURCH
            
        

      Offline map 
      The real beauty of Tafuna’s imposing Catholic cathedral, with its space-age bell tower and dissected dome, lies inside.

      Above the altar a larger-than-life-sized Samoan Christ offers an 
            ’
            
                ava
            
            (kava) cup with outstretched hands, while a traditionally garbed man and woman sit cross-legged looking on. Outside a life-sized nativity scene swaps the stable for a 
                fale
             
            and the manger for an ’
                ava
            
            bowl. In the foyer, Duffy Sheridan’s large canvas entitled 
                The Holy Family
             
            pictures an idyllic Samoan village scene with the mother opening a coconut while the father carves a canoe.

      Turtle & Shark Site
                SACRED SITE
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Vaitogi; access fee US$2; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                Mon-Sat) 
            The most famous of Tutuila’s legends is set at this dramatic cliff-top site. According to just one of the myriad versions of this legend, an old blind lady and her granddaughter jumped into the sea after being turned out of their village during a time of famine. When their family learned what they’d done, they went to the shore, guilt-ridden, and called the pair by name. A turtle and shark appeared, and the family knew that their relatives had been miraculously transformed in the water and were OK.
        

      Even if the turtle and shark have taken the day off, you’ll enjoy the rugged character of the place, with its black lava cliffs, heavy surf and blowholes. Don’t swim here though, as this is a sacred site; also, the currents are treacherous.

      Leone
                VILLAGE
            
        

      Offline map
      The village of Leone welcomed the first missionary to Tutuila in 1832. John Williams subsequently erected the island’s first 
                church
            
            , garnishing it with three towers, some stunning woodwork and stained glass. Try to attend a service here on Sunday morning, when villagers congregate in their best whites to sing hymns before heading home for a lunchtime banquet.
        

      Between the church and the sea is a monument to Williams.

      Cape Taputapu
                SCENIC AREA
            
        

      Offline map
      Cape Taputapu is Tutuila’s westernmost point and received its name (
                taputapu
             
            means ‘forbidden’) after imaginatively fearful tales about it were spread by locals who wanted the cape’s valuable grove of paper mulberry trees all to themselves. No such taboos prevent modern-day visitors from enjoying the cape’s beautiful location.

      Just past Amanave is a lovely white-sand beach known as
                Palagi Beach
            
            ; ask for directions in the village store. Beyond Amanave, the road winds around valleys and over ridges to the small villages of Poloa, Fagali’i, Maloata and Fagamalo, revealing spectacular views of the coastline along the way.
        

      
            EASTERN TUTUILA
        


                Fale
             
            may have given way to clunky concrete-block houses, but otherwise the small villages cling to the shoreline as they’ve done for centuries.

      Rainmaker Mountain
                MOUNTAIN
            
        

      Offline map
      Also known as Mt Pioa, 523m-high Rainmaker Mountain is the culprit that traps rain clouds and gives Pago Pago Harbor the highest annual rainfall of any harbour in the world. From afar it looks like a single, large peak, but a drive up Rainmaker Pass for close-up views reveals that the summit is actually three-pronged. The mountain and its base area are designated a national landmark site due to the pristine nature of the tropical vegetation on the slopes.

      Masefau & Sa’ilele
                SCENIC AREA
            
        

      Offline map
      A cross-island road leads from the village of Faga’itua up over a pass before winding slowly down to Masefau, one of those villages that look too idyllic to be anything but a mirage.

      Back at the pass, a turn-off takes you down a narrow, potholed road to Sa’ilele, which has one of the island’s loveliest beaches: coconut palms are anchored into the sand by mounds of rocks and coral fragments, and the water is placid. The sandy area below the large rock outcrop at the beach’s western end provides an excellent place for a picnic.

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      
            
            Hiking & Walking
        

      Hiking is one of American Samoa’s biggest drawcards, with decently maintained trails through extraordinary pristine rainforest and coastlines.

      National Park of
            American Samoa
                NATIONAL PARK
            
        

Offline map
      Created in 1988, the territory’s sole national park protects huge swaths of pristine landscapes and marine environments on Tutuila, Ofu (Click here
            ) and Ta’u (
            Click here
            ). The 1000-hectare Tutuila section follows the north coast between the villages of Fagasa and Afono. The wonderful thing about trails within park boundaries is that they are often very well maintained.
        

      The National Park Visitor Information Center (Click here
            ) in Pago Pago is an invaluable source of information. The best hikes within the park in order of difficulty (easy to challenging) include the following.
        

      Pola Island Trail

Offline map
      Vatia is a peaceful village situated on a lovely, coral-fringed bay. Guarding the mouth of the bay, tiny Pola Island has magnificent, sheer, 120m-high cliffs populated by seabirds. For a close-up of soaring rocks and birds, head through the village and park at the school, then walk 300m to reach the wonderfully isolated beach at the base of the cliffs.

      Amalau Valley

Offline map
      From Aua, a surfaced road switchbacks steeply up over Rainmaker Pass and down to Afono and Vatia. Between these two villages is the beautiful, secluded Amalau Valley, home to many forest bird species and to two rare species of flying fox. Stop at the lookout point just past the western side of Amalau Bay for some wonderful views.

      Mt Alava

Offline map
      The NPS hiking trail that leads up Mt Alava (491m) and then down to the coast presents a wonderful way to experience the park’s lowland and montane rainforests, its thriving birdlife, and the peacefulness that permeates it. On Mt Alava, a metal stairway leads up to a TV transmission tower and the rusted remains of a cable-car terminal that once ran 1.8km across Pago Pago Harbor to Solo Hill. The 5.5km ridge trail (1½ to two hours one way) starts from Fagasa Pass. Behind the rest 
                fale
             
            at the end of this section, a very steep trail (including ladders in places) leads 2km down to Vatia; allow an additional two hours for the descent.

      
        
          [image: dont-miss]
        

        
            
                AUNU’U
            

            
                The 3-sq-km, tangled confines of Aunu’u (Offline map) are perfect for a half-day of roaming and exploring on foot. Actually, there’s no other choice as the island only has a handful of vehicles. The walking tracks are pretty good but you might still want to consider arranging a guide when you get off the ferry (US$8 is a reasonable fee for a tour of the island).
            

            
                At the north end of the island is 
                    Pala Lake
                , a deadly-looking expanse of quicksand whose fiery red hue is best appreciated at low tide. Within Aunu’u’s central volcanic crater lies 
                    Red Lake
                , filled with eels and suffused by a preternatural glow at dusk. On the island’s eastern shore is rough-and-tumble 
                    Ma’ama’a Cove
                , a rocky bowl constantly pounded by large waves. Legend says that this is the site of Sina ma Tigila’u (Sina and Tigila’u), two lovers who were shipwrecked here. You can make out bits of crossed ‘rope’ and broken ‘planks’ embedded in the rocks.
            

            
                Below the western slope of Aunu’u’s crater are the 
                    Taufusitele Taro Marshes
                , which are planted Hawaiian-style with swamp taro. The safest place to swim on the island is in the little harbour, where the water’s so clear that you can see the coral from the breakwater.
            

            
                Small launches head to Aunu’u from the dock at Au’asi. If you catch a boat with other villagers, you pay US$1 each way. If you have to charter a boat, be prepared to pay around US$10 for the return trip. Boats don’t run on Sunday.
            

        

      

      Fagatele Bay National
Marine Sanctuary
                HIKING TRAIL
            
        

Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 7354; www.fagatelebay.noaa.gov)
             
            A submerged volcanic crater, Fagatele Bay is fringed by Tutuila’s last remaining stretch of coastal rainforest and its cliffside depths contain more than 140 species of coral. It’s also visited by numerous turtle species and, between June and September, by migrating southern humpback whales. With these marvellous natural assets, it’s little wonder that the bay was designated a marine sanctuary in 1986, although it does lie outside national-park boundaries.

      A trail runs along this magical coastline between the village of Vailoa (there’s a US$5 fee paid to the local family here) and the Turtle & Shark Lodge (Click here
            ), which is much more difficult to access (you’ll need a 4WD). In between are deserted white-sand beaches worthy of your wildest tropical fantasies and a variety of lush landscapes. The trail has some short uphill bits but other than that is fairly easy – it should take about four hours return.
        

      Massacre Bay
                HIKING TRAIL
            
        

Offline map
      A marvellous 4km hiking trail (four hours return) leads from the scenic village of A’oloaufou, high up on the rocky spine of Tutuila, down to A’asu on Massacre Bay. Massacre Bay’s foreboding name is due to a skirmish between French sailors and Samoan villagers that occurred there in 1787, leaving 51 people dead.

      The track begins near the community garden in A’oloaufou and is apparently maintained (or not, as the case may be) by the sole family residing in A’asu. It’s often overgrown, extremely muddy and difficult to navigate, particularly on the climb back up. Hikers should seriously consider hiring a guide in A’oloaufou (between US$5 and US$10).

      
            
            Swimming & Snorkelling
        

      Many coastal areas are too rough or shallow for swimming but there are a number of easily accessible places to get in the water; you can get to all of the following beaches by bus. In most cases swimsuits are a no-no –
            wear a T-shirt and long shorts or a
                lava-lava
             
            (wraparound sarong).

      Alega Beach 
            SNORKELLING

Offline map
      A short drive east of Pago Pago, this is a lovely stretch of sand that gets crowded with Samoan bodies on the weekend. It’s not only a great place to swim and snorkel (check currents and conditions with locals first), but is also overlooked by Tisa’s Barefoot Bar (Click here
            ), the perfect spot for a cold drink. You can waive the access fee for the beach (US$5) by simply buying a drink at Tisa’s.
        

      Avaio Beach 
            SNORKELLING

Offline map

                (access fee US$2; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7am-6pm)
             
            Just east of Alega Beach is this well-looked-after strip of white sand, which is also known as ‘$2 Beach’ for obvious reasons. The water’s shallow but it’s a good spot for snorkelling and there’s a little green island just offshore.

      Faga’alu Park 
            SWIMMING

      
      At the outer southern part of Pago Pago Harbor, this grassy park with picnic tables and a small white-sand beach is the most central place for a dip. The water here is much cleaner than the interior of the bay and the corals are in surprisingly good shape.

      
            
            Kayaking & Canoeing
        

      There are several outrigger canoe clubs that welcome guests to paddle with them on Pago Pago Harbor. A few leave from the beach at Sadie’s by the Sea, so ask around about times and availability.

      Sadie’s by the Sea
                KAYAKING
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 5900; www.sadieshotels.com; Utulei) 
            Kayaks and paddleboats are free for guests of this hotel, or US$10 per hour for nonguests, and are a highly recommended way to explore Pago Pago’s scenic harbour. The beach fee for nonguests (where you’ll have to launch from) is US$5 per day.
        

      
            
            Golf
        

      ’Ili’ili Golf Course 
            GOLF

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 2995; ’Iii’ili; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                6am-6pm)
             
            This is a ‘very forgiving’ 72-par course with dramatic mountain peaks overlooking it to the north and a view of the Pacific to the east. Green fees for nine/18 holes are US$3/5 on weekdays and US$4/7 on weekends. Club hire costs US$8 and carts are US$18.

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      North Shore Tours
                HIKING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                731 8294; rorywest@yahoo.com)
             
            Rory West is a true mountain man and has impressive knowledge of and passion for the island’s plants, legends and best secret spots. He caters to all levels but his tendency veers towards hard-core – so if he suggests going off a trail be prepared for a real adventure.

      Busy Corner Tours
                ISLAND TOURS
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                733 0833; http://amsamoa-busycorner.blogspot.com) 
            John Wasko enthusiastically leads tours to the island’s best sights as well as to lesser-known but fascinating spots, including an ancient seaside adze ‘factory’ where basalt was ground to fine tools that were prized throughout the precontact Pacific.

      Tisa’s Tours
                ISLAND TOURS
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                622 7447; www.tisasbarefootbar.com; Alega Beach) 
            Island tours include lunch and swimming at Tisa’s Barefoot Bar (
            Click here
            ).
        

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Since most people come to American Samoa on business, not for tourism, many places seem to set their rates based on the official government per diem allowance (about US$135), and there’s an incredible range of value (from great to terrible) at that rate. There are surprisingly few waterside options but there are a handful of excellent and quirky places to stay.

      
            PAGO PAGO
        

      Le Falepule
                B&B 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 5264; isabel@blueskynet.as; Faga’alu; s/d US$135/145; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Sitting on the terrace of this luxury boutique B&B, sipping a beverage you’ve poured for yourself from the honesty bar, and gazing over the most sublime ocean views, you may never want to leave. Le Falepule ticks all the boxes – the staff are delightful, the breakfasts deliciously tropical, the rooms elegantly and comfortably furnished (with a gentle Samoan theme), and the location quiet and private but close to both Pago Pago and the airport. There’s even a free laundry service and wireless internet. You’ll find it at the end of a steep driveway 200m north of the hospital turn-off.

      Sadie’s by the Sea
                HOTEL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 5900; www.sadieshotels.com; Utulei; r US$139; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            The ‘by the sea’ bit is the big drawcard here. It’s one of the few places with a swimmable beach at its doorstep – but if you have qualms about bathing in Pago Pago Harbor, there’s also a bat-shaped pool. Rooms are midrange-hotel ordinary but are the most convenient in town with microwaves, fridges and everything you need steps away. The great on-site restaurant, Goat Island Cafe (Click here
            ), is another big perk.
        

      Evelani’s Motel
                HOTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 7777; Pago Pago; r without bathroom US$60; 
            [image: iconacongif]
            
                )
             
            Also known as Motu-O-Fiafiaga Motel, this friendly motel is owned by the once-top showgirl in a Polynesian dance spectacular in Las Vegas circa 1969. Evelani may have left Vegas but Vegas never left Evelani: the fabulously (and unintentionally) retro decor here could best be described as brothel-chic. Head down the creaky, scarlet-carpeted corridors, lined with 1980s-style mirrors and posters of Marilyn Monroe and James Dean, and you’ll find that the bright rooms are very comfortable for the price – although they do shake when trucks rumble along the road out the front.

      Sadie Thompson Inn
                HOTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 5981; www.sadiethompsoninn.com; Malaloa; r US$98; 
            [image: iconacongif]
            
                )
            
            People seem pretty convinced that this wooden inn edged with white verandahs was where the original Sadie Thompson (immortalised in Somerset Maugham’s novel 
                Rain
            
            ) set up her red light. Regardless, the dozen or so rooms here are large and comfortable, if not dull for all the hoopla surrounding them. Locals say skip the restaurant.
        

      
            WESTERN TUTUILA
        

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Moana O Sina 
                B&B 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 8517; isobel@blueskynet.as; Fogagogo; s/d incl breakfast US$135/145; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            The seaside version of Le Falepule (Click here
            ), Moana O Sina shares the same owners, high standards and excellent Polynesian-inspired rooms for an amazing-value price. Beautiful lawns of Japanese grass slope down to a natural rock pool, where you can cool off in the water while tropical fish dart around and waves crash against the cliffs below. There’s a small, stylish dipping pool at the edge of an expanse of sea spray and lava rocks surrounded by lounge chairs – all that could easily belong to a resort three times this price – and another full-sized swimming pool with an equally outrageous ocean view was about to be finished when we passed. An on-site bar and restaurant serving three meals per day should be finished by the time this book is published, as well as a relaxing central lounge 
                fale
            
            .
        

      Tee’s Place
                B&B 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 5714, 733 5981; taalogatupai@yahoo.com; Vaitogi; d without/with bathroom US$180/250; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Unique on the island, this B&B mixes high comfort with a classy Polynesian welcome on lush garden grounds. Four rooms are available in Tee’s American-plush two-storey home, all with high-quality beds, flat-screen TVs and fridges. The real draw, however, is the airy, sofa-filled common verandah shaded by a giant banyan tree, plus the copious flowers and the long skinny swimming pool with a Japanese-style bridge running across it. Graceful and lovely Tee is known around the island for her cooking; a full breakfast is included in the price, and Tee will also make lunch or dinner on request.

      Turtle & Shark Lodge
                LODGE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 3131; Vaitogi; r US$135; 
            [image: iconacongif]
            
                )
             
            Isolated down a long dirt track, this ageing but comfy self-catering house (with five rooms for rent and a kitchen for guest use) is on a cliff over an impressive blowhole and has views along the pristine Fagatele Bay National Marine Sanctuary. Hike the trail to deserted beaches, hang out with the lively Samoan family that runs the place (they live in the house next door) and, if you’re lucky enough to be here from September to November, you may get to see whales giving birth in the bay below the house.

      Tradewinds Hotel
                HOTEL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 1000; www.tradewinds.as; Main Ottoville Rd, Tafuna; r/ste from US$149/240; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconinternetgif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            Tradewinds has all the bells and whistles you’d expect from such a large business hotel – including an enticing resort pool, day spa, restaurant, internet room and an ATM in the high-ceilinged lobby – and like many such hotels it’s opted for a bland, generic look for its spacious rooms and broad corridors. The location is handy to the airport but not the sea.

      
            EASTERN TUTUILA
        

      You may be able to arrange an overnight stay in Vatia through the National Park of American Samoa’s homestay program; Click here
            .
        

      Tisa’s Barefoot Bar
                FALE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                622 7447; www.tisasbarefootbar.com; Alega Beach; fale per person incl breakfast & dinner US$50)
            
            Unlike their cousins to the west, American Samoans have traded 
                fale-life for the joys of concrete-block construction. Tisa’s is the only place that offers travellers the traditional option, but even then the comfort is ratcheted up a notch. There are no mattresses on the floor in these babies, just comfy beds and decks for endless ocean-gazing. Plus you get the fun company of gorgeous Tisa and her boyfriend Candyman.
        

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

      American Samoa’s reputation for fatty fried foods is not generally contradicted by the eateries on Tutuila (steak and eggs with a side order of spam, anyone?). The main road leading from the airport is a tribute to America’s fast-food giants and a testimony to the high esteem they hold in the Polynesian palate. A scattering of Asian restaurants (mainly Chinese, Korean and Japanese) provides a lighter alternative.

      
            PAGO PAGO
        

      Goat Island Cafe
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 5900; Sadie’s by the Sea, Utulei; mains US$10-28; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner)
             
            If it’s a reasonably healthy and comparatively inventive menu you’re after, this resort restaurant is your best option. Plus it has the added bonus of offering waterside tables. Try the grilled curried-vegie wrap or a New York steak with shrimp.

      DDW
                AMERICAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Don’t Drink the Water; [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 5297, Pago Pago; mains US$7-18; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast & lunch Mon-Sat)
             
            This relaxed, waterfront cafe gets super-busy at breakfast and lunchtime, when local workers stampede through the door to tuck into well-cooked burgers, omelettes, pasta, salads, steaks and tasty cakes and pies.

      Evie’s Cantina
                MEXICAN 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 7781; Pago Pago; mains US$5-13; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch Tue-Fri, dinner Tue-Sun)
             
            Late at night this Mexican restaurant morphs into a nightclub, but until then it serves big, tasty burritos, enchiladas and other cheesy treats. Grab a booth and watch your stomach bulge once the food arrives.

      Sook’s Sushi Restaurant
                JAPANESE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 5525; GHC Reid Bldg, Malaloa; mains US$10-20; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner Mon-Sat)
            
            The entrance of this one-room Japanese restaurant strangely leads from behind the cash register and all heads turn in shock if a non-Asian face appears. No one speaks much English (staff are Korean) but the food is good. Try the generous sushi dishes, or the Korean 
                kalbi
             
            (ribs).

      
            WESTERN TUTUILA
        

      Manuia
                KOREAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 9927; Tafuna; meals US$7-25; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                11am-10pm Mon-Sat)
             
            Tucked away in a Tafuna backstreet, this local eatery is well worth hunting out for its tasty selection of Korean, Japanese and Chinese dishes. Try the sashimi tuna and vegetables mixed in the chef’s own chilli and red-pepper sauce, served with kimchi and rice. It’s nearly as good as the zany mural of a giant squid and semiclad women adorning the walls.

      Mom’s Place
                SAMOAN 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 9494; Tafuna; mains US$5-10; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast & lunch Mon-Sat; 
            [image: iconsmokegif]
            
                )
            
            Mom’s rich, diner-style cooking won’t help keep your waistline under control, but to hell with it. Try your luck at getting through a plate of 
                panikeke
             
            (the round doughnuts that Samoans call pancakes), or go island-style with corned beef hash or spam and eggs.

      
            EASTERN TUTUILA
        

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Tisa’s Barefoot Bar 
                SAMOAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                622 7447; Alega Beach; meals US$12-18)
            
            The food at this beachside institution is superb, with vegetarians well catered for from the owner’s organic garden. The opening hours can be sporadic, so it pays to call ahead. On Wednesday nights it fires up the 
                umu
             
            (stone oven) for its legendary Samoan feast (US$30), where traditional fare is given an international twist.

      
            [image: categorydrinkgif]
            Drinking
        

      Evie’s Polynesian Hut
                BAR, NIGHTCLUB
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 7781; Pago Pago; Tue-Thu admission free, Fri & Sat US$3)
             
            Sporting more aliases than your average mobster (Evie’s Cantina, Evelani’s, Motu-O-Fiafiaga Motel), this vinyl-clad Pago Pago mainstay comes into its own on the weekends when DJs hit the decks. Hostesses wear fitted Polynesian gowns, all the interior building posts are made to look like palm trees and it all feels like a Disney ride, complete with twinkling fairy lights and videos on a big screen. Its Halloween parties are legendary.

      Tisa’s Barefoot Bar
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                622 7447; Alega Beach)
             
            Tisa’s driftwood bar is a sublime place to rest your elbows and sip a cold one while gazing out over some typical Polynesian beachfront beauty.

      
            [image: categoryentertaingif]
            Entertainment
        

      For an all-singing, all-dancing, thigh-slapping Samoan
                fiafia,
             
            head to the Equator restaurant at Tradewinds Hotel (Click here
            ) on a Friday night. A buffet dinner is included in the price (US$25).
        

      A handful of bars and cafes host local musicians, including Tisa’s.

      Karaoke bars tend to cater to the seedier side of the fishing industry via Chinese prostitutes.

      Nu’uuli Place Cinemas
                CINEMA
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 9334; Nu’uuli; adult/child US$6.75/4)
            
            If local TV isn’t floating your 
                bonito
             
            canoe, you can always head here for some smash-’em-up Hollywood action.

      
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

      Don’t expect Armani but most of your more humble purchasing requirements can be fulfilled in the shopping centres and strip malls of Tafuna, Nu’uuli and Pago Pago.

      Off Da Rock Tattoos
                TATTOOS
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                252 8384, 252 4858; Fagatoga Sq, Pago Pago; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-4pm by appointment)
             
            The ‘first and only tattoo shop on the island’ takes it easy on tourists with a modern, electric needle.

      Mr Lavalava
                CLOTHING
            
        

      Offline map 

                Nu’uuli 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 7707; Laufou Shopping Center); 
            
                Tafuna Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 1570) 
            The name says it all.
        

      
        
            
                ILLUSTRATING SAMOA
            

            
                The full-bodied 
                    pe
                
                ’
                
                    a 
                (male tattoo), which extends from the waist to just below the knees, is a prized status symbol in Samoa. It can take weeks to complete and is a very painful process. Thus, anyone who undergoes the ritual is considered to be extremely brave. Any adult member can, in effect, receive a 
                    pe
                
                ’
                
                    a
                 
                if the ’
                    aiga, tufuga 
                (tattoo artist) and village leaders agree that it is suitable. The 
                    tufuga
                
                is usually paid with traditional gifts of 
                    ie toga
                 
                (fine mats) and food.

            
                Tattooing was discouraged when the missionaries came, but as young Pacific islanders take more pride in their cultural heritage, there has been a revival of interest in the traditional designs, though with a modern twist.
            

            
                The contemporary tattoo sported by many young, more Westernised Samoans comes without social and cultural restrictions. But the designs may signify a person’s ’
                
                    aiga,
                 
                ancestors, reference to nature or something very personal. The wrist and armband tattoos may have been originally developed for tourists, but they are now a popular Samoan fashion and many young Samoans sport a wrist, arm or ankle tattoo of their own design. Many Samoan men also have a family member or their own name tattooed in Gothic letters across their arms, backs or chests. They can be made with the modern machine or by the traditional comb.

        

      

      
            
            Information
        

      
            Many of American Samoa’s hotels offer free wi-fi. ATMs are found throughout commercial areas of the island but not at the airport.
        

      
            
                American Samoa Historic Preservation Office
             
                (Ashpo;
             
                
            
            Click here
            
                ; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 2316; www.ashpo.org; Nu’uuli)
            
            Excellent contact for history, sociology, anthropology and archaeology buffs. Produces the excellent, free 
                A Walking Tour of Historic Fagatogo
             
            booklet (available from the office).

      
            
                ANZ Amerika Samoa Bank
             Offline map Has branches in Fagatogo and Tafuna.

      
            
                Bank of Hawai’i
             
            Has a branch in Utulei, and a second branch in Tafuna, on the main road from the airport.

      
            
                Blue Sky
             Offline map 
                (www.blueskynet.as; Tafuna; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Blue Sky hotspots can be found all over Tutuila including at the airport and many restaurants (see the website for a list of spots). Get online at any hotspot to purchase time with a credit card; unlimited use for 24 hours is US$10 and one week costs US$20.

      
            
                LBJ Tropical Medical Center
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 1222; Faga’alu; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                emergency 24hr)
             
            American Samoa’s only hospital.

      
            
                National Park Visitor Information Center
             Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 7082; www.nps.gov/npsa; Pago Pago; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4.30pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Best stop for tourist info with the only decent map we found of the island (free) plus a day-hikes pamphlet, information on WWII sites and a homestay program with choices on Tutuila and Ta’u (US$35 to US$50 per night). They also have updates on coral reef health, water quality and more. Plus staff are helpful and professional.

      
            
                Office of Tourism
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 9411; www.amsamoa.com; Tasi St, Tafuna; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                7.30am-4pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Getting information to tourists doesn’t seem to be a high priority for this office, tucked away down a side street in Tafuna in a building with no signage.

      
            
                Post office
             
                (Offline map)
             
            Located across from the Manu’a Ferry.

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            All flights and boats to American Samoa head to Tutuila; 
            Click here 
            for details. Flying is the most popular and painless option, but it’s only possible from Samoa, Hawai’i and Los Angeles. For details on travel between Tutuila and the Manu’a Islands, Click here
            .
        

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      
            
            To/From the Airport
        

      
            Frequent buses from Pago Pago Harbor to Tafuna International Airport are marked ‘Tafuna’ and stop right outside the terminal (US$1.50). If arriving at night you’ll need to get a cab into Pago Pago (between US$8 and US$15). There’s a taxi stand just outside the airport entrance.
        

      
            
            Bus
        

      
            Riding Tutuila’s colourful ’
            
                aiga
             
            (extended family) buses – small pick-up trucks modified for public transport and equipped with ear-busting sound systems – is a highlight of a visit to American Samoa. These buses do unscheduled runs around Pago Pago Harbor and the more remote areas of the island from the main terminal at the market in Fagatogo (Offline map).
        

      
            Buses regularly head east to Aua (US$1) and Tula (US$1.50), south to Tafuna (US$1.75) and west to Leone (US$2). Less frequently, buses go to Fagasa (US$1), A’oloaufou on the central ridge (US$1.75), Amanave (US$1.75) and Fagamalo in the far west (US$2); a trip to the northwest villages often means disembarking at Leone and catching another bus from there. Buses also head over Rainmaker Pass to Vatia (US$2.25).
        

      
            
            Car
        

      
            A 2WD is fine for motoring around Tutuila. Car-hire agencies charge around US$70 per day. For insurance information, 
            Click here
            .
        

      
            The following are recommended companies:
        

      
            
                Avis Car Rental
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 2746; res@avissamoa.com; Tafuna International Airport)
            
        

      
            
                Sir Amos Car Rental
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 4554; siramosrental@yahoo.com; Tafuna International Airport) 
            Nothing special but often the only booth open at the airport.
        

      
            
            Taxi
        

      
            Taxis are plentiful and convenient in Pago Pago, Nu’uuli and Tafuna. Charters cost US$10.50 per hour, waiting is US$2 per 15 minutes and there’s a US$1 surcharge for each piece of luggage over two pieces.
        

      
            MANU’A ISLANDS
        

      
            POP 1310 / AREA 56 SQ KM

      Sometimes the best things in life require a bit of effort, and that’s certainly true of Manu’a. These three islands, anchored about 100km to the east of Tutuila, are some of the most remote and beautiful you could hope to encounter in the Pacific. Although the rest of your stay may suffer in comparison, plan to visit them near the beginning of your trip as any disruption in the weather could keep you here longer than you intended. That’s hardly likely to be a hardship, as Ofu is the undisputed highlight of any visit to American Samoa.

      Ofu, Olosega and Ta’u may be separate islands, but they all share the same marvellous natural characteristics: enormous cliffs sheltering seabird colonies; expired volcanic cones; undisturbed beaches that flow into lagoons stocked with a brilliant array of coral; and a sense of timelessness that makes watches completely redundant. The Manu’a Islands make the laid-back environs of Tutuila seem just about chaotic by comparison, so when you visit, pack plenty of extra reading material and a willingness to fall asleep in the middle of the day.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            Ofu village has a basic medical clinic. Post offices can be found in Olosega village on Olosega and in Fiti’uta on Ta’u.
        

      
            There are no banks in the Manu’a Islands but the internet connection is faster than anywhere else in the Samoan islands!
        

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            
                AIR
             
                Inter Island Airways
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                in Tutuila 699 7100, in Ofu 655 7100, in Ta’u 677 7100; www.interislandair.com)
             
            flies four times weekly from Pago Pago (US$170 return; Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Sunday) to Ta’u. Ofu’s airport was closed at the time of writing and it looked unlikely to reopen any time soon.

      
            
               BOAT
            
            The 
                MV Sili
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 5532, 633 4160)
             
            departs Tutuila every second Thursday at 10pm and one-way tickets cost US$35 (plus US$3 per piece of luggage); tickets are sold between 8am and 4pm on the day of departure. The journey takes nine to 12 hours and stops are made at both Ofu and Ta’u. This boat doesn’t enter Manu’a harbours – rather, you transfer to a smaller boat at the harbour entrance.

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      
            There are no established plane or boat services between individual Manu’a islands. Ofu and Olosega are joined by a bridge, but to get from either of them to Ta’u requires a 
                charter boat
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                655 1104; one-way hire US$150)
             
            and the crossing can be rough.

      
            Getting around on the islands themselves involves walking or sticking your thumb out. There are only a handful of vehicles on the islands but few drivers will pass a walker without offering a lift.
        

      
            Ofu & Olosega
        

      
            OFU POP 290 / AREA 5.2 SQ KM
OLOSEGA POP 220 / AREA 3 SQ KM


      These twin islands, separated by a deep channel but linked by a bridge, are as close to paradise as anywhere you’ll find on this blue planet. Ofu has its sole village at its western end, leaving the rest of the island delightfully unpopulated. Taking up its southern shoreline,
                Ofu Beach
             
            is 4km of shining, palm-fringed white sand, flanked by ridiculously picturesque jagged peaks that rise behind it like giant shark’s teeth.

      This, along with 140 hectares of offshore waters, comprises the Ofu section of the 
                National Park of American Samoa 
            (
            Click here
            ). The reef here is considered to be one of the healthiest in all the Samoas. The water’s wonderfully clear and the coral forms giant mushroom shapes only metres from the shoreline. Multitudes of coloured fish dart around, occasionally pursued by reef sharks (they’re harmless fellows, to humans at least, but a little freaky for a novice snorkeller).
        

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights & Activities
        

      Olosega shares the same marvellous encircling reef system as Ofu. The two islands look conjoined, but are separated from each other by the 137m-wide Asaga Strait. From the cyclone-proof
                bridge
            
            , the water is impossibly clear. Local kids regularly jump off, letting the current carry them to shore. This isn’t advised for travellers – if you get the wrong tides you could just as easily be carried straight out to sea.
        

      
            [image: 14-ofu-olosega-rst7]

            
        

      To’aga Site
                ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE
            
        

      
      Behind Ofu Beach is the To’aga site, where in 1987 archaeologists found an unprecedented array of artefacts ranging in age from the earliest times of Samoan prehistory to modern day. The excavations have been filled, so there’s now nothing to actually see here. Samoans believe the area of bush between the road and the beach is infested with devilish
                aitu
             
            (spirits or ghosts). The upshot of this is that you’re likely to have one of the world’s best beaches all to yourself.

      Mt Tumutumu
                HIKING TRAIL
            
        

      
      The 5.5km-long, often indistinct track (five hours return) to the summit of Mt Tumutumu (494m) begins just north of Ofu village wharf and twists up to the TV relay tower atop the mountain, where a large rock provides a handy viewpoint. You’ll need sensible shoes, long trousers (to protect from cutting plants), heavy-duty mosquito repellent and a bush knife to hack through the foliage.

      Maga Point
                WALKING TRAIL
            
        

      
      The 1.5km walk from Olosega village up to Maga Point on the island’s southern tip is a highlight of a visit. The point’s steep cliffs, the reefs marching out from the shore, and the view of distant Ta’u and the Pacific horizon are simply unforgettable. To avoid local dogs, veer around Olosega village on the beach. After passing the rubbish tip, pick your way along the coral-strewn beach and look for the narrow trail that climbs up the hillside.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      Both Ofu and Olosega villages have basic stores where you can stock up on provisions.

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Vaoto Lodge 
                LODGE
             
                $
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                655 1120; www.vaotolodge.com; s/d/tr/f US$75/85/95/110; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Fifty metres of green lawn away from the currently defunct airstrip, this is a slice of paradise. Sensational snorkelling can be found off the beach in front. The units are simple but clean and comfy, each with a bathroom and firm beds. The friendly family that runs the place provides bikes, snorkelling gear, board games and a book and DVD library (only the family cabin has a TV and the one in the lounge only gets one channel), and dishes up delicious meals (US$35 for three meals). Beer and other drinks are available. Bring plenty of insect repellent as the mosquitoes are vicious.

      
            Ta’u
        

      
            POP 800 / AREA 39 SQ KM

      On the dramatic south coast of this remote, sparsely populated island, some of the highest sea cliffs in the world rise 966m to Mt Lata, the territory’s highest point. Much of Ta’u is covered in dense rainforest and dotted with inactive cones and craters. If you do venture out here, you’ll invariably have the island’s marvellous forests, volcanic remnants and numerous bird species mostly to yourself.

      
            [image: 14-tau-rst7]

            
        

      The main settlement on Ta’u consists of the villages of Ta’u, Luma and Si’ufaga in the island’s northwest. From Ta’u village there’s a good walk south to secluded 
                Fagamalo Cove
            
            . It was in Luma that the young Margaret Mead researched her classic anthropological work, 
                Coming of Age in Samoa,
             
            in 1925. Despite the permissive impression you may have gained from that text, visitors should be aware that Ta’u is the most conservative part of American Samoa. Bikinis are a definite no-no.

      The Ta’u segment of the
                National Park of American Samoa
             
            (Click here
            ) occupies 2160 hectares of land and 400 hectares of offshore waters. Its lowland and montane rainforests are home to flying foxes and numerous native birds, including black noddies, white terns, multicoloured fruit doves and the revered 
                lupe 
            (Pacific pigeon). Ta’u is also the only habitat of the Pacific boa.
        

      About 2.5km from Fiti’uta is the legendary
                Saua site
            
            , where Tagaloa is said to have created the first humans before sending them out to Polynesia (see the boxed text, opposite). This sacred place is an atmospheric landscape of volcanic boulders, wild surf and windswept beach. Short trails lead to the main archaeological area and three 
                fale
             
            have been erected for shelter. Keen hikers can continue via a rough track to Tufu Point. If you’ve arranged a guide you could plug on for another 2km to a waterfall on the 
                Laufuti Stream
            
            .
        

      Only very experienced, intrepid and/or foolhardy hikers tackle the island’s jungly interior – and only the certifiable would do so without a guide. You should be able to hack your way to
                Judds Crater
             
            in Ta’u’s northeast in about three hours from the road near Fiti’uta. A recent expedition to Mt Lata was forced to turn back after two days.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      The best option is to arrange village-stay accommodation through the National Park of American Samoa (Click here
            ).
        

      Mauga’s Homestay
                LODGE 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                677 3414; Fiti’uta; r US$75)
             
            Offers simple rooms with shared bathrooms in an inland house near the airport. It also provides meals (breakfast and lunch US$7.50 each, dinner US$10).

      
            UNDERSTAND 
            AMERICAN SAMOA

      
            American Samoa Today
        

      The two tuna canneries in Pago Pago account for 80% of American Samoa’s employment although the high costs of operation here as compared to more struggling economies makes the staying power shaky at best.

      In 2009 an earthquake and devastating tsunami killed 200 people and destroyed uncountable homes and businesses. Although the US relief provided almost $25 million for the recovery, a few people were still living in tents as late as 2012 and some homes that replaced ones lost lack basic necessities like kitchens and bathrooms.

      
            History
        

      
            
            Prehistory
        

      Archaeological finds near the villages of Tula and Aoa at the eastern tip of Tutuila, and at To’aga on Ofu, reveal that the islands have been inhabited for more than 3000 years. Traditionally Samoans believed that the Manu’a Islands were the first land to emerge at the hands of the god Tagaloa. The Tu’i Manu’a (paramount chief of the islands) was held in high esteem by Samoans. Although various conflicts ultimately split the islands, the paramount chief was still a proud and powerful figure at the time of cession to the US at the beginning of the 20th century.

      
            
            European Contact
        

      In 1722 Dutchman Jacob Roggeveen sighted the Manu’a Islands but sailed on without landing. In May 1768 French explorer Captain Louis-Antoine de Bougainville bartered with the inhabitants of Manu’a, but merely sighted Tutuila. The first expedition to set foot on Tutuila was headed by Frenchman Jean-François de Galaup, comte de la Pérouse, who landed at Fagasa in 1787. The encounter had a tragic finish, with the French and the Samoans fighting each other at A’asu: 12 sailors and 39 villagers were killed, and A’asu was christened Massacre Bay (Click here
            ).
        

      
        
            
                AND GOD CREATED SAMOA
            

            
                Samoans claim their land is the ‘cradle of Polynesia’, a place created by the sky god Tagaloa (Tangaroa). Before the sea, earth, sky, plants or people existed, Tagaloa lived in the expanse of empty space. He created a rock, commanding it to split into clay, coral, cliffs and stones. As the rock broke apart, the earth, sea and sky came into being. From a bit of the rock emerged a spring of fresh water.
            

            
                Next, at Saua in the Manu’a Islands, Tagaloa created man and woman, whom he named Fatu and ’Ele’ele (‘Heart’ and ‘Earth’). He sent them to the region of fresh water and commanded them to people the area. He ordered the sky, which was called Tu’ite’elagi, to prop itself up above the earth.
            

            
                Tagaloa then created Po and Ao (‘Night’ and ‘Day’), which bore the ‘eyes of the sky’ – the sun and the moon. At the same time he made the nine regions of heaven, inhabited by various gods.
            

            
                In the meantime, Fatu and ’Ele’ele were ‘peopling the area’. Reckoning that all these people needed some form of government, Tagaloa sent Manu’a, a son of Po and Ao, to be the people’s chief. The Manu’a Islands were named after this chief, and from that time on, Samoan kings were called Tu’i Manu’a tele ma Samoa ’atoa (King of Manu’a and all of Samoa).
            

            
                Next, the countries were divided into islands or groups of islands. The world now consisted of Manu’a, Viti (Fiji), Tonga and Savai’i. Tagaloa then went to Manu’a and noticed that a void existed between it and Savai’i. Up popped ’Upolu and then Tutuila.
            

            
                Tagaloa’s final command was: ‘Always respect Manu’a; anyone who fails to do so will be overtaken by catastrophe.’ Thus, Manu’a became the spiritual centre of the Samoan islands and, to some extent, of all Polynesia.
            

        

      

      
            
            US Military Rule
        

      A Samoan civil war in the 1870s and 1880s was co-opted by the US, Britain and Germany into an argument over which foreign power should rule the islands. By the time the dust had settled, control of western Samoa had been granted to Germany and, by 1900, the islands of eastern Samoa had been formally annexed to the US by a deed of cession signed by all local chiefs. Eastern Samoa became a naval station under the jurisdiction of the US Department of the Navy. In exchange, the US agreed to protect the traditional rights of indigenous Samoans. The inhabitants acquired the status of US nationals but were denied a vote or representation in Washington.

      In 1905 the military commander of Tutuila was given the title of governor and the territory officially became known as American Samoa.

      
            
            Increasing Democracy
        

      Until the 1960s American Samoa retained its traditional social structure and subsistence economy. But under the orders of President Kennedy, American Samoa was swiftly modernised, with European-style homes replacing traditional
                fale
             
            (houses with thatched roofs and open sides), electrification and the construction of an international airport and tuna canneries.

      Through the 1960s and 1970s a series of referenda resulted in the adoption of a constitution, a democratically elected governorship and a two-chamber legislature. In 1980 American Samoans were allowed, for the first time, to elect a delegate to serve in the US House of Representatives. However, this delegate doesn’t have any voting rights in the house.

      
            
            Recent Decades
        

      In January 1987 the territory was hit by Cyclone Tusi, one of the worst storms in recorded history. The Manu’a Islands were particularly hard hit. Several more cyclones ploughed through the area between 1990 and 2009. Then, most of Tutuila (but particularly the south and west coasts) were pummelled by a massive tsunami approximately eight minutes after an offshore earthquake (Click here
            ); there was no warning.
        

      Even in early 2012 damage from the tsunami could be seen everywhere, and some people in villages around Leone Bay were still living in tents. Houses built by FEMA (the US Federal Emergency Management Agency) were often just shells without plumbing, kitchens or appliances, so other people were (and probably still are) essentially camping in concrete boxes. While Samoa next door received funds from around the world and cleaned up the mess rather quickly, it seems Uncle Sam wasn’t as efficient. Many villages around the island look not unlike a war zone.

      While American Samoa relies heavily on funding from the US Government, the relationship isn’t as one-sided as it seems. Many a US sports team would be in a much poorer state without their Samoan players. American Samoans are very loyal to the US and many serve in the US military.

      
            The Culture
        

      More than most Polynesian peoples, Samoans have maintained their traditional way of life in their sauna of a climate, and still closely follow the social hierarchies, customs and courtesies established long before the arrival of Europeans.

      For a profile of the Samoan psyche and a description of the Samoan lifestyle, see the cultural detail provided in the Samoa chapter (Click here
            ).
        

      
            
            Population
        

      Most of the 63,500-strong population live on the main island of Tutuila. The birth rate is high but this is offset by emigration to Hawai’i and the US mainland. Some 1500 foreigners reside in American Samoa, most of whom are Koreans or Chinese involved in the tuna or garment industries. About one-third are
                palagi
             
            (Westerners), many of whom hold government jobs, usually in the teaching or health fields.

      
            
            Language
        

      See the Language chapter on Click here for basic words and phrases.

      
            Arts
        

      American Samoa shares its artistic traditions with Samoa, from the energetic song-and-dance routines called
                fiafia
             
            and the satirisation of their elders by village youth in the skit-based 
                Faleaitu
            (meaning ‘House of Spirits’), to the breezy architecture of the 
                fale,
             
            intricate tattoos (Click here
            ), and the lovely 
                siapo
            
            (bark cloth) and 
                ie toga
             
            (fine mats) used in customary gift exchanges. For more on these, see the Arts section of the Samoa chapter (Click here
            ).
        

      
            Environment
        

      
            
            Geography
        

      American Samoa has a total land area of 197 sq km. The main island, Tutuila, is 30km long and up to 6km wide. The Manu’a group, 100km east of Tutuila, consists of the islands of Ta’u, Ofu and Olosega, all wildly steep volcanic remnants.

      The easternmost part of the territory is tiny Rose Atoll, two minuscule specks of land (plus a surrounding reef) that were declared a Marine National Monument in 2009. This special recognition by the US Government helps to protect the green turtle, as well as the extremely rare hawksbill turtle. Only scientific research expeditions are currently allowed to visit the atoll.

      Equally tiny Swains Island is situated 350km north-northwest of Tutuila and consists of a 3.25-sq-km ring of land surrounding a brackish lagoon. Both culturally and geographically it belongs to Tokelau, but in 1925 the island’s owner, the Jennings family, persuaded the US to annex it.

      
            
            Ecology
        

      The wild inhabitants of American Samoa includes two species of flying fox,
                pili
            
            (skinks), 
                mo’o
            
            (geckos) and the harmless 
                gata
            
            (Pacific boa), which is found only on Ta’u. The surrounding waters are home to pilot whales, dolphins and porpoises, while hawksbill turtles occasionally breed on remote beaches. Bird species include the nearly flightless banded rail, the barn owl and the superb 
                sega
             
            (blue-crowned lory). While walking in rainforests, listen for the haunting calls of the rare multicoloured fruit doves (only 50 survive on Tutuila) and the beautiful green-and-white Pacific pigeons.

      Tutuila is characterised by its broadleaf evergreen rainforest. Ofu, Olosega and Ta’u host temperate forest vegetation such as tree ferns, grasses, wild coleus and epiphytic plants.

      
            SURVIVAL GUIDE
        

      
            Directory A–Z
        

      
            
            Accommodation
        


                Fale
             
            accommodation for tourists has never quite caught on in American Samoa. Instead, beds are almost all found in generic motels, hotels and a handful of B&Bs.

      The National Park of American Samoa operates a village homestay program; for details,Click here
            .
        

      The sleeping options in this chapter are listed according to author preference and unless otherwise stated tax is included in the price. The following price ranges refer to a double room with bathroom:

      
            
                $
             
            less than US$100

      
            
                $$
             
            US$100–150

      
            
                $$$
             
            more than US$150

      
            
            Business Hours
        

      We don’t give opening hours for establishments mentioned in the text unless they differ greatly from the following standards:

      
            
                Banks
             
            9am to 4pm Monday to Friday, some open 8.30am to 12.30pm Saturday

      
            
                Bars
             
            noon to midnight.

      
            
                Government offices
             
            9am to 5pm Monday to Friday.

      
            
                Restaurants
             
            8am to 4pm and 6pm to 10pm.

      
            
                Shops
             
            8am to 4.30pm Monday to Friday, 8am to noon Saturday (village stores keep longer hours).

      
            
            Embassies & Consulates
        

      All American Samoan diplomatic affairs are handled by the US. There are no consulates or embassies in American Samoa and no places that are able to issue visas for the US.

      
            
            Festivals & Events
        

      
            
                Flag Day
             
            (17 April) American Samoa’s main public holiday commemorates the raising of the US flag over the islands in 1900 with an arts festival and much traditional fanfare.

      
            
                Tisa’s Tattoo Festiva
            
            l Held in October, at Tisa’s Barefoot Bar on Tutuila. The inaugural version took place in 2005.
        

      
            
                White Sunday 
            Also in October (on the second Sunday of the month), when kids get to celebrate being kids.
        

      
            
                Moso’oi Festival
             
            A week of sporting and cultural events during the last week of October.

      
            
            Food
        

      The following price ranges refer to a standard main course.

      
            
                $
             
            less than US$10

      
            
                $$
             
            US$10–20

      
            
                $$$
             
            more than US$20

      
            
            Internet Access
        

      Many hotels and guesthouses offer internet access and wi-fi and there are a few internet cafes. See Click here 
            for the best-value wi-fi connection options via hotspot.

      
            
            Internet Resources
        

      
            
                American Samoa Historic Preservation Office
            Offline map  
                (www.ashpo.org)
             
            This site includes information on Samoa’s history and a good walking tour.

      
            
                Busy Corner
             
                (http://amsamoa-busycorner.blogspot.com)
             
            Online magazine highlighting culture.

      
            
                Lonely Planet 
            
                (www.lonelyplanet.com/american-samoa) 
            For planning advice, author recommendations, traveller reviews and insider tips.

      
            
                National Park of American Samoa
             
                (www.nps.gov/npsa) 
            This excellent site has information on the park’s homestay program, and local flora and fauna.
        

      
            
                Office of Tourism
            Offline map  
                (www.amsamoa.com)
            
        

      
            
                Samoa News
             
                (www.samoanews.com)
             
            For the latest American Samoan news.

      
            
            Maps
        

      The maps in this book should be sufficient for navigating around the islands. The tourism and national park offices (Click here
            ) both produce free brochures with maps included, but they’re less detailed.
        

      
            
            Money
        

      The US dollar, divided into 100 cents, is the unit of currency in use in American Samoa. In this chapter, unless otherwise stated, all prices given are in US dollars.

      
            
                ATMs
             Offline map Provided by the ANZ Amerika Samoa Bank and the Bank of Hawai’i on Tutuila.

      
            
                Tipping
             
            Not expected or encouraged in American Samoa. It is, however, deemed acceptable for exceptional service at finer restaurants.

      
            
            Telephone
        


                ASTCA
            Offline map Google map
            
                (American Samoa Telecommunications Authority; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 1121; Fagatogo)
             
            runs the territory’s telephone services. It has a large office in Pago Pago with banks of phones available.

      A cheaper option for international calls is the Toa Com prepay cards, which allow you to call from any landline (local call rates apply) via an internet-based service. Toa Com charges 7c per minute to the US and 10c per minute to the UK or NZ.

      
            
                Mobile Phones
            
            You can hire phones or buy SIM cards for use in GSM 900-compatible phones from 
                Blue Sky Communications
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 2759; www.blueskynet.as; Tafuna; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-5pm Mon-Fri, 9am-2pm Sat)
            
            .
        

      
            
            Time
        

      The local time in American Samoa is Greenwich Mean Time/Coordinated Universal Time (GMT/UTC) minus 11 hours. Therefore, when it’s noon in American Samoa, it’s 11pm the same day in London, 3pm the same day in Los Angeles, 9am the following day in Sydney and, by complete lack of logic, 1pm the following day in Apia.

      
            
            Visas
        

      US citizens equipped with a valid passport and an onward ticket can visit American Samoa visa-free. Nationals of the following countries equipped with a passport (valid for at least 60 days) and an onward ticket will receive a free one-month visa on arrival: Australia, New Zealand and UK. Nationals of all other countries must apply in advance for their one-month visa (US$40).

      Visa extensions are handled by the
                Immigration Office
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 4203; ground fl, Executive Office Bldg, Utulei; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-4pm Mon-Fri)
            
            , located within the government building in Pago Pago. Visas can only be extended by one month; the fee for this varies depending on what country you hail from.
        

      
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            
            Air
        

      There’s no better illustration of the physical isolation of American Samoa than the fact that you can only fly directly to Tutuila from Samoa and Hawai’i.

      All flights land at Tafuna International Airport, 15km southwest of Pago Pago Harbor. Following are the airlines that service American Samoa (telephone numbers listed here are for dialling from within American Samoa). They all have offices at the airport. At the time of writing, America West Airlines was considering starting services to American Samoa.

      
            
                Hawaiian Airlines
             
                (airline code HA; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 1875; www.hawaiianair.com)
             
            Flies twice a week to/from Honolulu; return fare from US$1373.

      
            
                Inter Island Airways 
            
                (airline code IIA; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 7100; www.interislandair.com) 
            Two daily flights to/from Samoa; return fares from US$182.
        

      
            
                Polynesian Airlines
             
                (airline code PH; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                699 9126; www.polynesianairlines.com) 
            Flies to/from Samoa three to five times a day.
        

      
            
            Sea
        

      
            FERRY
        

      A car ferry/cargo ship called MV
                Lady Naomi
            
            runs between Pago Pago and Apia once a week. It departs Pago Pago each Thursday at 4pm for the seven-hour trip. Return deck fares are US$65; return cabin fares are US$130. Tickets must be purchased at least one day in advance from 
                Polynesia Shipping Services
            Offline map Google map 
                (www.samoashipping.com; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                633 1211; Pago Pago)
            
            .
        

      
            YACHT
        

      During the region’s dry (and cyclone-free) season between May and October, yachts cruise all around the South Pacific. Pago Pago’s deep, spectacular harbour serves as the official entry point for private yacht owners.

      All yachts and boats are required to contact the Harbour Master before entering American Samoan waters on VHF channel 16, and permission from Pago Pago is needed to sail to other islands in the country. Yachts should be granted anchorage from US$7.50 per month in the harbour. Vessels arriving from Hawai’i will need to present a US customs clearance document from Honolulu.

      
            Getting Around
        

      
            
            Air
        


                Inter Island Airways
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                in Tutuila 699 7100, in Ofu 655 7100, in Ta’u 677 7100; www.interislandair.com)
             
            flies the 30-minute air route from Tutuila to Ta’u.

      
            
            Bicycle
        

      Tutuila is not very conducive to a cycling tour. The island is mountainous, traffic can be heavy, and a complete circuit is impossible since there are no roads across the rugged north coast. Dogs can also be a major hassle here.

      
            
            Boat
        

      See individual islands for details.

      
            
            Bus
        

      Villages and towns on the island of Tutuila are serviced by ’
                aiga-owned buses. The vehicles – modified pick-up trucks with deadly sound systems – theoretically run until early evening, but don’t try to test this theory after 2pm on Saturday, or on Sunday at any time. All buses display the name of their final destination in the front window. To stop a bus, wave your hand and arm, palm down, as the bus approaches. To signal that you’d like to get off the bus, either knock on the ceiling or clap loudly. Pay the fare to the driver; try to have the exact fare.
        

      Details of routes and fares are given on Click here
            .
        

      
            
            Car
        

      Hiring a car allows you to explore Tutuila quickly and comfortably via the island’s good sealed roads. That said, complete reliance on a hire car will rob you of the unique cultural experiences that can be gained on public transport.

      When hiring a vehicle, check for any damage or scratches before you get into the car and note everything on the rental agreement, lest you be held liable for damage when the car is returned. For details of car-hire firms on Tutuila,Click here
            .
        

      Vehicles drive on the right-hand side of the road. The speed limit is 40km/h (25mph) island-wide. A valid foreign driving licence should allow you to drive in American Samoa, though you can always get yourself an international driving licence to be absolutely certain.

      
            INSURANCE
        

      It’s essential to have your hire car covered by insurance as repair costs are extremely high. Several local car-hire firms offer contracts where there’s no option of accepting a CDW (collision/damage waiver). The lack of a CDW technically means that the car hirer is liable for
                all
             
            costs resulting from an accident, regardless of whose fault it is, so sign such contracts at your peril. You should insist on a CDW, for which you pay an extra fee of around US$10 per day.

      
            
            Taxi
        

      Taxis on Tutuila are expensive and are only convenient for short trips.
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                Tonga
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                Why Go?
            

            Say goodbye to tourist hype – you’re now in the Kingdom of Tonga. This is a country that survives on international aid and remittances sent from Tongans living overseas. You may get the impression that most Tongans would prefer visitors to donate their dollars and not leave the airport; expats seem determined to build a tourist industry, but most of the locals just don’t seem to care. In some ways, this is incredibly refreshing and in others incredibly frustrating. You won’t have to try to gain a cultural experience – it’s all around.

            There’s no doubting the natural beauty of Tonga. Travellers choose the pace of their adventure here, mixing sun-and-sand holidays with unique and intrepid experiences. Throw away any preconceived ideas, slow down to the pace of local life, and you’ll love the place. Expect too much and you’ll likely go away frustrated.

        

      
            
                When to Go
            

            [image: tonga-cc-rst7]

            
                
                    Jun–Oct
                 
                Humpback whales frolic in the waters throughout Tonga. A rare chance to swim with whales!

            
                
                    May–Oct
                 
                The cooler, dryer, less humid season when yachties turn up to play.

            
                
                    Nov–Apr
                 
                Warm and wet but fine for water sports. Cyclone season, but they rarely hit Tonga.

        

      
            
                Best Eco-Accommodation
            

            »
                ’Eua’iki Island Eco-Resort (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Hideaway (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Port Wine Guest House (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Serenity Beaches (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Matafonua Lodge (
                Click here
                )
            

            
                Best Cafes
            

            »
                Friends Café (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Mariner’s Cafe (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Café Tropicana (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Aquarium Café (
                Click here
                )
            

            »
                Café Escape (
                Click here
                )
            

        

      
            
                Connections
            

            Most visitors fly into Tonga’s only international airport on the main island of Tongatapu. From there, air is the fastest and most comfortable way to head to the other islands. Chathams Pacific is the sole domestic airline, offering friendly, reliable service and various options with its Kingdom air passes.

            After Tonga’s disastrous ferry tragedy of 2009, visitors may balk at the idea of boarding a boat. The good news is that a new ferry, donated by the Japanese government, now plies the waters between Tongatapu and Vava’u (via Ha’apai) weekly. Other ferries connect Tongatapu with nearby ’Eua.

            Boat travel is the way to reach outer islands in Ha’apai and Vava’u.

        

      
        
            
                ITINERARIES
            

            
                One Week
            

            
                After a bit of recovery time in Friends Café in Nuku’alofa, explore the main island of Tongatapu and its sights. This is easiest as part of an island day tour. Fly north to Vava’u and experience this magical group of islands, beaches, reefs and turquoise waterways. All sorts of water activities and adventures await. Fly back to Tongatapu the day before your international flight out.
            

            
                Two weeks
            

            
                With a bit more time, throw in a visit to Ha’apai on your way back south from Vava’u. One of Tonga’s best-kept secrets, the islands of Ha’apai offer plenty to the intrepid traveller. Once back on Tongatapu, make the effort to visit ’Eua, a unique ecotourism destination known for its hiking, rainforest and red shining parrot.
            

            
                One Month
            

            
                Consider using ferries to get between islands and slip into ‘Tonga time’. A stay out at Ha’atafu Beach is a great option on Tongatapu. Lengthen your stays in Vava’u, Ha’apai and on ’Eua. A trip to the Niuas could even be on the cards.
            

        

      

      
            
                Top Tonga Travel Tips
            

            »
                Patience is a virtue...and Tongan time is a flexible entity! Slow down.
            

            »
                Respectful dress is important to Tongans.
            

            »
                Swimsuits should be worn only at resorts. Tongans swim fully dressed.
            

            »
                Tongan law prohibits being in a public place without a shirt.
            

            »
                ‘Keeping face’ is extremely important in Tonga. If things don’t meet your expectations, don’t make things worse by waving and shouting about it.
            

            »
                Tonga closes down on Sundays.
            

        

      
        
            
                AT A GLANCE
            

            
                
                    Currency
                 
                Tongan pa’anga (T$)

            
                
                    Language
                 
                Tongan, English

            
                
                    Mobile phones
                 
                Good coverage.

            
                
                    Money
                 
                ATMs on Tongatapu, Vava’u only; banks open Monday to Friday.

            
                
                    Visas
                 
                31 days for most nationalities without a visa.

        

      

      
            
                Fast Facts
            

            »
                
                    Capital
                 
                Nuku’alofa

            »
                
                    Country code
                 [image: iconphonegif]
                676
            

            »
                
                    Emergency
                 [image: iconphonegif]
                911
            

            »
                
                    Land area
                 
                747 sq km

            »
                
                    Population
                 
                106,000

            
                Exchange Rates
            

            	
                                
                                    Australia
                                

                            	
                                
                                    AU$1
                                

                            	
                                
                                    T$1.80
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Canada
                                

                            	
                                
                                    C$
                                

                            	
                                
                                    T$1.75
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Europe
                                

                            	
                                
                                    €1
                                

                            	
                                
                                    T$2.25
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    Japan
                                

                            	
                                
                                    ¥100
                                

                            	
                                
                                    T$2.25
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    New Zealand
                                

                            	
                                
                                    NZ$
                                

                            	
                                
                                    T$1.45
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    UK
                                

                            	
                                
                                    UK£1
                                

                            	
                                
                                    T$2.80
                                

                            
	
                                
                                    USA
                                

                            	
                                
                                    US$1
                                

                            	
                                
                                    T$1.80
                                

                            


            For current exchange rates see www.xe.com.

            
                Set Your Budget
            

            »
                
                    Budget hotel room
                 
                T$60

            »
                
                    Two-course evening meal
                 
                T$25

            »
                
                    Beer at a bar
                 
                T$6

            »
                
                    Whale-watching tour
                 
                T$250

            »
                
                    Tongatapu–Vava’u flight
                 
                T$230

      
            
[image: 15-tonga-rst7]

                    
                Tonga Highlights
            

                [image: 1]
                Swim with the 
                    humpback whales
                 
                (Click here
                )
            

                [image: 2] 
                    Kayak
                 
                (Click here 
                and Click here
                ) among pristine waterways, islands and deserted beaches
            

                [image: 3]
                Hike through 
                    ’Eua’s
                 
                (Click here
                ) tropical rainforests
            

                [image: 4]
                Marvel at the imposing 
                    Ha’amonga ’a Maui Trilithon 
                (
                Click here
                ), the ‘Stonehenge of the South Pacific’
            

                [image: 5]
                Taste the suckling pig and enjoy the fire dance at the 
                    Oholei Beach Feast & Show
                 
                (Click here
                )
            

                [image: 6]
                Swim into 
                    Swallows’ Cave 
                (
                Click here
                ) on Kapa island in Vava’u
            

                [image: 7]
                Explore remote 
                    Niuafo’ou
                 
                (Tin Can Island; Click here
                ), which resembles a doughnut floating in the sea
            

                [image: 8]
                Laze on 
                    Uoleva’s
                 
                (Click here
                ) spectacular beach and, if you’re lucky, watch whales breaching offshore
            

                [image: 9]
                Take a photo of the infamous 
                    fishing pigs
                 
                (Click here
                ) on Tongatapu’s northeastern coast
            

                [image: a]
                Sail the turquoise waters of 
                    Vava’u
                 
                (Click here
                ), one of the most popular cruising areas in the world
            




        

      
            TONGATAPU
        

      
            POP 75,000 / AREA 260 SQ KM

      Tongatapu (Sacred South) is the main island – 
            the landing and launching pad for most activity in Tonga.

      Most of the island’s population lives in bustling Nuku’alofa (Abode of Love) and its surrounding villages. Outside of the capital, the island is comprised of plots of agricultural land, small villages and plenty of churches.

      Most archaeological sights – such as Lapaha and Ha’amonga ’a Maui Trilithon – are found on Tongatapu’s eastern side, which also features caves, calm sandy coves and the airport. To the west is the wilder surf coast and the Mapu’a Vaca blowholes.

      
            [image: 15-tongatapu-rst7]

            
        

  
    Tongatapu

    
      Top Sights

      
        Flying Foxes
        A2
      

      
        Ha’amonga ’a Maui Trilithon
        E2
      

      
        Hufangalupe Archway
        C4
      

      
        Mapu’a ’a Vaca Blowholes
        B3
      

    

    
      Sights

      
        1
        Abel Tasman Landing Site
        A1
      

      2Anahulu CaveD3

      
        3
        Captain Cook Landing Site
        D3
      

      
        4
        Double-headed Coconut Tree
        B2
      

      
        5
        Fishing Pigs
        D2
      

      6King’s ResidenceB3

      7Mu’a (Lapaha) Archaeological SiteD3

      8Princess’s ResidenceC3

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      
        
        Big Mama Yacht Club
        (see 15)
      

      
        9
        Fatai Kayak Adventures
        D3
      

      
        10
        Golf course
        C3
      

      
        
        Ha’atafu Beach Resort
        (see 13)
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        11
        Blue Banana Beach House
        A1
      

      
        12
        Fafá Island Resort
        D1
      

      
        13
        Ha’atafu Beach Resort
        A1
      

      
        14
        Heilala Holiday Lodge
        A1
      

      
        15
        Pangaimotu Island Resort
        D2
      

      
        16
        Royal Sunset Island Resort
        B1
      

      
        17
        Toni’s Guest House
        C3
      

      
        18
        Winnie’s Guest House
        C2
      

    

    
      Eating

      
        19
        Luna Rossa Restaurant
        C2
      

    

    
      Entertainment

      20Oholei Beach & Hina Cave Feast & ShowD4

    

  



      
            
            Information
        

      
            
            INTERNET ACCESS
        

      
            Nuku’alofa has many internet cafes. Tops are the following:
        

      
            
                Café Escape
             Offline map 
                (free for customers)
            
        

      
            
                Friends Café
             Offline map 
                (free for customers)
            
        

      
            
            MEDICAL SERVICES
        

      
            
                Vaiola Hospital
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23200; Taufa’ahau Rd)
             
            Recommended only for emergencies and after-hours needs.

      
            
                Village Mission Pharmacy Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27522; vmissp@hotmail.com; ’Unga Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-5pm Mon, Tue, Thu & Fri, 9am-noon Wed & Sat)
             
            There is a doctor either here or at its sister clinic, the Village Mission Clinic 
                      Offline map  (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                29052)
             
            in Ha’ateiho, 5km south of Nuku’alofa. The central pharmacy is well stocked.

      
            
            MONEY
        

      
            
                ANZ
             Offline map 
                (www.anz.com/tonga)
             
            ANZ has two branches and nine ATMs around Tongatapu.

      
            
                Westpac Bank of Tonga
             Offline map 
                (www.westpac.to) 
            Three branches and six ATMs around Tongatapu, including an ATM outside arrivals at Fua’amotu International Airport.
        

      
            
            POST
        

      
            
                Post office
             Offline map 
                (Taufa’ahau Rd)
             
            This office has a poste restante window next to the main entrance; address to: Post Restante, GPO, Nuku’alofa, Kingdom of Tonga.

      
            
            TOURIST INFORMATION
        

      
            
                Friends Tourist Centre
             Offline map Google map
             
                ([image: iconphonegif]
            
                26323; www.friendstonga.com; Taufa’ahau Rd;
             [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-10pm Mon-Fri, 8am-7.30pm Sat)
             
            A switched-on private tour-booking office with plenty of details on what’s happening around the kingdom.

      
            
                Tonga Visitors Bureau
             Offline map Google map 
                (TVB; [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25334; www.thekingdomoftonga.com; Vuna Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-4.30pm Mon-Fri, 9am-12.30pm Sat)
             
            A government-run institution with information on Tonga.

      
            
            TRAVEL AGENCIES
        

      
            
                Jetsave Taufonua
             Offline map Google map 
                ([image: iconphonegif]
            
                23052; www.taufonua.com; Fund Management Bldg, Taufa’ahau Rd)
             
            Books day tours and domestic package holidays to all island groups.

      
            
                Jones Travel & Tours
             Offline map Google map 
                ([image: iconphonegif]
            
                23423; www.tonga-travel.travel; cnr Taufa’ahau & Wellington Rds)
            
        

      
            
                Teta Tours
             Offline map Google map 
                ([image: iconphonegif]
            
                23363; www.tetatourstonga.to/tetatourstonga.to; cnr Wellington & Railway Rds)
        

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            See 
            Click here 
            for information on transport between Tongatapu and other countries.

      
            
                AIR
             
            Fua’amotu International Airport is 21km southeast and a 30-minute drive from Nuku’alofa.

      
            
                Chathams Pacific
             Offline map Google map  
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                28852; www.chathamspacific.com)
             
            Services ’Eua, Ha’apai, Vava’u and the Niuas from the domestic terminal. Transfers between the international and domestic terminals cost T$5 for a taxi.

      
            Offices in Nuku’alofa of airlines connecting Tongatapu with other Pacific destinations:
        

      
            
                Air New Zealand
             Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23192; www.airnz.co.nz; Vuna Rd)
             
            The Air New Zealand Travel Centre is down on the waterfront.

      
            
                Fiji Airways
             Offline map Google map 
                (formerly Air Pacific; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23423; www.airpacific.com; Vuna Rd)
             
            Down opposite the wharves on the waterfront.

      
            
                Virgin Australia 
            
                (formerly Pacific Blue; 
            
            Click here
            
                ; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26033; www.virginaustralia.com; Taufa’ahau Rd)
            
        

      

                BOAT
            
            MV 
                ’Otuanga’ofa
             
            connects Tongatapu with Ha’apai, Vava’u and the Niuas. Other vessels provide frequent services between Tongatapu and ’Eua. See Click here 
            for details of schedules and fares.

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      

                TO/FROM THE AIRPORT
             
            Taxis meet all incoming flights, charging T$40 between the airport and Nuku’alofa. Watch out for drivers taking you to a different guesthouse than you asked for when you arrive in Nuku’alofa. Many hotels and guesthouses arrange transfers if you pre-book (some for free). Shuttles will take you into town for T$15 to T$25 per person.

      
            The international and domestic airports are separate; it’s a T$5 taxi fare between them. The Flying Fox Cafe is at the domestic airport.
        

      

                BICYCLE
            
            Some guesthouses have bicycles for guest use. 
                Bicycle Rental Offline map Google map 
                (Vuna Rd; half-/full-day bicycle hire T$8/15)
             
            is next to the International Dateline Hotel. Ask for the newest bicycle they’ve got.

      

                BOAT
             
            The offshore island resorts (Click here
            ) all provide boat transport.
        

      

                BUS
             
            Buses are run privately. There are no public buses and no fixed timetables. Nuku’alofa’s two bus terminals are on the waterfront on Vuna Rd.

      
            Buses to outlying areas of Tongatapu depart from the western bus terminal (Offline map), close to Vuna Wharf. Nuku’alofa buses leave from the eastern bus terminal (Offline map), opposite the TVB. Fares range from 70 
                seniti
            
            to T$1.70. Bus services run from about 8am to 5pm, and there are no buses on Sunday. In urban areas, bus stops are marked with a small sign reading 
                ‘Pasi’
            
            . Elsewhere, flag down a bus by waving.
        

      

                CAR & MINIBUS
             
            Legally, you must get a Tongan driving licence from the police (costing a whopping T$60) before heading out. Contact Fab and Sunshine by telephone, as they can deliver rental cars to you.

      
            
                Avis
             Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21179; www.avis.com; Fund Management Bldg, Taufa’ahau Rd)
             
            From T$80 per day.

      
            
                Fab Rentals
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23077; leeintonga@gmail.com)
             
            Cars and vans from T$50 per day, including insurance and door-to-door service.

      
            
                Sunshine Rental Cars
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23848; sunshinerentalcars@gmail.com) 
            Cars from T$50 per day.

      

                TAXI 
            Taxis charge a minimum fare of T$3 for the first kilometre and T$1.50 for each additional kilometre. Ask for the fare to your destination before you agree to pay or get in. Taxis have a ‘T’ on the licence plate. They’re not permitted to operate on Sunday, but some guesthouses know secret Sunday taxi suppliers.
        

      
            
                Atelaite Taxi
            
             
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23919)
            
        

      
            
                Holiday Taxi
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25655)
            
        

      
            
                Wellington Taxi
            
             
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24744)
            
        

      
            Nuku’alofa
        

      
            POP 23,000
        

      Nuku’alofa is the kingdom’s seat of government and the home of the royal family. While it may not fulfil a vision of Pacific

      paradise, Tonga’s ‘big smoke’ (sometimes unkindly referred to as ‘dirty nuke’) still has a little charm and promise if you blow the dust from its surface and ignore the still-visible scars of the 2006 pro-democracy riots. Its broad waterfront strip provides impressive views across the bay to beautiful coral islands (just a boat ride away); there’s a bustling market and enviable-quality dining options for a place its size. You’ll still find plenty of pigs and chickens roaming the back streets.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      Royal Palace
                PALACE
            
        

      Offline map Google map
      Surrounded by large lawns and Norfolk pines, the white Victorian-style Royal Palace, erected in 1867, is a symbol of Tonga to the rest of the world. The palace grounds are not open to visitors but you can get a good view from the waterfront area on the west side.

      
            [image: 15-nukualofa-rst7]

            
        

  
    Nuku’alofa

    
      Top Sights

      
        Royal Palace
        C1
      

      
        Talamahu Market
        D1
      

    

    
      Sights

      
        1
        Centenary Chapel
        C2
      

      
        2
        Royal Tombs
        C2
      

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      
        3
        Deep Blue Diving
        G1
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        4
        Ali Baba’s Guest House
        E4
      

      
        5
        Captain Cook Apartments
        A1
      

      
        6
        Emerald Hotel
        E1
      

      
        7
        Little Italy Hotel
        A1
      

      
        8
        Seaview Lodge
        C1
      

      
        9
        Sela’s Guest House
        D4
      

      10Utu’one Bed & BreakfastG1

      
        11
        Waterfront Lodge
        G1
      

    

    
      Eating

      
        12
        Beach Hut Café (Juice Bar)
        G1
      

      
        13
        Café Escape
        D2
      

      
        14
        Cottage Breeze
        B1
      

      
        15
        Cowley’s Bakery
        D2
      

      
        
        Emerald
        (see 6)
      

      
        16
        Fiesta Seafood
        G2
      

      
        17
        Fish Market
        G1
      

      
        18
        Friends Café
        D2
      

      
        
        Waterfront Café
        (see 11)
      

    

    
      Drinking

      
        19
        Billfish Bar & Restaurant
        H1
      

      
        20
        Reload
        D2
      

    

    
      Shopping

      
        
        Langafonua Handcrafts Centre
        (see 18)
      

    

    
      Information

      21Australian High CommissionE2

      
        
        Café Escape
        (see 13)
      

      22Chinese EmbassyE1

      Friends Tourist Centre(see 18)

      23Japanese EmbassyE2

      Jetsave Taufonua(see 13)

      24Jones Travel & ToursD2

      25New Zealand High CommissionD1

      26Teta ToursD2

      
        27
        Tonga Visitors Bureau
        D1
      

      28UK High CommissionC1

    

    
      Transport

      
        29
        Air New Zealand
        D1
      

      Avis(see 13)

      30Bicycle RentalE1

      31Boats to PangaimotuG1

      
        
        Chathams Pacific
        (see 29)
      

      32Eastern Bus TerminalE1

      33’Eua Ferry TerminalG1

      
        
        Fiji Airways
        (see 10)
      

      34Interisland Ferry TerminalH1

      
        35
        Virgin Australia
        C3
      

      36Western Bus TerminalD1

    

  



      Royal Tombs
                TOMBS
            
        

      Offline map Google map
      Mala’ekula, the large park-like area opposite the basilica, has been the resting place of the royals since 1893. It’s off limits to the public but you can peer through the crested perimeter fence.

      Centenary Chapel
                CHURCH
            
        

      Offline map Google map
      Royal watchers and rubberneckers (regardless of denomination) head here to catch a glimpse of members of the royal family at a Sunday service and to hear the magnificent, booming singing of the congregation. Dress well; you can expect a friendly reception if you do.

      
            
            Talamahu Market 
                MARKET
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Salote Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                early morning-4.30pm Mon-Sat)
             
            One of Nuku’alofa’s most interesting sights is Talamahu, the kingdom’s main fresh-produce hub. You’ll find produce in handmade woven-frond baskets, branches of bananas, colourful pyramids of weighed-out produce and a few food stands – plus excellent Tongan arts and crafts. It’s a hive of activity, particularly on Saturday mornings.

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      Subaquatic adventures around Tongatapu range from snorkelling around the wreck off Pangaimotu Island to diving ’Eua’s unique sea caves. Tongatapu’s northwest coast, off Ha’atafu Beach, is renowned for its surf.

      On land, Tongatapu is relatively flat so exploring by bicycle is an option for the energetic. See Click here 
            for info on bicycle hire.

      You can also head out to the islands you can see from Nuku’alofa – Pangaimotu, Fafá or ’Atata (Click here
            ) – for a day trip that could include transfers, swimming, snorkelling and lunch. They’re a good option on Sunday, when Tonga takes a 24-hour break.
        

      Deep Blue Diving
                DIVING, FISHING
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27676; www.deepbluediving.to; Faua Jetty)
             
            Offers a number of diving options, its major drawcards being ’Eua’s enormous sea caves and the beautiful, uninhabited islands north of Tongatapu. Full-day bottom-fishing tours are A$300 for up to four anglers. Deep Blue also runs whale-swim trips out of Tongatapu (A$150) and ’Eua (A$110) and has Deep Blue Lodge, providing accommodation five minutes’ walk from central Nuku’alofa.

      Tonga Charters
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8832052; www.tonga-charters.com)
             
            Game fishing (half/full day T$720/1000 per person) and spear-fishing (full day T$180 per person) are on offer here.

      Golf course
                GOLF
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8704194)
             
            Take a swing at Tonga’s only golf course, a relaxed nine-hole affair at ’Atele on the way to the airport. Green fees are T$20/30 for nine/18 holes with rental gear included.

      Fatai Kayak Adventures
                KAYAKING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                7745832; www.fataiglobal.com)
             
            Based in Holonga Village in eastern Tongatapu, this company runs kayak adventure tours and kayak rentals. Its Island Hop Adventure takes paddlers out to Pangaimotu and Makaha’a islands (a 6½-hour tour with two hours of paddling is US$138 per person). Rental kayaks cost US$20/30 per half/full day.

      Seastar Yacht Charters
                SAILING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22800; www.seastarsailing.com)
             
            Head out for day or overnight cruising, or charter for a week. Look at the website for all the options.

      Ha’atafu Beach Resort
                SURFING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41088; www.surfingtonga.com)
             
            Steve Burling knows it all from his 28 years’ surfing in Tonga. Check out his informative website.

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      Tongatapu’s main sights can be comfortably covered in a day tour of the island. There are a number of operators charging about the same rate and most of the sleeping options will have one they recommend in particular. Considering the cost of getting a Tongan driving licence, taking an island tour beats getting a rental car and trying to do it yourself. An island tour is a good option for Sunday.

      Toni’s Tours
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21049, 7748720; www.tonisguesthouse.com; tours T$57.50)
             
            Toni’s popular island tours run daily (minimum three people) and take in all the Tongatapu sights. Take a sun hat, sunscreen and swimming gear.

      Supa Tours
                GUIDED TOUR
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                7716450; phlatohi@kalianet.to)
             
            Big John’s island tours operate daily.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Rental houses and flats are listed at the TVB and on the bulletin board at Friends Tourist Centre (Click here
            ).
        

      Ali Baba’s Guest House
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25154, 8786076; www.alibabaguesthouse.com; off Tupoulahi Rd, Ngele’ia; shared bathroom s/d/f incl breakfast T$60/80/110, private bathroom d/f incl breakfast T$110/130; 
            [image: iconparkgif][image: iconwifigif][image: iconfamilygif]
            
                )
             
            This place is funky and friendly. Floors are in chequered gold, and the rooms have their own colour schemes and themes. The facilities are ultraclean, and a festive ambience breezes through the communal lounge to the pretty gardens. There’s internet, satellite TV and a book exchange to keep you busy. It’s about 1.5km from the post office.

      Waterfront Lodge
                LODGE 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24692; www.waterfront-lodge.com; Vuna Rd; garden/sea-view d incl breakfast T$184/200, extra bed T$50; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            The boutique-style Waterfront’s elegance colours its spacious rooms, which are furnished in teak and cane. There is an excellent restaurant and watering hole featuring Gauguin prints downstairs.

      Winnie’s Guest House
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25215; winnies@kalianet.to; Vaha’akolo Rd; r per person incl breakfast T$50; 
            [image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
             
            This homely five-room house about 2km from town out near the hospital has a well-equipped kitchen, shared bathroom and a comfy lounge. Run by 91-year-old Winnie and her son Marc, it’s popular with international medical students, so book in advance.

      Emerald Hotel
                HOTEL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22888; www.emerald-tonga.com; Vuna Rd; tw/ste T$250/345; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Tonga’s newest boutique hotel also has the best rooms around. Everything you could possibly want is here and there is a fully licensed Chinese restaurant downstairs that’s open daily 7am to 10pm.

      ’Utu’one Bed & Breakfast
                B&B 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24811; www.utuonebedandbreakfast.to; Vuna Rd; d/tw with shared bathroom T$95, d/tw with private bathroom T$180; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Down on the waterfront, this place is bright and cheerful with a large lounge and kitchen. Many long-term guests stay here.

      Captain Cook Apartments
                APARTMENTS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25600; www.captaincooktonga.com; Vuna Rd; d T$160, extra person T$25; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Two-bedroom serviced apartments with full kitchen and living area on the waterfront. Long-stay discounts.

      Toni’s Guest House
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21049, 48720; www.tonisguesthouse.com; Tofua; dm T$15-20; 
            [image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
             
            Toni’s is an expanding budget favourite, virtually overtaking the neighbourhood in Tofoa, 3km south of Nuku’alofa. It’s renowned for regular kava sessions, popular tours (Click here
            ) and brightly coloured buildings. There are a lot of options so check out the website. Toni’s offers a shuttle service to and from town for T$1 and airport transfers for T$10.
        

      Sela’s Guest House
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25040; mettonga@kalianet.to; off Fatafehi Rd; dm T$25, s/d T$80/100; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Stable-like rooms open off a central courtyard, and guests have use of the kitchen. There are also rooms that share a bathroom (single/double/triple T$40/60/90). Lavish cooked breakfasts with fruit are available (T$15). It’s 1.5km from the post office.

      Seaview Lodge
                LODGE 
            
                $$$
            
        

Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23709; www.seaview-lodge.com; Vuna Rd; standard/garden/sea-view d T$207/247/282; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            This reliable favourite for regulars has large balconied rooms decorated with local crafts. The lodge sits in immaculate gardens behind its popular Seaview Restaurant, around 1km west of the post office.

      Little Italy Hotel
                HOTEL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25053; www.littleitalytonga.com; Vuna Rd; pool view/ocean view T$230/290 incl breakfast; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Two floors of Tonga’s top rooms sit atop Little Italy restaurant on Vuna Rd west of the palace. Rooms boast air-conditioning, coffee maker, refrigerator and free wi-fi.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

      Nuku’alofa’s decent spread of cafes and restaurants are mostly stretched along waterfront Vuna Rd and on or nearby the main drag, Taufa’ahau Rd. Nuku’alofa’s supermarkets stock a reasonable range of products.

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Friends Café 
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (breakfast from T$6, mains T$10-20; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner Mon-Sat; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            With a breezy charm and dependably good food, Friends, on the opposite corner from the post office in the centre of town, is deservedly popular with visitors and locals alike. Everything from panini to seafood chowder to stacked burgers. Free wi-fi for customers.

      Fiesta Seafood
                SEAFOOD 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                56062; mains T$15-40; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner Mon-Sat)
             
            Reasonably priced and exceptionally good seafood. A tad hard to find back on Salote Rd, but well worth the effort. Licensed and open until 11pm daily.

      
        
                
                    THE SUNDAY EXPERIENCE
                

                
                    All visitors need to remember that Tonga comes to a screeching halt at midnight each Saturday night for 24 hours – Sunday is a day of rest and it is enshrined in Tongan law that it is illegal to work. There are no international or domestic flights, shops are closed, the streets are empty, sports are prohibited, and Tongans are going to church, feasting and resting. The tourism industry is starting to make inroads though and you’ll find some restaurants open.
                

                
                    No visitor should miss the amazing cultural experience of attending a church service in Tonga. The singing is unbelievable – as are the fiery sermons and the length of the service! – whether you’re at the Centenary Chapel in Nuku’alofa (
                    Click here
                    ) or in a small village church on a remote island.
                

            

      

      Luna Rossa Restaurant
                ITALIAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26324; mains T$20-40; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner Mon-Fri)
             
            You’ll need a car or taxi to get here, but for sophisticates it will be worth it. This is intimate fine dining on authentic Italian cuisine, with the bonus of ultrafresh and well-prepared seafood.

      Café Escape
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (breakfast from T$7, mains T$10-20; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner Mon-Fri, to 4.30pm Sat; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Slick Café Escape could be anywhere but it provides a refined, air-con oasis and infuses the tropics into its mixed menu. Free wi-fi for customers.

      Beach Hut Café (Juice Bar)
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (breakfast from T$7, mains T$12-20; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast & lunch Mon-Sat; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            A popular spot down on the waterfront that does a roaring trade with locals at lunchtime. Tasty juices and cold drinking coconuts await.

      Emerald
                CHINESE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (mains T$6-25; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner)
             
            Part of the new Emerald Hotel, this place gets the nod for top Chinese restaurant in town. Good value, it’s licensed, takeaway is available and it’s open Sunday.

      Cottage Breeze
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                28940; mains T$20-30; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner)
             
            Earning a glowing reputation, this place on Vuna Rd to the west of the palace offers consistently good food and service. Has everything from pork ribs to seafood grills. Open seven days a week.

      Waterfront Café
                INTERNATIONAL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (www.waterfront-lodge.com; mains T$20-40; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast & dinner Mon-Sun)
             
            Soak up the stylishly breezy mood and follow sundowners with meals of pasta, steak, lobster and seafood.

      Talamahu Market
                MARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map

                (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                early morning-4.30pm Mon-Sat)
             
            Fruit and vegetables are sold by the pyramid (around T$2 to T$3) or woven-frond basket (for root crops and coconuts) with prices generally marked.

      Fish market
                MARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Tuimatamoana Harbour; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                from early morning Mon-Sat)
             
            Starts when the boats come in at around 5am. Get there early.

      Cowley’s Bakery
                BAKERY 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (The Bread Bin; Salote Rd; [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                24hr Mon-Sun)
             
            Does a brisk trade in baked goods including meat pies, savoury breads, muffins, doughnuts and lurid pineapple-iced cupcakes.

      
        
            
                IT’S SUNDAY IN NUKU’ALOFA
            

            
                What to do, when nothing stirs on a Sunday (
                Click here
                ) and even mangy dogs have deserted the streets?
            

            »
                Go to Church – the magnificent singing lifts the soul and almost the roof. A favourite activity with visitors is to attend Centenary Chapel (
                Click here
                ) to worship with the king and the royal family.
            

            »
                Take a round-the-island tour (
                Click here
                ) and explore Tongatapu’s sights and attractions.
            

            »
                Hire a bicycle (
                Click here
                ) and explore at your own pace.
            

            »
                Visit one of the offshore island resorts (
                Click here
                ) and enjoy the sandy beaches and snorkelling.
            

            »
                Head out to Ha’atafu Beach (
                Click here
                ) and relax.
            

            »
                Sleep and eat – that’s what most of the locals will be doing!
            

        

      

     
            [image: categorydrinkgif]
            Drinking
        

      Tongans drink with enthusiasm and Nuku’alofa has a spirited bar scene, ranging from upmarket to unashamedly seedy. Recently introduced laws see bars closing by 1am Monday to Friday and at midnight on Saturday.

      Enquire locally about recommended kava circles (which you may be invited to join). Ordinarily a male-only affair, both men and women are welcome around the kava bowl at Toni’s Guest House (Click here
            ).
        

      Billfish Bar & Restaurant
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Vuna Rd)
            
            This relaxed open-air place down by the wharves is a long-time locals’ favourite. There are decent pub-style meals and the Billfish regularly has live 
            music.

      Reload
                BAR
            
        

      Offline map Google map

                (Tafa’ahau Rd)
             
            A popular lively new place serving ice-cold beer opposite Friends Café in the middle of town.

      
        
            
                CONCRETE PARKS?
            

            
                No, those are not vast concrete parks in downtown Nuku’alofa – they are the result of the November 2006 pro-democracy riots (
                Click here
                ) when reportedly half the city was set alight. A huge number of buildings burnt to the ground (or to their concrete foundations) and these swaths of concrete, now overgrown with weeds, are the most visible scars of the riots.
            

            
                They have started to disappear though. Those new buildings that dot the landscape in downtown Nuku’alofa were made possible because the old buildings were incinerated. And all that new construction producing the dust…thank the pro-democracy rioters.
            

        

      

      
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

      Impressive Tongan arts, crafts and carvings are sold on both floors of the
                Talamahu Market
             
            (Click here
            ) and at the 
                Langafonua Handcrafts Centre
            (Offline map Google map), a non-profit cooperative next to Friends Café.
        

      
            Around the Island
        

      Buses are sporadic and taxis expensive, so the best way to see the sights is by island tour (Click here
            ) or rental car. The following points of interest run in a clockwise direction around the island.
        

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights & Activities
        

      
            EASTERN TONGATAPU
        

      Royal Residences
                LANDMARK
            
        

            Offline map 
      South of Nuku’alofa, between Tofoa and Pe’a, you’ll pass the royal residences of the Princess, adorned with white tigers and cannons, and the King, an austere European-style hilltop palace opposite. Apparently it is a total coincidence that the Princess’s cannons appear to be pointing directly at the King’s palace.

      Captain Cook Landing Site
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      A cairn above a mangrove inlet near Holonga village marks the spot where Captain Cook came ashore in 1773 and Queen Elizabeth popped by to commemorate it in 1970.

      Mu’a (Lapaha)
                ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE
            
        

            Offline map 
      The Mu’a area contains the richest concentration of archaeological remnants in Tonga. In AD 1200 the 11th in the Tu’i Tonga line of kings, Tu’itatui, moved the royal capital from Heketa (near present-day Niutoua) to Lapaha, now known as Mu’a. There are 28 royal stone tombs 
                (langi)
            
            in the area, built with enormous limestone slabs. Turn towards the sea on the dirt road just north of the Catholic church to reach a grassy area with two monumental mounds. This is Tonga’s most imposing ancient burial site. The structure closest to the main road is the 
                Paepae ’o Tele’a
            
            (Platform of Tele’a), a pyramid-like stone memorial. Tele’a was a Tu’i Tonga who reigned during the 16th century. The other, the 
                Langi Namoala
            
            , has a fine example of a 
                fonualoto
             
            (vault for a corpse) on top.

      Fishing Pigs
                LANDMARK
            
        

      Offline map 
      As you round the coast to the north of Mu’a keep an eye out for the infamous fishing pigs. These unusual porkers head out in search of seafood and the word is they taste saltier than their land-based brethren. Well worth a photo!

      
        
          [image: dont-miss]
        

        
            
                OHOLEI BEACH & HINA CAVE FEAST & SHOW
            

            
                
                    ([image: iconphonegif]
                
                    11783; www.oholeibeachresort.com; T$40 buffet & show) 
                Tops in entertainment on Tongatapu, Simana Kami’s Feast and Show is the place to go. The evening starts with entertainment on sandy Oholei Beach, followed by a tasty Tongan feast, including suckling pig roasted on a spit. The highlight though is the dancing in open-topped Hina Cave, enthusiastically performed and culminating in a captivating fire dance.

            
                Runs on Wednesday and Friday nights, with buffet only on Sunday afternoon at 2pm. Accommodation places throughout Tongatapu will book and organise transport for you to this southeast-coast location. If partying until late and staying over appeals, arrange to stay in one of Simana’s Oholei Beach Resort 
                    fales
                 
                (see the website).

        

      

      Ha’amonga ’a
            Maui Trilithon
                ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      The South Pacific’s equivalent of Stonehenge, the Ha’amonga ’a Maui (Maui’s Burden) trilithon near Niutoua, is one of ancient Polynesia’s most intriguing monuments. Archaeologists and oral history credit its construction to Tu’itatui, the 11th Tu’i Tonga. The structure consists of three large coralline stones, each weighing about 40 tonnes, arranged into a trilithic gate.

      A walking track winds northward past several
                langi
            
            (tombs; known as the Langi Heketa), including 
                ’Esi Makafakinanga
            
            , supposedly Tu’itatui’s backrest. Such chiefly backrests were common in Polynesia, and apparently Tu’itatui used this one as a shield against attack from behind while he watched construction.
        

      ’Anahulu Cave
                CAVE
            
        

            Offline map 

                (admission T$5)
             
            Tongatapu’s most famous cave is an over-loved, slightly eerie place full of stalactites and stalagmites, and blackened from the soot of flaming-frond torches and too much traffic. It features an underground freshwater pool suitable for swimming.

      
            WESTERN TONGATAPU
        

      Heading around the southern coast and turning to the west, there are some interesting spots along the rugged coastline.

      Hufangalupe Archway
                LANDMARK
            
        

      Offline map 
      This impressive arch on the southern coast, also known as ‘the pigeon’s doorway’, is a natural land bridge over pounding waves that was formed when the roof of a sea cave collapsed. It can be traversed and there are spectacular views west along the coast.

      Mapu’a ’a Vaca Blowholes
                LOOKOUT
            
        

      Offline map 
      On an especially good day at Mapu’a ’a Vaca (Chief’s Whistles), hundreds of blowholes spurt at once. They are best viewed on a windy day with a strong swell, when the water, forced up through natural vents in the coralline limestone, can shoot 30m into the air. The blowholes stretch 5km along the southwestern coast, near the village of Houma.

      Double-headed Coconut Tree
                LANDMARK
            
        

      Offline map 
      If you think we must be scratching for highlights to include a double-headed coconut tree then think again. Locals swear that this is the only coconut tree with two separate heads in Tonga...some say in the whole South Pacific. It’s well worth the obligatory photo. Located on Loto Rd, just past Liahona.

      Flying Foxes
                LANDMARK
            
        

      Offline map 
      While you’ll get the opportunity to see flying foxes (
                peka;
             
            fruit bats) in many places in Tonga, one spot renowned for their presence is the village of Kolovai, up near the western tip of the island. They cling to the trees upside down in their hundreds and if you haven’t seen bats before they are quite enthralling.

      Abel Tasman Landing Site
                HISTORIC SITE
            
        

      Offline map 
      At the northwestern tip of Tongatapu is a monument commemorating the spot where Abel Tasman became the first European to discover Tongatapu. He was on his way back to Batavia (present-day Jakarta) after discovering firstly Tasmania, then New Zealand. With great European sensibility he named Tongatapu ‘Amsterdam’.

      Ha’atafu Beach Reserve
                BEACH
            
        

      Offline map 
      On the sunset side of the island, the Ha’atafu Beach Reserve encompasses Ha’atafu’s clean, sandy beach and surrounding reef. There’s protected swimming and reasonable snorkelling at high tide in the broad lagoon, and the reef breaks offer some of the best surfing in Tonga (suitable for more experienced surfers). If your timing is good, you may see whales swimming outside the reef from the beach (June to November).

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      
            
            [image: sustainable]Blue Banana Beach House 
                CABINS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41575; www.bluebananastudios.com; small cabin per night/week A$100/660, big cabin per night/week A$130/860, min 3 nights; 
            [image: iconparkgif]
            
                )
            
            Looking for an attractive, secluded, self-contained studio cabin nestled among trees on the beach edge all to yourself? The beautifully decorated Blue Banana 
                fale
             
            provide the beauty of an offshore island with the convenience of the mainland. Great for self-caterers.

      Heilala Holiday Lodge
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41600; www.heilala-holiday-lodge.com; s/d T$70/95, s/d fale T$105/135, s/d superior fale T$145/175; 
            [image: iconparkgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            Cute, thatched 
                fale
             
            are spaced through tropical gardens in Heilala’s new home at Ha’atafu Beach. Rates include breakfast, and delicious meals are available in the evening. Sven and his team are very helpful and will arrange anything you need.

      Ha’atafu Beach Resort
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $
            
        

            Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                41088; www.surfingtonga.com; dm A$65, garden/beachfront fale per person A$75/90, child 2-12yr A$45; 
            [image: iconparkgif][image: iconinternetgif]
            
                )
             
            Mainly catering to all-inclusive surfing holidays, this family-run set-up is laid-back and peaceful. Paths connect thatched-roof bungalows to clean, shared facilities and the dining room. Rates here include full breakfast and buffet dinner, but not 15% tax. Facilities, including snorkelling gear and paddle skis, are for guest-use only. Owner Steve is a Tonga surfing guru.

      
            Offshore Islands
        

      To the north of Tongatapu are a number of gorgeous islands that make for a great day trip or extended stay. All are only a short boat ride from Nuku’alofa.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      Pangaimotu Island Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                7715762; www.eco-islands.info; Pangaimotu Island)
             
            The closest island resort from Nuku’alofa, Pangaimotu is best as a day trip. Daily departures, including Sunday, leave from the domestic wharf beside the fish market at 10am and 11am, returning at 4pm and 5pm. The trip (adult/child return T$20/10) takes about 10 minutes. There’s a nice beach, a good restaurant, decent snorkelling and it’s a good spot to take the kids.

      
            
                Big Mama Yacht Club
            Offline map  
                (VHF Channel 08)
             
            is here and yachties can anchor offshore and use its facilities, including restaurant, bar, showers, laundry, internet and transfers to town.

      Fafá Island Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22800; www.fafaislandresort.com;
                Fafá Island; s & d superior fale €170, deluxe fale €220, half/full board €47/56; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            The most elegant of Tongatapu’s island resorts is set on a magnificent beach. The traditional-style 
                fale
             
            are perfect in their simplicity, with wood-shingle roofs and walls of woven palm leaves. The restaurant features plenty of local seafood and also hosts a weekly culture show and feast. One-way airport-to-island transfers cost €20.

      Day trips to Fafá (T$69 including lunch) depart Faua Jetty at 11am and return at 4.30pm daily.

      Royal Sunset Island Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21254; www.royalsunset.biz; ’Atata; d east side/west side/superior T$250/330/350, half/full board T$100/112; 
            [image: iconwifigif][image: iconswimgif]
            
                )
             
            ’Atata, 10km from Tongatapu, has lovely beaches, a local village and the Royal Sunset Island Resort. New owners are renovating and refurbishing beachfront bungalows on this beautiful island. A stroll through the local village is a must. Snorkelling, diving and fishing are all possible from here. Sunday day trips including lunch, a snorkelling trip and boat transfers (30 minutes) cost T$70. The boat leaves Nuku’alofa from the wharf by the fish market at 10am and returns at 4pm.

      
        
            
                TROUBLE IN PARADISE
            

            
                Minerva Reef, Tonga’s southernmost extremity, 350km southwest of Tongatapu, has long served as a rest point for yachts travelling between Tonga and New Zealand. Awash most of the time, it contains a safe anchorage in an almost perfect circle of reef, and has a colourful history. Tonga first claimed the unpopulated reef in 1972 after the Phoenix Foundation, founded by a Las Vegas property developer, tried to create a tax-free republic there. The Tongan king himself sailed south to tear down the republic’s flag.
            

            
                As of 2011, yachties have been warned to keep away after a fracas between neighbours Fiji and Tonga. The latest flare-up is thanks to a high-ranking Fijian military man who fled the dictatorship in his homeland and escaped to Tonga, where he received Tongan citizenship and a Tongan passport. More than slightly peeved, the Fijian regime retaliated by reiterating its objections to Tongan claims to Minerva Reef (that are recognised by the Pacific Forum) and placed a navy warship in the lagoon. The Tongans then dispatched two navy patrol boats which apparently ‘chased away’ the Fijian warship. The two neighbours have now gone to the UN for help to sort it all out. In the meantime it is suggested that yachties avoid Minerva Reef. Yachties should check www.noonsite.com for updates.
            

        

      

      
            ’EUA
        

      
            POP 5000 / AREA 87 SQ KM

      Rugged ’Eua, 40km southeast of Tongatapu, is a slice of natural paradise all its own. Known as ‘the forgotten island’, it is geologically the oldest island in Tonga (40 million years old!) and one of the oldest in the Pacific. There are ‘mountains’, cliff-top lookouts, hidden caves, sinkholes, a limestone arch and jungle-like rainforest to explore. With its own species of plants, trees and the endemic red shining parrot, ’Eua has a growing awareness of itself as a unique ecotourism destination.

      The people are fascinating, too. In times past ’Euans had a reputation as the fiercest warriors in Tonga. The sparsely populated island also became a haven for migrants moved from other islands. In 1860, when King Tupou I heard that European ships were capturing Tongans at the remote southern island of ’Ata for use as slaves he resettled the island’s entire population to ’Eua for their own protection. In 1946, after a nasty volcanic eruption at Niuafo’ou (Click here
            ) in the Niuas, Queen Salote moved that island’s population to ’Eua also.
        

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights & Activities
        

      ’Eua’s interesting activities are best booked at your guesthouse. Discuss what you want to do and everything will be arranged for you. ’Eua is the second-largest island in Tonga and while fairly easy to navigate, with one long main road and 15 villages along it, there is no public transport and distances are deceiving. Rely on advice from your guesthouse; the best option is to take a guided day tour.

      ’Eua is becoming known for its
                hiking
            
            , particularly in 
                ’Eua National Park
             
            in the ‘mountains’ along the island’s eastern coast. There are a number of options so discuss things where you are staying, get a map and organise a ride to the trailhead. Better yet, hire a guide for the day.

      Wildlife watchers will find that ’Eua has a lively
                bird
            
            population, the star of which is the 
                koki,
            
            or red shining parrot. Others include 
                ngongo
            
            (noddies), white-tailed 
                tavake
            
            (tropic birds) and 
                pekapeka-tae
            
            (swiftlets). The 
                peka
            
            (fruit bat) is also commonly seen. 
                Whales
             
            come in very close to land here and can often be seen from the restaurant at Hideaway. Failing that, there are both whale-watching and whale-swim tours on offer from June until October.

      For a
                cultural encounter
            
            , Hideaway offers the chance for guests (and nonguests) to participate in community-orientated experiences such as 
                kava ceremonies
            
            and 
                basket weaving
            
            in the local village, as well as church visits and 
                umu
            
            (earth oven) feasts on Sunday. Hideaway also runs 
                4WD tours
             
            to parts of ’Eua that are virtually inaccessible any other way. It’s a great way to see the island.

      ’Eua has some of the best
                diving
            
            in Tonga and its huge 
                Cathedral Cave
            
            is becoming legendary. Book through your guesthouse. 
                Deep Blue Diving
             
            (Click here
            ), based in Nuku’alofa, also offers diving from its ’Eua base in Ohonua near the ferry quay.
        

      
        
            
                SPOTTING WHALES
            

            
                
                    Craig McLachlan
                
            

            
                The flight from Tongatapu to ’Eua may be the world’s shortest scheduled commercial flight at only 10 minutes, but it may also be one of the best for spotting whales. Whatever you do, don’t doze off! When my wife and I flew over to the ‘forgotten island’, the pilot zigged and zagged his way across the straits at a little over 1000 feet in altitude, pointing out one group of whales after another. Cameras clicked and passengers positively squealed with delight to look down on families of humpback whales frolicking below.
            

        

      

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      All accommodation on ’Eua is of the budget variety. ’Euans don’t eat out, so the only place for visitors to dine is at guesthouses, where cooked meals are available daily. The most popular is Hideaway’s ocean-view bar-restaurant (dinner from T$20).

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Hideaway 
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                50255; www.kalianet.to/hideawayeua; Tufuvai village; campsite T$25, s/d/tr/q incl breakfast T$55/70/85/100; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Tongan-owned and operated, Taki’s place is the first choice for most travellers to ’Eua. Its viewing platform, built over the rocky shore, makes for fantastic sunset viewing and whale watching. Comfortable motel-style rooms have hot showers and the restaurant-bar looks out on the ocean and is an easy spot to while away a few hours. Optional tours for the next day are listed nightly and can be booked on the spot. Rates include continental breakfast and transfers.

      Taina’s Place
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                50186; www.tainasplace.com; camping per person T$20, cabin s/d/tr T$40/55/80; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Cute houses are arranged in gardens inland near the forest. Bathroom facilities are nearby, and the communal lounge/kitchen area is an easy spot to relax in. Taina’s works with Hideaway when it comes to booking optional tours. Breakfast is T$12, transfers to the wharf are T$10 return, and airport transfers are T$6 return.

      
            
            Information
        

      

                MOBILE PHONES
             
            There is coverage in the villages but none on most of the hiking trails.

      

                MONEY
             
            There are two banks but no ATMs on ’Eua. Bring enough cash with you. Hideaway is the only place that accepts credit cards.

      
            
                
                TOURIST INFORMATION
            
            
            www.eua-island-tonga.com

      
            
            Getting There & around
        

      

                AIR 
            
                Chathams Pacific
             
            (Click here
            ) makes the 10-minute flight from Tongatapu, reputedly the world’s shortest scheduled commercial service, at least twice daily (one way T$70).
        

      

                BOAT
             
            On a calm day there is nothing to the two-to-three-hour ferry trip between ’Eua and Tongatapu (T$28 one-way). The ferry leaves Nuku’alofa four times weekly (Tuesday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday) at 12.30pm. The return ferry is at the rather nasty hour of 5am! (Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday).

      

                CAR & BICYCLE 
            Accommodation hosts will pick you up at the wharf or airport. Bikes can be hired at Hideaway (T$20 per day).
        

      
            HA’APAI GROUP
        

      
            POP 8200 / AREA 110 SQ KM

      Virtually untouched and one of Tonga’s best-kept secrets, the Ha’apai islands are sprinkled across the kingdom’s central waters. With 62 islands, 45 of which are uninhabited, Ha’apai appears like the idyllic South Pacific paradise: palm-fringed islands, vibrant reefs, breaching whales, deserted white beaches and even a couple of massive volcanoes.

      
            [image: 15-haapai-group-rst7]

            
        

      For adventurous travellers searching for a special South Seas experience, Ha’apai is the place to head to. It’s a sleepy, seductive place and you get the feeling the locals would prefer to keep it that way.

      An increasing number of tourists visit with each year. There is no ATM so turn up with cash if you are arriving at the weekend. Best advice: be like the locals and ‘don’t worry, be Ha’apai!’

      
        
            
                WILLIAM MARINER
            

            
                Thanks to a series of serendipitous incidents, the world has an extensive account of the customs, language, religion and politics of pre-Christian Tonga.
            

            
                In 1805, 15-year-old William Mariner went to sea on the privateer 
                    Port-au-Prince
                
                . The voyage took the ship across the Atlantic, around Cape Horn, up the west coast of South America, to the Sandwich (Hawaiian) Islands and finally into Tonga’s Ha’apai Group. The crew anchored at the northern end of Lifuka (
                Click here
                ) and was immediately welcomed with yams and barbecued pork. Their reception seemed friendly enough (
                Click here
                ), but on 1 December 1806 an attack was launched while 300 Tongans were aboard the ship.
            

            
                Young Mariner, dressed in uniform, was captured and escorted ashore. Finau ’Ulukalala I, the reigning chief of Ha’apai, seeing the well-dressed young man, assumed that Mariner was the captain’s son and ordered that his life be spared.
            

            
                Mariner was taken under the wing of Finau and became privy to most of the goings-on in Tongan politics over the following four years. He learned the language well and travelled with the chief, observing and absorbing the finer points of Tongan ceremony and protocol.
            

            
                After the death of Finau, the king’s son permitted Mariner to leave Tonga on a passing English vessel. Back in England, an amateur anthropologist, Dr John Martin, was fascinated with Mariner’s tale and suggested collaboration on a book. The result, 
                    An Account of the Natives of the Tonga Islands,
                 
                is a masterpiece of Pacific literature.

        

      

      
            
            History
        

      Archaeological excavations in southern Lifuka island reveal settlement dating back more than 3000 years.

      The first European to turn up was Abel Tasman in 1643. He stopped for supplies at Nomuka and called the island Rotterdam. Later, several notable events in Tongan history took place in Ha’apai. Captain Cook narrowly escaped the cooking pot in 1777 (Click here
            ), the mutiny on the 
                Bounty
             
            occurred just offshore from Tofua in 1789 (Click here
            ), and the 
                Port-au-Prince,
             
            with William Mariner aboard, was ransacked in 1806 (Click here
            ).
        

      In 1831 Ha’apai was the first island group in Tonga to be converted to Christianity following the baptism of its ruler Taufa’ahau. He took the name of Siaosi (George) after the King of England, and adopted the surname of Tupou. His wife was baptised Salote after Queen Charlotte. As King George Tupou I he united Tonga and established the royal line that continues through to the present day. Nuku’alofa’s main street, Taufa’ahau Rd, is named after him.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            Check out www.haapai.to.
        

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      

                AIR
             
            Ha’apai’s Pilolevu Airport is 3km north of Pangai on Lifuka. The island’s main road passes right through the middle of the runway, meaning that the road is closed when aircraft are arriving or departing.

      
            
                Chathams Pacific
             
            (Click here
            ) flies daily (except Sunday) between Ha’apai and Tongatapu, and three or four times a week between Ha’apai and Vava’u. Make the most of your flight by ensuring you are on their DC3 (
            Click here
            ) for the flight from Tongatapu to Ha’apai.
        

      

                BOAT 
            MV 
                ’Otuanga’ofa
             
            stops weekly at Pangai on both its northbound and southbound runs between Tongatapu and Vava’u. See Click here 
            for ferry details.

      
            There are protected anchorages along the lee shores of Lifuka, Foa, Ha’ano and Uoleva.
        

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      

                TO/FROM THE AIRPORT & WHARF
             
            Tom’s taxi (it’s the only one!) charges T$10 between the airport and Pangai. If you arrive at the airport and Tom’s not there, ask someone heading into town for a lift. Head to Mariner’s Cafe (Click here
            ) and sort yourself out there. If you’re making a booking at a guesthouse in Pangai, ask to be picked up at the airport or wharf. The Foa Island resorts (
            Click here
            ) will arrange transfers for you at a cost. Make sure to ask about this when you book.
        

      

                BICYCLE
             
            Lifuka and Foa are flat, and a bicycle is a great option for exploring. Mariner’s Cafe (Click here
            ) and Fins ’n’ Flukes (
            Click here
            ) rent out bikes for T$15 per day.
        

      

                BOAT 
            The TVB in Lifuka may assist in arranging boat transport around the Ha’apai group – though you may be told to ask at Mariner’s Cafe!
        

      

                TAXI 
            Tom runs the only taxi. Book through Mariner’s Cafe or at your guesthouse.
        

      
        
            
                HA’APAI TOURS
            

            
                Sandy, deserted beaches and uninhabited islands may be all you need for a perfect trip to Ha’apai, but for more active visitors, a number of operators are running excellent tours both on and off the water.
            

            
                Each operator tends to offer a number of options so check out their websites before you go. They will do pick-ups at accommodation on Foa and Uoleva islands.
            

            
                The waters around Ha’apai teem with humpback whales from July to October.
            

            
                
                    Fins ’n’ Flukes 
                
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    60015, 8870141; www.finsnflukes.com)
                 
                Based over the road from the Tonga Visitors Bureau in Pangai, Fins ’n’ Flukes, run by Brian and Sabine, offers popular diving and snorkelling tours, whale-watching/swimming tours, island transfers, and kayak and bicycle rentals. Also runs tours in German.

            
                
                    Friendly Islands Kayak Company Offline map 
                
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    70173; www.fikco.com)
                
                Friendly Islands Kayak offers superb tours in Ha’apai, such as the 13-day package including nine days of kayaking through the island group. It also has a seven-day resort-based kayaking tour and an ‘adventure week’ that includes kayaking, sailing and whale watching. Kayaking in Ha’apai has been named ‘one of the 25 greatest adventures in the world’ by 
                    National Geographic Adventure
                 
                magazine.

            
                
                    Ha’apai Whale & Sail 
                
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    60374, 8885800; www.uoleva.com)
                
                Run out of Mariner’s Cafe in Pangai by Craig Airey, Ha’apai Whale & Sail offers whale-watching/swimming tours and sailing tours on the yacht 
                    Gwendolin
                
                . Craig is the Uoleva island specialist (
                Click here
                ), runs Uoleva day tours and can tell you what you need to know. He also runs the 
                    Ha’apai Yacht Club
                 
                    (VHF Channel 16)
                
                .
            

            
                
                    Whale Discoveries 
                
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    8737676; www.whalediscoveries.com)
                 
                Dave and Tris run excellent 
                whale-watching/swimming tours and snorkelling tours on 
                    Tropic Bird,
                
                a specially designed inflatable, and live-aboard sailing tours on their catamaran, 
                    Wildlife
                
                . Contact Dave if you want to know about kite surfing in Ha’apai. This enterprising couple have sailed the world and have plenty of stories to tell.
            

        

      

      
            Lifuka Group
        

      Most visitors to Ha’apai stay within the Lifuka group of islands found along the eastern barrier reef of Ha’apai. The airport, main ferry wharf and almost all accommodation and services are located within the Lifuka group – with most of the action for visitors based on Lifuka, Foa and Uoleva islands.

      It will take planning and a determined effort to get out to remote islands in the Ha’apai group, many of which are uninhabited.

      
            LIFUKA
        

      Pangai, Lifuka’s main town, has basic services but struggles to be described as attractive. It’s hardly the highlight of a visit to Ha’apai. On hot afternoons the wharf is a writhing mass of drenched, cooling-down kids.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      The best way to get around the Lifuka island sights is by rental bicycle. The 14km (one-way) ride to
                Houmale’eia Beach
             
            (Click here
            ) at the northern tip of Foa island is a good 
            option.

      Shirley Baker Monument &
European Cemetery
                CEMETERY
            
        

      
      About 800m north of Pangai, the grave and monument of Reverend Shirley Baker, Tonga’s first prime minister and adviser to King George Tupou I, stands amid the graves of various 19th- and early-20th-century German and English traders and missionaries. A Tongan cemetery, with decorated sand and coral mounds, is directly opposite.

      Port au Prince
            Massacre Monument
                MONUMENT
            
        

       
      A few hundred metres north of the airport runway is a signed turn-off west to the beach where a monument commemorates the spot where the
                Port au Prince
             
            was ransacked and its crew massacred in 1806 (Click here
            ). The ship’s original anchor was discovered offshore in 2009.
        

      
        
          [image: info]
        

        
            
                HEAD TO MARINER’S CAFE
            

            
                Ha’apai is a superb place to visit, and there are a couple of ways to do it.
            

            
                For those who come to dive, snorkel, whale watch or sit on the beach as part of a relaxing holiday and want a bit of comfort, book yourself into one of the Foa island resorts – 
                upmarket Sandy Beach Resort (Click here
                ) or the more affordable Matafonua Lodge (
                Click here
                ). Alternatively, make a booking at Serenity Beaches on Uoleva island (
                Click here
                ).
            

            
                For adventurous types who are out exploring, your initial arrival on Ha’apai may be a bit of a surprise, whether you arrive by plane or ferry. Simply put, there isn’t much here. If you were trying to get away from it all, pat yourself on the back – you’ve succeeded!
            

            
                The best advice is to head straight to 
                    Mariner’s Cafe
                 
                    (
                
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    60374; VHF Channel 16; marinerstonga@yahoo.co.uk; 
                [image: iconhoursgif]
                
                    breakfast, lunch & dinner Mon-Sat, dinner Sun; 
                [image: iconinternetgif]
                
                    )
                
                in Pangai. Yachties take note: this is also the base for the 
                    Ha’apai Yacht Club
                
                .
            

            
                This relaxed social hub, named for William Mariner (
                Click here
                ), is Lifuka’s only real restaurant and bar and has a good range of tasty and fresh dishes. It’s a good place to come for advice. Sit down with a beer or coffee and absorb some local knowledge before heading out for adventure. Internet access is available for T$3 for 30 minutes.
            

        

      

      Hihifo’s Archaeological
            Sites
                ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE
            
        

      
      Hihifo, the village south of Pangai, hides some archaeological relics seemingly of more interest to rooting pigs than anyone else. Hidden behind a low wire fence in a grove of ironwood is
                Olovehi Tomb
             
                (Loto Kolo Rd)
            
            , the burial ground for people holding the noble title of Tuita.
        

      About 1.2km south of Pangai, a turning towards the east leads to the circular
                Velata Mound Fortress
            
            , a type of ring ditch fortification found throughout Tonga, Fiji and Samoa.
        

      Southern Lifuka 
            area

      
      From Hihifo, the road continues to
                Hulu’ipaongo Point
            
            , with its sweep of white beach and views south to Uoleva island. About 200m short of the point is 
                Hulu’ipaongo Tomb
            
            , the burial site of the Mata’uvave line of chiefs.
        

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Accommodation options on Lifuka are basic, most with shared bathrooms and kitchens. Expect an early rise – Lifuka’s rooster population is boisterous.

      ’Evaloni’s Guesthouse
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8660029; evaloniguesthouse@yahoo.com; s/d T$25/35, d with private bathroom from T$75)
             
            With fan-cooled rooms downstairs and two spacious rooms upstairs, ’Evaloni’s has a tapa-lined verandah on which to shoot some pool. Order meals in advance (breakfast/dinner T$15/25) or head to nearby Mariner’s Cafe. ’Evaloni includes airport and port transfers in the price. A bonus of staying here is that she has what is left of the Ha’apai Museum on site, including some shards of 3000-year-old Lapita pottery.

      Billy’s Place
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8660029; evaloniguesthouse@yahoo.com; small fale incl breakfast T$45, large fale T$65)
             
            If you’re OK with isolation and want to have a whole east-side beach to yourself, this place is a decent option. There are secluded bungalows with clean, shared bathrooms and kitchen use for T$5 per day. Northeast of Pangai, it’s a 10-minute 1.5km bike ride (free bikes are available for guests). Billy is ’Evaloni’s brother and ’Evaloni handles its bookings.

      Fifita Guesthouse
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                60213; marinerstonga@yahoo.co.uk; Fau Rd, Pangai; s/d T$35/50, s/d with private facilities T$65/75)
             
            Fifita’s central location next to Mariner’s Cafe and just a short walk from the wharf makes it a popular choice. It’s basic but friendly, with plenty of travel banter exchanged in the communal kitchen. Rates include breakfast.

      Lindsay Guesthouse
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                60107; fehiwa@gmail.com; cnr Loto Kolo & Tuita Rds; s/d/f incl breakfast T$30/45/55)
             
            A clean and friendly spot, with a broad verandah and communal sitting room and kitchen. The scent of baking bread wafts across the lawn from the bakery. Bikes are available for guests.

      Fonongava’inga
            (Langilangi)
Guesthouse
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8820701; vimahi@kalianet.to; s/d/tr T$15/ 
                25/45) 
            The light-filled communal lounge make this place worth the few minutes’ walk from the centre of town. Be warned: there’s little signage and it’s hard to find. Your host Langilangi enjoys teaching local crafts to guests. Most guests head to Mariner’s Cafe for meals. Kitchen use is available for T$3 per day.

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

      The only real option for eating out in Pangai is Mariner’s Cafe (Click here
            ).
        

      A number of shops with limited food supplies are around town, but they can’t be described as supermarkets – more as limited markets.

      Matuku-ae-tau Bakery
                BAKERY 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (Lindsay Guesthouse, cnr Loto Kolo & Tuita Rds; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-5pm Mon-Sat, 5-8pm Sun)
            
            The bakery’s two ovens keep the island in bread, jam-filled rolls and 
                keki
             
            (similar to doughnuts). There’s a mad rush on Sunday afternoon.

      Pangai Market
                MARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (cnr Waterfront & Palace Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-5pm Mon-Sat)
            
            Head down early in the day for fresh 
            produce.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            The town water supply in Ha’apai should be used only for washing and bathing. Drink only bottled or rain water.
        

      
            
                Niu’ui Hospital
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                60201; Hihifo)
             
            Basic facilities. The pharmacy is open 8.30am to 4.30pm.

      
            
                Post office
             
                (cnr Waterfront & Palace Rds)
            
            Mail can be sent c/o Post Office, Pangai, Ha’apai. The 
                Customs & Inland Revenue
             
            office is also based here.

      
            
                Tonga Visitors Bureau
             
                (TVB; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                60733; www.thekingdomoftonga.com; Holopeka Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-12.30pm & 1.30-4.30pm Mon-Fri)
             
            May assist with accommodation bookings, boat transport or other queries.

      
            
                Westpac Bank of Tonga
             
                (Holopeka Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                9am-12.30pm & 1.30-3.30pm Mon-Fri)
             
            Exchanges foreign currencies (cash and travellers cheques), gives cash advances on Visa and MasterCard and also deals with MoneyGram cash transfers. There is no ATM.

      
            FOA
        

      To the north of Lifuka and connected by a potholed causeway that you can cycle over, Foa is a heavily wooded island.
                Houmale’eia Beach
            
            , on the northern tip, is the best beach on the ‘Ha’apai mainland’, with sandy water access, sublime views of Nukunamo and some beautiful snorkelling.
        

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      
            [image: top-choice]Matafonua Lodge 
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$$
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                69766; www.matafonua.com; fale incl breakfast T$200; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            These attractive elevated 
                fale
            
            have water views over foreshore foliage and are very comfortable. They have freshwater showers in well-designed shared bathrooms and kids are welcome. A kiosk-style cafe-bar, open 7.30am to 8.30pm and open to the public, has a good variety, reasonable prices and overlooks Nukunamo island. The sandy swimming beach is superb. Rental kayaks and bicycles are available for hire. The lodge also runs a 
                cultural tour
             
            to Ha’ano island (Click here
            ).
        

      Sandy Beach Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                69600; www.sandybeachresort.de; s/d per person €80; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Long regarded as one of Tonga’s best resorts, Sandy Beach’s comfortable bungalows are oriented for sunset views over the magnificent white-sand Houmale’eia Beach. The resort can organise a number of activities daily. Breakfast/dinner costs €15/38. The restaurant is open to house guests only. Return airport transfers cost €25 per person.

      
            
            Getting There & Around
        

      
            If you are staying at either of the sleeping options, the operators will arrange to get you there. By bicycle from Pangai it takes around one hour; the taxi fare is about T$35.
        

      
            NUKUNAMO
        

      The small, enticing picture-postcard island viewed from the tip of Foa is Nukunamo, an uninhabited island with a shining white beach covered with beautiful shells. You can snorkel to Nukunamo over the life-filled coral heads between the islands. Only confident swimmers should attempt this, and only with local advice, as the currents through the pass can be powerful. Talk to Matafonua Lodge before you go.

      
            HA’ANO
        

      Cultural travellers will get a good dose of traditional Tongan life on the strikingly clean and friendly island of Ha’ano that lies to the north of Foa and Nukunamo.

      Matafonua Lodge runs
                cultural day tours
             
            here along with the Ha’ano Women’s Group. For T$125, which is paid directly to the Women’s Group, you get a big day out that includes boat transfers, a school visit, kava ceremony, handicraft demonstrations, a Tongan feast, some snorkelling and transport in a horse and cart around the island (there are only two cars on Ha’ano!). Participants rave about it.

      
            UOLEVA
        

      If you’re looking to really get away from it all, the island of Uoleva, to the south of Lifuka, is the place to come. Uninhabited apart from the accommodation providers – there’s no village on Uoleva – it offers up a real South Seas experience with little to do other than swim, snorkel, fish, read and relax. At the time of research, whales were breaching about 400m offshore from the perfect white-sand beach this Lonely Planet writer was relaxing on!

      Activity operators based on Lifuka will pick you up here if you are booked on their tours. See www.uoleva.com for more 
            information.

      
        
            
                DISAPPEARING ISLAND: FONUAFO’OU
            

            
                The Ha’apai group is home to Tonga’s mysterious disappearing island, Fonuafo’ou. From 1781 to 1865 there were repeated reports of a shoal 72km northwest of Tongatapu and 60km west of Nomuka in the south of the Ha’apai group. An island was confirmed by the HMS 
                    Falcon
                 
                in 1865 and given the name Falcon Island. In 1885, the island was 50m high and 2km long. Amid great excitement, Tonga planted its flag and claimed it as Fonuafo’ou, meaning ‘New Land’.

            
                Then in 1894 Fonuafo’ou went missing! Two years later it reappeared 320m high before disappearing again. In 1927 it re-emerged and in 1930 was measured at 130m high and 2.5km long! By 1949 there was again no trace of Fonuafo’ou, which had once more been eroded by the sea. Fonuafo’ou came back again, but at last report this geographical freak had once more submerged.
            

            
                The island is a submarine volcano that alternates between building itself up above sea level and being eroded down below it. At present, its summit elevation is estimated at 17m below sea level. If the ‘New Land’ does come back, your best chance of spotting it is if you are on a yacht.
            

        

      

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      Uoleva now has two levels of accommodation. The budget options both have unbeatable, absolute beachfront positions on a perfect, white-sand beach. They have no electricity and only rudimentary cold showers. Both places receive rave reviews from intrepid travellers, but not-such-rave reviews from those expecting too much in the way of facilities. Bring your own drinks, food, a book and mosquito repellent; inform owners in advance if you want meals.

      
            
            [image: sustainable]Serenity Beaches 
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$$
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                13010, 8734934; www.serenitybeaches.com; 
                small/large fale T$190/290, half/full board T$70/90)
            Fresh on the scene at the southern end of Uoleva, Serenity Beaches features beautifully constructed 
                fale
             
            with private facilities on both sides of the island. Food is well prepared and there are all sorts of recreational options on offer; check out the website. Transfers from Pangai cost T$50 per person one-way. If you’ve got the loot, stay here.

      Captain Cook Hideaway
                CABINS 
            
                $
            
        

       

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                60014, 8791144; s/d T$30/45)
             
            Soni’s place has basic beachfront cabins just back from the waves. Savour the peace and solitude. Meals are available (breakfast/lunch/dinner T$10/15/20) and you can use the kitchen for T$5 per day. Transfers from Pangai cost T$25 per person each way.

      Taiana’s Beach Resort
                CABINS 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                60612, 8831722; s/d/f T$35/45/75)
            
            Ponder the stars and lapping waves at this absolute beach-bum paradise. Tapa-lined 
                fale
             
            have mats over sandy floors and enclosed sitting areas. Rates are similar to Captain Cook Hideaway for meals, kitchen use and transfers.

      
            ’UIHA
        

      The conservative, traditional island of ’Uiha, to the south of Uoleva, is a friendly place with two villages: ’Uiha, with a wharf, and Felemea, about 1.5km south.

      In the centre of ’Uiha village is a large, elevated burial ground containing several
                royal tombs
            
            . The burial ground of the Tongan royal family was on ’Uiha until the move to Nuku’alofa. At the village church are two 
                cannons
            
            , souvenirs taken from a Peruvian blackbirding (slaving) ship that was attacked and destroyed by the locals in 1863.
        

      ’Esi-’o-Ma’afu Homestay
                HOMESTAY 
            
                $
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                60605, 60438; fale s/d T$20/25)
             
            You’ll get a good introduction to village life at this welcoming place right on the beach at Felemea. Shared bathrooms are clean, and there’s a small kitchen (T$3) or, with notice, the owners will prepare Tongan food. Talk to the TVB in Pangai (Click here
            ) about bookings and boat transport.
        

      
            
            TOFUA & KAO
        

      Seventy kilometres west of Lifuka are pyramidal Kao (1046m) and its smoking partner, Tofua (507m). On a good day this uninhabited pair is clearly visible from Lifuka.

      Tofua is a flat-topped volcanic island that, like Niuafo’ou in the Niuas, is shaped like a huge floating doughnut. It started life as a classic pyramid-shaped volcano but the top blew off in a violent eruption. In the middle of the doughnut of land is a freshwater lake 38m above sea level. The crater rim is a tough one-hour climb from the Hokala landing site on the northern side of the island.

      Adding to Tofua’s intrigue, champion Swiss snowboarder Xavier Rosset decided to be a modern-day Robinson Crusoe there in 2008 and spent 10 months on the island in survival mode. He took a satellite phone and regularly updated a blog on his adventures – see www.xavierrosset.ch.

      The four-hour hike up uninhabited Kao, 4km north of Tofua, is not recommended without a guide. The 1046m volcano is the highest point in Tonga, but there is no marked track and the vegetation is dense.

      Reaching Tofua or Kao is not easy without your own boat. Talk to the TVB (Click here
            ) or operators in Pangai if you are keen. It should be considered a major expedition, not a day trip, and taking along a local guide is a smart move. Locals from the southern Ha’apai islands occasionally head to Tofua and Kao to harvest kava.
        

    

  
    
      
            
            VAVA’U GROUP
        

      
            POP 17,000 / AREA 119 SQ KM

      Shaped like a giant jellyfish with its tentacles dangling south, Vava’u (pronounced va-VA-ooh) is picturesque at every turn. Those tentacles are made up of spectacular islands (61 in all!) intertwined with turquoise waterways and encircling reefs that have created one of the most popular sheltered cruising grounds on the planet.

      
        
                
                    BLIGH SURVIVES TOFUA
                

                
                    Not far from Tofua is where the infamous mutiny on the 
                        Bounty
                     
                    occurred. On 28 April 1789, Captain Bligh and 18 loyal seamen landed on Tofua having been set adrift by Fletcher Christian and his mutineers. Islanders – Tofua was inhabited in those days – clubbed quartermaster John Newton to death. Bligh and the rest narrowly escaped and embarked on a 6500km journey to Timor in an open boat, desperately short of food and water, having not discovered Tofua’s large freshwater lake.

            

      

      To really experience it you have to get out on the water. Long regarded as one of the world’s great sailing locations, Vava’u has it all: charter sailing, sea kayaking, game fishing, surfing, diving and swimming with whales are all possible here. Stay in town or head out to one of the islands to enjoy the stunning scenery and activities that Vava’u offers in abundance.

      Vava’u plays host to around 500 visiting yachts each year, mainly during the May to October season as trans-Pacific yachts pass through on their way west. A number of yachts also hole up in Port of Refuge – considered one of the safest harbours in the South Pacific – for the cyclone season from November to April.


      
            [image: 15-vavau-group-rst7]

            
        

  
    Vava’u Group

    
      Top Sights

      
        Mariner’s Cave
        D3
      

      
        Swallows’ Cave
        B4
      

    

    
      Sights

      
        1
        ’Ene’io Botanical Garden
        F6
      

      
        2
        Floating Ark Gallery
        G4
      

      
        3
        Mt Talau National Park
        F7
      

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      
        4
        Friendly Islands Kayak Company
        B4
      

      Hakula Sport(see 7)

      
        
        Ika Lahi Lodge
        (see 9)
      

      
        
        Kurt’s Surfing Adventures
        (see 10)
      

      
        5
        Vava’u Island Express
        A1
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        6
        Blue Lagoon
        B3
      

      
        7
        Hakula Lodge
        A5
      

      8Harbour View MotelA2

      
        9
        Ika Lahi Lodge
        C2
      

      
        10
        Lucky’s Beach Houses
        E3
      

      
        11
        Mafana Island Beach Backpackers
        C4
      

      
        12
        Mala Island Resort
        C7
      

      
        13
        Mystic Sands
        C2
      

      
        
        Ovava
        (see 16)
      

      
        14
        Reef Resort
        E4
      

      
        15
        Tongan Beach Resort
        A2
      

      
        16
        Twin View Motel
        A1
      

      
        
        Vava’u Guest House
        (see 16)
      

    

  



      
            
            History
        

Vava’u is believed to have been settled for around 2000 years. The capital, Neiafu, looks out onto Port of Refuge, christened by Don Francisco Antonio Mourelle of Spain who sighted Vava’u on 4 March 1781 en route from Manila to Mexico. Mourelle claimed the new-found paradise, one of the last South Pacific islands to be contacted by Europeans, for Spain. Captain Cook missed it a decade earlier when the Ha’apai islanders convinced him that there were no safe anchorages north of Ha’apai.

      William Mariner (Click here
            ) spent time here during Finau ’Ulukala I of Ha’apai’s conquest of Vava’u in 1808. Later, on the death of ’Ulukala III, King George Tupou I added Vava’u to his realm when he formed a united Tonga in 1845.
        

      
            
            Information
        

      
            Check out www.vavau.to for all you need to know, including a free cruising guide.
        

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      

                AIR
             
            Lupepau’u Airport (Offline map) is a 15-minute drive north of Neiafu.
        

      
            
                Chathams Pacific
             Offline map 
             
                ([image: iconphonegif]
            
                28852; www.chathamspacific.com)
             
            Flies daily between Tongatapu and Vava’u, and three or four times weekly between Ha’apai and Vava’u. You can also fly north from here to the Niuas (Click here
            ).
        

      

                BOAT
             
            See Click here 
            for interisland ferry information.

      
            
            Getting Around
        

      

                TO/FROM THE AIRPORT
             
            Some accommodation, including island resorts, offers airport transfers for a price. Taxis charge T$25 for the airport–Neiafu trip.

      

                BICYCLE
             
            Vava’u is hilly but fairly manageable by bicycle. Adventure Backpackers 
            (
            Click here
            ) rents out good bikes (half/full day T$13/20).
        

      

                BUS
             
            Buses run from Sailoame and ’Utakalongalu Markets (Offline map) to most parts of Vava’u and its connected islands, leaving when full. They usually make the run into town in the morning and return in the afternoon, so they’re not very convenient for day trips from town.
        

      

                CAR
             
            A rental car probably isn’t necessary in Vava’u, but they are available. A Tongan driver’s licence is a must; available for T$60 from the police station (Click here
            ). There are an incredible number of cars in Vava’u with broken or cracked windscreens. Do not park your rental vehicle under a coconut tree. When driving, watch out for kids, pigs, chickens and dogs.
        

      
            
                Pasifika Rentals
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70781)
             
            has a few rental cars for T$60 to T$80 per day. Call ahead or get the TVB (Click here
            ) to arrange one for you.
        

      

                TAXI
             
            Taxis charge T$5 around Neiafu, and T$25 to the airport, ’Ano and Hinakauea Beaches, and Talihau village.

      
        
                
                    WHALE ENCOUNTERS
                

                
                    Tonga is an important breeding ground for humpback whales, which migrate to its warm waters between June and October; it’s one of the few places in the world where you can swim with these magnificent creatures. They can be seen raising young in the calm reef-protected waters and engaging in elaborate mating rituals.
                

                
                    Humpbacks are dubbed ‘singing whales’ because the males sing during courtship routines, and the low notes of their ‘songs’ can reach 185 decibels and carry 100km through the open ocean.
                

                
                    As Tonga’s whale-watching industry has grown, so has concern over its possible impact. At the centre of the debate is the practice of swimming with whales, which some say disturbs the mothers and calves just when they are most vulnerable – and may force them to alter their natural behaviour.
                

                
                    Humpback populations around the world have declined rapidly over the past 200 years, from 150,000 in the early 1800s to an estimated 12,000 today. The same predictable migration habits that once made the giants easy prey for whalers nowadays make them easy finds for whale watchers.
                

                
                    There are whale-watch and whale-swim operators in all of Tonga’s island groups. Two big points: make sure you go with a licensed operator, and give yourself a few days to do it so that there is no pressure on the operator to ‘chase’ whales in order to keep you happy. If you feel your whale-swim operator has breached the boundaries and ‘hassled’ the whales, make sure you report this to the Tongan Visitors Bureau.
                

            

      

      
            Neiafu
        

      
            POP 6000
        

      Overlooking Port of Refuge, surely one of the world’s most amazing and protected harbours, Neiafu may or may not appeal. Home to a surprising number of good restaurants and bars along the waterfront, the town itself is more than a tad ramshackle and run down. With visiting yachties and a steady flow of visitors flying in during the same period (many who are here to swim with the whales), the busy season of June to October sees the small town transformed into a hive of activity.

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights
        

      Taking in the Port of Refuge view of yachts bobbing at their moorings from a cafe or bar may be the only sight you need to see in Neiafu.

      St Joseph’s Cathedral
                CATHEDRAL
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Fatafehi Rd)
            
            Standing high above Port of Refuge, this colonial-style cathedral is Neiafu’s most prominent building. The stretch of road along the waterfront cliff below the cathedral is 
                Hala Lupe
             
            (Way of Doves), named for the mournful singing of the female prisoners (convicted of adultery by the church) who constructed it.

      
            [image: 15-neiafu-rst7]

            
        

  
    Neiafu

    
      Sights

      
        1
        St Joseph’s Cathedral
        C3
      

    

    
      Activities, Courses & Tours

      
        2
        Beluga Diving
        C4
      

      
        3
        Dive Vava’u
        B3
      

      
        4
        Dolphin Pacific Diving
        B3
      

      
        
        Melinda Sea Adventures
        (see 11)
      

      
        5
        Moorings
        C4
      

      
        
        Port of Refuge Yacht Club
        (see 13)
      

      
        6
        Sailing Safaris
        C4
      

      7Vava’u AdventuresB3

      
        
        Vava’u Tours
        (see 9)
      

    

    
      Sleeping

      
        8
        Adventure Backpackers
        B2
      

      
        9
        Port of Refuge Villas
        D4
      

      
        10
        Port Wine Guest House
        B2
      

    

    
      Eating

      
        11
        Aquarium Café
        C4
      

      
        12
        Café Tropicana
        B3
      

      
        13
        Mango Cafe
        C4
      

      
        14
        Rooster Bistro & Marina Bar
        B3
      

      
        15
        ’Utukalongalu Market
        B3
      

      
        16
        Vava’u Fish Market
        B2
      

    

    
      Drinking

      17Tongan Bob’sB3

    

    
      Information

      
        18
        Tonga Visitors Bureau
        C3
      

      19Vava’u Pharmacy & Health CentreB3

      Western Union(see 8)

    

    
      Transport

      
        20
        Chathams Pacific
        B3
      

      21Pasifika RentalsA2

      22Sailoame Market Bus StopB2

      ’Utukalongalu Market Bus Stop(see 15)

    

  



      Mt Talau National Park
                MOUNTAIN
            
        

Offline map 
      The flat-topped mountain dominating Port of Refuge, 131m Mt Talau (Mo’unga Talau), is protected in the Mt Talau National Park. From the centre of Neiafu, travel west along Tapueluefu Rd for around 2km, until the road narrows into a bush track that leads up to the summit. Keep an eye out for flying foxes, the Tongan whistler and 
                fokai
             
            (banded lizard).

      Old Harbour
                HARBOUR
            
        

      Offline map
      Turning left in front of the cathedral will take you down to Old Harbour and boat access to the eastern islands.

      
            [image: categoryactivitiesgif]
            Activities
        

      
            
            Boating & Sailing
        

      Vava’u is a world-famous yachtie paradise. Charter a yacht, either bareboat or skippered, and cruise the islands, stopping to snorkel and wander beaches at will.

      Moorings
                YACHT CHARTER
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70016; VHF Channel 72; www.tongasailing.com) 
            Charters out catamarans and monohulls that sleep up to 10 passengers. Prices vary according to the season; check the website for details.

      Sailing Safaris
                YACHT CHARTER
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70650; VHF Channel 68)
             
            Offers a host of options, including whale watching, bareboat and skippered charters, and learn-to-sail courses. Also operates a full marine centre for boat repairs.

      Melinda Sea Adventures
                YACHT CHARTER
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8897586; VHF Channel 16; www.sailtonga.com)
             
            Fully crewed, minimum three-day charters. Rates depend on the season and number of passengers. Whale-watching trips are also available.

      Port of Refuge Yacht Club
                YACHT CLUB
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70016; www.portofrefugeyachtclub.com)
             
            On a balmy Friday afternoon you can’t beat knocking back a beer or rum and watching a relaxed yacht race around Port of Refuge. If you want to crew, turn up at Mango Cafe (Click here
            ) when the skippers meet at around 4pm between June and November. Spectators can watch from the bar at the 5pm race start. There’s a ton of fun to be had afterwards.
        

      Vava’u Island Express
                BOAT RENTALS
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70911, 7716848; www.vavauhouseboats.com; Toula) 
            Operates water taxis, charters, tours and boat hire to get you where you want to go.

      
            
            Diving
        

      Vava’u’s dive sites range from hard and soft coral gardens and encrusted wrecks to vast sea caves and other geological marvels. There is a wide variety of diving for all levels and abilities.

      The dive operators all also offer whale-swim tours and there are myriad options. Check the websites for what is on offer.

      Dive Vava’u
                DIVING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70492; www.divevavau.com)
             
            Operates from down on the waterfront below Tonga Bob’s.

      Dolphin Pacific Diving
                DIVING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70292; VHF Channel 71; www.dolphinpacificdiving.com) 
            Prides itself on being a relaxed, friendly operation. Down on the waterfront beside the Puataukanave Hotel.

      Beluga Diving
                DIVING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70327; VHF Channel 09; www.belugadivingvavau.com) 
            Further along the waterfront, next to Moorings.

      
            
            Fishing
        

      Vava’u is regarded as one of the best game-fishing destinations in the Pacific and a prime site for catching marlin. Keen fishers may like to head to the dedicated fishing lodge on Hunga island (Click here
            ).
        

      Hakula Sport Fishing Charters
                FISHING
            
        

Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70872; www.fishtonga.com)
             
            Operates out of Hakula Lodge (Click here
            ).
        

      Poppin’ Tonga
                FISHING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                71075; www.talihaubeach.com)
             
            Kurt, who also runs Lucky’s Beach Houses, specialises in fishing for Giant Trevally, either land or boat based.

      
            
            Karting
        

      Vava’u Adventures Kart Safaris
                KARTS
            
        

Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8746248)
             
            Exciting three-hour guided kart tours all over the main island. Take it all in, including wind-blown dust and dirt, while driving your own one- or two-seater kart (US$200/300).

      
            
            Water Sports
        

      Island resorts and beachside accommodation generally provide or rent out kayaks for guest use. Note that surfing in Vava’u is not for beginners.

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Friendly Islands
            Kayak Company 
                SEA KAYAKS
            
        

Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70173; www.fikco.com)
             
            This ecofriendly outfit has been revealing some of Tonga’s magic to kayaking adventurers on its camping and paddling expeditions around Vava’u (and Ha’apai) since 1991. It provides truly unique experiences (and supplies excellent equipment) on five-/nine-/11-/13-day packages. There’s a friendly local Tongan guide on every trip, providing a great way to become friends with and learn about the life of the locals.

      
            
            Whale Watching
        

      Vava’u has become one of the world’s top whale-watching destinations, particularly due to the opportunity to swim with humpbacks. The activity is not without controversy (Click here
            ).
        

      There are 13 commercial whale-watching licensees in Vava’u, all with similar prices (T$250 to T$300 per person per day), so you have plenty of options. The whales are generally around from June to late October. Diving operators (Click here
            ) offer whale-swims and are suitably licensed.
        

      A great option is to stay out where the whales are at ’Euaiki island (Click here
            ).
        

      
            [image: categorytourgif]
            Tours
        

      Land-based tours are the best way, along with Kart Safaris (Click here
            ), to see the main island of Vava’u, while a number of operators run day boat excursions that typically include Swallows’ and Mariner’s Caves, picnicking on an uninhabited island and snorkelling at an offshore reef.
        

      Vava’u Tours
                ISLAND TOURS
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8740000, 8874744; www.vavau.to/portofrefugevillas) 
            Salesi Paea proudly shows visitors all over his home island for T$75.

      Cultural Bike Rides
                CYCLING
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8746247)
             
            Jason’s rewarding half-day bike tours (T$75) take you to a local village to visit weaving circles, schools, churches, Tongan homes and even cemeteries.

      Aquarium Adventures
                BOAT TOUR
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8771053; www.saildivetonga.to)
             
            Stu and Fran offer day tours out on the water on their 45ft catamaran that include sailing, snorkelling at Swallows’ Cave, drinks and a barbecue lunch for T$150.

      Hakau Adventures
                BOAT TOUR
            
        

      

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                7558164; www.hakauadventures.com)
             
            Half- and full-day glass-bottomed boat trips that include viewing, snorkelling, swimming and beach time from T$130 per person.

      
            [image: categoryfestivalgif]
            Festivals & Events
        

      Regatta Vava’u & Festival
                REGATTA
            
        

      

                (www.regattavavau.com)
             
            Held in late August or early September each year, Regatta Vava’u is a blossoming party week with all sorts of things going on for yachties and landlubbers alike.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping
        

      There’s a good range of accommodation around Neiafu and its causeway-connected islands (see also Click here
            ). Bookings are advised between June and October.
        

      For rentals, look online at www.vavau.to and www.vavauholidayhomes.com. Also, check the noticeboards at Adventure Backpackers (Click here
            ) and Café Tropicana (
            Click here
            ).
        

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Port Wine Guest House 
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70479; www.portwineguesthouse.com; r per person with shared/private bathroom T$60/90; 
            [image: iconparkgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            For a great Tongan experience head to Port Wine, run by kindly Lu’isa Tuiniua and her son Tai. Just back from town in Neiafu, there are two options – the original guesthouse (T$60 per person) or the new guesthouse, Lakemba, which Tai has built out the front (T$90 per person). The latter includes breakfast, use of the kitchen, wi-fi and private bathrooms. There’s always a cold coconut in the fridge and fruit comes straight out of the garden. An 
                umu
             
            is a Sunday highlight for guests.

      Port of Refuge Villas
                VILLAS 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8740000; www.vavau.to/portof
                refugevillas; dm T$30, d T$50, house T$150; 
            
            
                )
             
            Four fully furnished clean vacation houses with kitchens only a short walk from town up behind the cathedral. Run by Salesi and Yvette, these homes are a great deal and totally flexible depending on how many of you there are. You can opt for a bed, a private bedroom or take a whole house. Free airport transfers for guests. Salesi also runs Vava’u Tours (Click here
            ).
        

      Harbour View Resort
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70687, 7512149; www.harbourviewresort.com; cabin T$180, 2-bedroom unit T$230; 
            [image: iconparkgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Set in tropical gardens south of Neiafu, this place has detached cabins, each with kitchenette and verandah. It’s a relaxed, family-oriented place run by expat Kiwis. Taxis cost T$10 from Neiafu, T$30 from the airport.

      Twin View Motel
                MOTEL 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70597; www.twinview.to; 2-bedroom units T$100-180; 
            [image: iconparkgif]
            
                )
             
            Up on the hill with magnificent views 1.5km south of town, this place has good two-bedroom motel units with kitchens that are spacious and tastefully decorated. It also has backpacker rooms (single/double T$40/60).

      Hakula Lodge
                LODGE 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70872; www.fishtonga.com; s/d/tr A$200/225/275; 
            [image: iconacongif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Two top-end units opening onto a full-length verandah overlooking Port of Refuge. Guests can head down the tropical garden path to swim off the private jetty, from which the owners’ whale-watching and fishing trips depart (Click here
            ). It’s located 2km south of Neiafu.
        

      Vava’u Guest House
                GUESTHOUSE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70300; Fatafehi Rd; s/d T$20/30, fale s/d $75/95)
             
            Located 1.5km south of Neiafu and in conjunction with Ovava Restaurant (Click here
            ), the backpacker building down the front isn’t flash, but the four 
                fale
             
            behind are good value.

      Adventure Backpackers
                HOSTEL 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70955; www.visitvavau.com/backpackers; dm T$30, s/d from T$89/99) 
            This central, modern hostel in the middle of Neiafu makes a handy base to spring into Vava’u’s myriad activities and nightlife. Fan-cooled rooms are bright, clean and secure, and there’s a shared kitchen and communal area, and a sun-soaked terrace.

      
        
            
                CHANGE IS IN THE WIND
            

            
                Not much changes fast in Tonga except businesses in Vava’u. These start up, close down and change ownership and/or management at a frantic pace. It seems that many come to these islands with a South Pacific dream, buy or start a business, stick at it for a while, then decide it wasn’t for them after all. It has been said that ‘for every beach in Tonga, a 
                    palangi’s
                 
                dreams lie buried in the sands’. During research, it seemed that every second business was up for sale. Keep this in mind if things turn out differently from the description in this book – and send us some feedback.

        

      

      
            [image: categoryeatgif]
            Eating
        

      Neiafu has a swath of dining options, many of which double as bars.

      Joining a Tongan feast is the best way to experience Tongan food – much of which is cooked in an
                umu
             
            – and get a good dose of traditional Tongan music and dance at the same time. Contact the TVB or your accommodation for current feasts. Expect to pay around T$40.

      Neiafu’s supermarkets stock a reasonable range. On Sunday afternoon, just follow your nose through town to the bakeries.

      
            
            [image: top-choice]Aquarium Café 
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (www.aquariumcafevavau.com; VHF Channel 16; mains T$15-25; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner; 
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            A great one-stop shop, you can get it all here at Aquarium with tasty meals, a fully stocked bar and wi-fi for customers. There are superb views out over the harbour from the deck and excellent service. They also have 12 
                moorings
             
            available for rent and can provide wi-fi to the whole harbour. Top spot in town – you can tell because all the locals and the yachties are here!

      Café Tropicana
                CAFE 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (www.vavau.to/tropicana; sandwiches T$6; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast & lunch Mon-Sat; 
            [image: iconinternetgif][image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Nab a table in the cool interior or slouch into a deckchair on the harbour-view terrace at this central cafe next to Adventure Backpackers. Tasty options range from sandwiches and burgers to Tongan dishes. Pies, cookies and cakes line the front cabinet. Wi-fi and computers are on hand (T$3 per 30 minutes) and there’s a book swap bookshelf.

      Mango Cafe
                CAFE 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (www.vavau.to/food3.html; daily specials T$15; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                breakfast, lunch & dinner)
             
            Right on the water and a favourite with yachties who can tie up their tenders here. Good regular menu plus great-value daily specials. The menu is on the website. Mango is also the home of the Port of Refuge Yacht Club (Click here
            ).
        

      Ovava
                PIZZA, POLYNESIAN 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Fatafehi Rd; mains T$15-40; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                dinner Mon-Sat)
             
            Under a huge ovava (banyan) tree 1.5km south of town, Laurence’s place produces Vava’u’s only wood-fired-oven pizza and top pan-polynesian dishes using local seafood.

      Rooster Bistro & Marina Bar
                BISTRO 
            
                $$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (mains T$15-35; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                lunch & dinner Mon-Sat)
             
            This waterfront spot offers dishes served with finesse from a Swiss chef. Portions are generous and options include everything from local seafood to international cuisine.

      ’Utukalongalu Market
                MARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-4.30pm Mon-Fri, 7am-noon Sat)
             
            The best place for fresh produce. Close to Halaevalu Wharf.

      Vava’u Fish Market
                MARKET 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (Halaevalu Wharf; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-4.30pm Mon-Fri, to noon or 1pm Sat)
             
            The freshest fish can be found here
                .
            
        

      
            [image: categorydrinkgif]
            Drinking
        

      All the cafes and restaurants mentioned have a brew on offer, but the most dedicated drinking establishment in Neiafu is...

      Tonga Bob’s
                BAR
            
        

Offline map
      As laid-back as it comes. Head to Tonga Bob’s (run by Matt the Aussie) for everything you could ask for – a sand floor to sink your toes into, ice-cold beers, views over the harbour and a highly entertaining 
                fakaleiti show
             
            (Click here
            ) each Wednesday night. Tonga Bob’s is a haven for entertainment, with quiz nights and a big screen for sporting events.
        

      
            [image: categoryshopgif]
            Shopping
        

      Superbly made Tongan handicrafts are sold at the market and at the
                Langafonua Handcrafts Shop
             
            next to the TVB on Fatafehi Rd.

      
            
            Information
        

      
            Vava’u has its own eclectic English radio station: PIG FM, at 89.3FM. Greg plays what he likes – where else can you still hear Frank Zappa on the radio? A yachties’ information net is on VHF Channel 26 at 8.30am each day. There is a Cruising Guide at www.vavau.to.
        

      
            The 
                Westpac Bank of Tonga
            
            , 
                ANZ
            
            , 
                Western Union
             Offline map and 
                MBF
            
            , all on Fatafehi Rd, change cash and travellers cheques. Westpac and ANZ have 24-hour ATMs. Westpac is open Saturday mornings (9am to 11.30am).
        

      
            
                
                Aquarium Café
             Offline map 
                (per 15min T$3; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8am-11pm)
             
            An excellent option for internet access that’s open all day. Free wi-fi for customers.

      
            
                
                Café Tropicana
             Offline map 
                 
                (per 15min T$3; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                6.30am-6pm Mon-Sat)
             
            Internet access and wi-fi.

      
            
                Police station
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                922; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                24hr)
            
        

      
            
                Post office
            
             
                (Offline map)
             
            Poste restante mail (c/o General Delivery, Post Office, Neiafu, Vava’u).

      
            
                Prince Wellington Ngu Hospital Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70201; Mateialona Rd; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                24hr)
            
            For 
            emergencies.

      
            
                Tonga Visitors Bureau
             Offline map 
                (TVB;[image: iconphonegif]
            
                70115; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-4.30pm Mon-Fri) 
            A well-stocked office with helpful staff happy to assist with bookings and accommodation reservations.
        

      
            
                Vava’u Pharmacy & Health Centre
             Offline map 
             
                ([image: iconphonegif]
            
                70213; pharmacy@kalianetvav.to; 
            [image: iconhoursgif]
            
                8.30am-4pm Mon, Tue, Thu & Fri, to 11.30am Sat)
             
            New Zealand–trained doctor and pharmacist. Also retails health products.

      
            Around Vava’u
        

      The best way to see the villages and scenic points on the main island is to take an 
                Island Tour
             
            (Click here
            ) or a 
                Kart Safari
             
            (Click here
            ).
        

      
            [image: categorysightsgif]
            Sights & Activities
        

      ’Ene’io Botanical Garden
                BOTANICAL GARDEN
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8671048; www.eneio.com)
             
            Developed by former Minister of Agriculture, Haniteli Fa’anunu, these gardens will appeal to those with a botanical bent. With its own restaurant and bar, it’s like a secret hideaway. The gift shop sells everything from handicrafts to nonu juice to organic taro chips. Book and they’ll find a way to get you there. ’Ene’io Beach is near the eastern extremes of the main island.

      ’Ano & Hinakauea Beaches
                BEACHES
            
        

      Offline map
      Near the southern end of Pangaimotu are beautiful and very quiet beaches, with sheltered turquoise water, abundant vegetation, good snorkelling and a safe anchorage.

      Floating Ark Gallery
                GALLERY
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8887998; VHF Channel 10)
             
            This unique gallery, at anchorage 11, features paintings, prints and local arts and crafts. Landlubbers should take a taxi to ’Ano Beach and you’ll be picked up there, or if you’re on a yacht, sail up and use one of the Ark’s moorings. You get one night’s free mooring with a purchase from the gallery.

      Kurt’s Surfing Adventures
                SURFING
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                71075; www.talihaubeach.com)
             
            Vava’u’s reef surfing gets the thumbs up from Kurt Carlson – check out his website and contact him for details. He only offers surfing trips to guests staying at his Lucky’s Beach Houses.

      
            [image: categorysleepgif]
            Sleeping & Eating
        

      The long, thin island of ’Utungake is connected by a causeway to Pangaimotu and offers up some good sleeping options.

      Tongan Beach Resort
                RESORT 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70380; VHF Channel 71; www.thetongan.com; bungalows NS$295; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            On Hikutamole Beach, this is a relaxed place looking out onto the main channel into Port of Refuge. Under energetic new ownership, it has recently renovated rooms, a lovely sand-floor 
                fale
             
            bar and beachfront restaurant. Yachties are welcome for dinner.

      Mystic Sands
                MOTEL 
            
                $$$
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                7584148, 7584027; www.mysticsands.net; d & tw T$235, 2-bedroom house T$440; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
             
            Offers self-contained motel-like units on the beachfront. There is no restaurant on site but the town, with its restaurants and markets, is 10 minutes away by taxi. Activity operators will pick you up at the jetty out front.

      
            
            [image: sustainable]Lucky’s Beach Houses 
                BUNGALOWS 
            
                $
            
        

      Offline map 

                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                71075; www.talihaubeach.com; fale T$65, beach house T$140; 
            [image: iconwifigif]
            
                )
            
            Overlooking the water at Talihau Beach at the tip of ’Utungake, this place is run enthusiastically by Kurt and Lynn. There are two houses and two 
                fale
             
            right by the water. Guests can launch a kayak off the beach to explore the islands and paddle over to nearby Mala. Meals are available. Kurt is the man to talk to about surfing in Vava’u and giant trevally fishing. Look at his website.

      
        
            
                HELPING OUT
            

            
                Kurt and Lynn at Lucky’s Beach Houses have a good thing going to help out their local village. They request that guests who come to stay with them bring some basic school supplies to be donated to the village primary school. The school and the local children are always in need of things like pencils, crayons, paper and reading materials. They’ve had a great response and the Talihau village school is all the better for it. This great idea will be greatly appreciated at schools throughout Tonga, especially in the more isolated villages.
            

        

      

      
            Southern Vava’u Islands
        

      If you study the map on Click here 
            you will see that Vava’u has an incredible number of islands and waterways to the south. Visitors can head out to one of the growing number of island resorts or take it all in by boat, by sail, or on a multiday kayak tour.

      
            
                Vava’u Island Express
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70911, 7716848; www.vavauhouseboats.com)
             
            operates water taxis, charters, tours and boat hire to get you where you want to go.

      
            MALA
        

      Just south of ’Utungake, the small island of Mala is only a few minutes by boat from the road end. It has a sandy swimming beach and a small resort,
                Mala Island Resort
            Offline map  
                (www.malaisland.com)
            
            .
        

      The
                Japanese Gardens
             
            is a beautiful snorkelling spot between Mala and Kapa, though a strong current flows between these two islands and ’Utungake.

      
            KAPA
        

      Kapa island’s main attraction,
                Swallows’ Cave
            Offline map  
                (’Anapekepeka; 
                Click here
                )
            
            , cuts into a cliff on the west side of the island. It’s actually inhabited by hundreds of swiftlets, and is easy to swim into. The water is crystal clear with the floor of the cave 18m below the surface. A popular inclusion in day tours, the only access is by boat.
        

      
            
                Reef Resort
            Offline map  
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8659276; VHF Channel 71; www.reefresortvavau.com; r T$480, full board T$150)
             
            is a top boutique resort that receives excellent reviews. With a perfect beachfront location and spacious, clean rooms, things look bright at Reef Resort. The accommodating owners also run Fafá Island Resort (Click here
            ) off Tongatapu. Return airport transfers cost T$100 per person.
        

      
            HUNGA & FOFOA
        

      To the west, a large, sheltered lagoon formed by Hunga, Kalau and Fofoa offers excellent anchorage and impressive snorkelling.

      
            
                Ika Lahi Lodge
            Offline map  
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                70611; www.tongafishing.com; tw NZ$275, full board NZ$165)
            
            is a 
                fishing-focused resort
             
            (
                ika lahi
             
            means ‘big fish, many fish’). It’s handily close to the deep ocean and has log-cabin-like units with en suite bathrooms and balconies. There’s plenty of interest for nonfishing partners. Check out the website for options.

      
            FOE’ATA & FOELIFUKA
        

      The island of Foe’ata, immediately south of Hunga, offers glorious white
                beaches
             
            and good snorkelling.

      
            
                Blue Lagoon
            Offline map  
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8671300; VHF Channel 16; www.bluelagoontonga.com; fales T$335, full board T$130)
             
            is a one-of-a-kind ecolodge that enjoys an idyllic beach position on Foe’ata. Each of the eight bungalows is uniquely constructed from local materials, and the food is some of Vava’u’s best. Airport transfers cost T$155.

      
            NUAPAPU
        

      Nuapapu is best known for
                Mariner’s Cave
             (Offline map), a hidden underwater cave at its northern end. The main entrance is a couple of metres below the surface and the tunnel is about 4m long; use the swell to pull you towards it, then exit when the swell pushes you out. Make sure you’re with someone who knows what they are doing; snorkelling gear is recommended.
        

      
            ’EUA’IKI & ’EUAKAFA
        

      The small raised island of ’Eua’iki has easy boat access to the stunning white
                beach
            
            , and a 
                coral garden
             
            located off the northern shore.

      A sandy beach rings the north side of uninhabited ’Euakafa. From its eastern end a trail leads through the forest and mango trees to the summit (100m) and the overgrown tomb of Talafaiva.

      
            MOUNU & ’OVALAU
        

      Mounu and ’Ovalau are two more of the perfect islands Vava’u has in abundance.

      
            
                Mounu Island Resort
             
                ( 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8866403; VHF Channel 77; www.mounuisland.com; from T$550 per night, full board per person T$150)
            has ecofriendly wooden 
                fale
             
            spaced around the island for privacy. It has developed a glowing reputation as a place to get away from it all and relax. Whale-watching tours are run by the owners.

      
            Eastern Vava’u Islands
        

      The
                Eastern Islands Ferry
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                7574393; www.southpacifichouse.to)
             
            is the best way to see Vava’u’s eastern islands. Operates daily to Mafana and ’Ofu islands from the Old Harbour Wharf in Neiafu and also has a five-island day tour.

      
            MAFANA & ’OFU
        

      These islands are well worth a day’s exploration. ’Ofu’s surrounding waters are the primary habitat of the prized but endangered
                ’Ofu 
            shell – note that buying them will only encourage their collection.
        

      Budget accommodation on outer islands in Vava’u is scarce.
                Mafana Island Beach Backpackers
            Offline map  
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8897679; www.mafanaislandbeach.com; tents s/d T$35/55, fales s/d T$55/75)
            
            is located on a tranquil secluded beach with tents and 
                fale 
            (beds and linen provided). Guests self-cater, with a communal cooking area on the beach, and there are beach showers. Swim, snorkel, kayak and explore the many island tracks. Boat transfers from Neiafu cost T$10 per person.
        

      
            NIUA GROUP
        

      Tongan tradition remains very much alive on these three small volcanic islands in Tonga’s extreme northern reaches. These were the first Tongan islands to be seen by Europeans (Dutchmen Schouten and Le Maire in 1616); it may seem like little has changed since. The main islands of Niuatoputapu and Niuafo’ou are about 100km apart.

      Unless you are on a yacht, any trip to the Niuas should be approached with flexibility in mind as weather conditions often cause delays and cancellations of flights and ferry services.

      
        
          [image: worth]
        

        
            
                STAY WHERE THE WHALES ARE
            

            
                If the idea of watching whales frolic while you eat your breakfast appeals, stay out where the whales are at Mark Belvedere’s 
                    ’Eua’iki Island Eco-Resort
                 Offline map 
                    (
                [image: iconphonegif]
                
                    7512935; www.tongaislandresort.com; fale T$400, full board per person T$150).
                
            

            
                Previously known as Treasure Island, this is a magical setting on ’Eua’iki island. Its thatched bar-restaurant perches on a white, sandy beach, and solid 
                    fale
                 
                with water views are spaced along the beachfront. Snorkelling equipment and kayaks are available.

            
                There are deep channels on both sides of the island that the whales use, and if you hear Mark’s dog barking on the beach, you know it’s time to look out for the whales. He can hear them when you can’t!
            

            
                Meals generally feature fish (the day’s catch), and are available to yachties if booked ahead. Mark is a specialist in the maritime history of the Pacific and makes your visit an educational experience by explaining the seafaring migration of the Pacific. Check out his website (www.kaliafoundation.org) for information on the Polynesian seafaring tradition.
            

        

      

      
            
            Getting There & Away
        

      

                AIR
             
                Chathams Pacific 
            (
            Click here
            ) flies weekly to Niuatoputapu (T$258 one-way from Vava’u) and fortnightly to Niuafo’ou (T$298 one-way from Vava’u).
        

      

                BOAT
             
            The ferry supposedly makes a trip from Vava’u to Niuatoputapu and Niuafo’ou, then back to Vava’u once a month. The unpredictable schedule is reliant on a number of unreliable factors. Enquire at the TVB in Tongatapu (Click here
            ).
        

      
            Most visitors arrive on private yachts. Both islands are ports of entry to Tonga. Niuafo’ou lacks a decent anchorage or landing site (see boxed text 
            Click here
            ). Niuatoputapu has a pass in the reef on the northwest side of the island.
        

      
            Niuatoputapu
        

      
            POP 1400 / AREA 18 SQ KM

      Niuatoputapu (Very Sacred Coconut) has a squashed sombrero shape made up of a steep and narrow central ridge 130m high and surrounding coastal plains. The north coast is bounded by a series of reefs, but there is a passage through to Falehau Wharf.

      In 2009, following the Samoa earthquake, Niuatoputapu suffered extensive tsunami damage and nine people died.

      The island is surrounded by magnificent white beaches and is easily circumnavigated on foot.
                Boat trips
            
            , including to nearby Tafahi, can be negotiated with local fishermen. There’s good 
                diving
             
            outside the reef, but no diving equipment is available on the island.

      
            
                Hihifo
            
            , the Niuas’ ‘capital’, has a police station, a post office and a small store. Cash and travellers cheques can be changed at the Treasury, though it sometimes runs out of cash so it’s advisable to bring 
                pa’anga
             
            with you. There is no ATM.

      
            
                Kalolaine Guesthouse
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                85021; s/d T$20/25)
             
            offers up warm hospitality in a village home with a spacious lounge and neat rooms. Guests can use the kitchen or book meals in advance. To find it, just ask a local to point the way.

      
            Tafahi
        

      
            POP 150 / AREA 3.4 SQ KM

      Nine kilometres north of Niuatoputapu is the perfect cone of the extinct volcano Tafahi (656m). On the right tide you can cross to Tafahi in the morning and return in the afternoon. It’s a good climb to the summit, from which on a good day you can see Samoa! You’ll have to negotiate boat transfers with a local fisherman.

      
            
            Niuafo’ou
        

      
            POP 735 / AREA 49 SQ KM

      Remote Niuafo’ou, about 100km west of Niuatoputapu, resembles a doughnut floating in the sea. It is a collapsed volcanic cone thought to have once topped 1300m in height. Today, the highest point on the caldera is at 210m, and the enclosed lake is nearly 5km wide and 23m above sea level.

      During the past 150 years, Niuafo’ou has experienced 10 major volcanic eruptions. After a particularly nasty one in 1946, the government evacuated the 1300 residents to ’Eua island, and Niuafo’ou was uninhabited until 200 homesick locals returned in 1958.

      Niuafo’ou has no coral reef and no sandy beaches, just open ocean surrounds. A track leads right around the doughnut-shaped volcanic cone and its impressive freshwater lake,
                Vai Lahi
            
            (Big Lake). Keep an eye out for Niuafo’ou’s most unusual inhabitants, the 
                megapode birds
            
            , which use the warm volcanic soil to incubate their eggs. Efforts to save the threatened Tongan megapode have included transplanting chicks to the uninhabited volcanic island of Late, one of Vava’u’s outlying islands.
        

      There are good campsites on the crater, although you should ask for permission first. A handful of village houses offer guest rooms; contact the TVB in Tongatapu for details. There are several small shops scattered through the villages, but it would be wise to bring plenty of food with you.

      Money can be changed at the Treasury. There is no ATM.

      
        
                
                    TIN CAN ISLAND
                

                
                    Niuafo’ou is the ‘Tin Can Island’ legendary for its unique postal service. In days of old, since there was no anchorage or landing site, mail and supplies for residents were sealed up in a biscuit tin and tossed overboard from a passing supply ship. A strong swimmer from the island would then retrieve the parcel. Outbound mail was tied to the end of metre-long sticks, and the swimmer would carry them balanced overhead out to the waiting ship. This method persisted until 1931, when the mail swimmer was taken by a shark.
                

                
                    In keeping with its postal tradition, special Niuafo’ou postage stamps, first issued by the Tongan government in 1983, are highly prized. To stamp collectors, Tin Can Island is legendary. The post must go through...
                

            

      

      
            UNDERSTAND TONGA
        

      
            Tonga Today
        

      Politically, Tonga is in the midst of exciting times.

      Before King George Tupou V was crowned on 1 August 2008, his Lord Chamberlain announced that the new King would relinquish much of his power to meet the democratic aspirations of his people. Changes were subsequently made to the electoral system, and in the November 2010 elections, the general population of 106,000 Tongans gained the right to vote for 17 spots out of 26 in Parliament. The other nine members are elected by the noble class from among themselves (there are 33 noble titles in Tonga).

      Eighty-nine per cent of eligible voters turned out to cast their ballots in this historic election with the Democratic Party of the Friendly Islands, led by long-term pro-democracy leader Akilisi Pohiva, winning 12 of the 17 seats available to commoners. This wasn’t quite enough however. The other five seats were won by independents and they joined the nine nobles for a 14 to 12 majority in parliament and elected a noble, Lord Tu’ivakano, to be Prime Minister. This irked a number of political commentators. Democracy is taking root though, and the next elections in 2014 are sure to be keenly fought.

      Economically, Tonga is in the doldrums. Remittances from Tongans living abroad are dropping as worldwide recession hits and second-generation Tongans abroad need their hard-earned cash to raise their own families – rather than sending it back to Tonga. International aid is also apparently dropping, though aid from China, in the form of Chinese workers building new roads in Tonga, is plainly visible. Tonga’s local economy depends on tourism, agriculture and fishing.

      Psychologically, as this is written, Tonga is on a high. Ikale Tahi
                ,
             
            the national rugby team, had the honour of playing New Zealand in the opening match of the 2011 Rugby World Cup in front of enthused fans and a worldwide TV audience. The team then topped that by beating eventual finalists France 19–14, igniting wild celebrations through the islands with an effort that will be talked about for generations. All this excitement has done much to gloss over Tonga’s various problems.

      
            History
        

      Tonga has a rich mythological tradition, and many ancient legends relate to the islands’ creation. One tells that the Tongan islands were fished out of the sea by the mighty Polynesian god Tangaloa. Another story has Tonga plucked from the ocean by the demigod Maui, a temperamental hero well known throughout the Pacific.

      The earliest date confirmed by radiocarbon testing for settlement of the Tongan group is 1100 BC. On Tongatapu, the Lapita people had their first capital at Toloa, near present-day Fua’amotu International Airport. Archaeological excavations in the village of Hihifo in Ha’apai unearthed Lapita pottery that has carbon dated settlement of this area to more than 3000 years ago. The Vava’u Group has been settled for around 2000 years.

      The first king of Tonga, known as the Tu’i Tonga, was ’Aho’eitu. He came to power some time in the middle of the 10th century AD and was the first in a line of almost 40 men to hold the title.

      During the 400 years after the first Tu’i Tonga, the Tongans were aggressive colonisers, extending their empire over eastern Fiji, Niue and northward as far as the Samoas and Tokelau.

      
        
            
                STOP PRESS: THE KING IS DEAD, LONG LIVE THE KING
            

            
                In what was a shock to all Tongans, King George Tupou V died suddenly in Hong Kong on 18 March, 2012. A hundred and fifty pallbearers carried him to his grave and the country mourned. Tongans may be mourning more than his death, however, as his deeply religious and staunchly conservative younger brother is the new King Tupou VI. The former Crown Prince, Tupouto’a Lavaka Ata has previously voiced his opposition to democracy for Tonga and has a chequered history in charge, including a stint as Prime Minister that ended in his resignation. Tonga’s economy plummeted during his leadership, leading to growing calls for democracy. He was also involved in the demise of Royal Tongan Airlines, which lost the country millions. While many worry about the future under the new king, others feel that as a family man with a wife and children – his brother was a bachelor – he will be a more caring king.
            

        

      

      
            
            European Arrival
        

      The first European arrivals in Tonga were Dutch explorers Willem Schouten and Jacob Le Maire, who discovered the Niuas group in 1616.

      Tongatapu’s first European visitor was Dutchman Abel Tasman, who spent a few days trading with islanders in 1643. He named the island ‘Amsterdam’. In the same year, Tasman was also the first European to visit the Ha’apai group.

      The next European contact came in 1773 with James Cook, who became close friends with the 30th Tu’i Tonga, Fatafehi Paulaho.

      Vava’u remained undiscovered by Europeans until Don Francisco Antonio Mourelle of Spain showed up in 1781, making it one of the last South Pacific islands to be contacted by Europeans.

      
            
            House of Tupou
        

      In 1831 missionaries baptised the ruling Tu’i Tonga, who took the Christian name George. As King George Tupou I, he united Tonga and, with the help of the first prime minister, Reverend Shirley Baker, came up with a flag, a state seal and a national anthem, then began drafting a constitution, which was passed in 1875. It included a bill of rights, a format for legislative and judicial procedures, laws for succession to the throne and a section on land tenure. It is also responsible for Tonga’s heavily Christian laws today.

      The second king, George Tupou II, who took over in 1893, lacked the charisma, character and fearlessness of his predecessor. He signed a Treaty of Friendship with Britain in 1900, placing Tonga under British protection and giving Britain control over Tonga’s foreign affairs. When he died at the age of 45 in 1918, his 18-year-old daughter Salote became queen.

      
            
            Queen Salote
        

      A popular figure, Queen Salote’s primary concerns for her country were medicine and education. With intelligence and compassion she made friends for Tonga throughout the world and was greatly loved by her subjects and foreigners alike. Her legendary attendance at Queen Elizabeth’s coronation in 1953 won many hearts as she took part in the procession bareheaded in an open carriage through London, smiling resolutely at the crowds despite the pouring rain.

      
        
            
                THE ‘FRIENDLY ISLANDS’ – A MISNOMER?
            

            
                On Captain James Cook’s third voyage – he later died in Hawai’i on this same trip – he spent from April to July 1777 in the Tongan islands. While visiting Lifuka in the Ha’apai group, Cook and his men were treated to lavish feasting and entertainment by chief Finau, inspiring Cook to name his South Seas paradise the Friendly Islands.
            

            
                It was later learned, through William Mariner (
                Click here
                ), that the celebration had been part of a conspiracy to raid the two ships 
                    Resolution
                
                and 
                    Discovery
                 
                for their plainly visible wealth. The entertainment had been planned in order to gather the Englishmen in one spot so that they could be quickly killed and their ships looted. There was, however, a last-minute dispute between Finau and his nobles, and the operation was abandoned. Cook never learned how narrowly they had escaped – if he had, he may have changed his name for the ‘friendly islands’.

        

      

      
            
            World’s Heaviest Monarch
        

      King Taufa’ahau Tupou IV took over as ruler of Tonga on his mother’s death in 1965. He re-established full sovereignty for Tonga on 4 June 1970 and oversaw Tonga’s admission to the Commonwealth of Nations and to the UN. In his later years, however, he made a number of unpopular decisions, including selling Tongan passports to anyone who wanted one and appointing an American to the dual role of financial advisor and official court jester who oversaw the loss of T$50 million in funds.

      An imposing figure who was renowned as the world’s heaviest monarch, the 210kg king became a health role model for Tongans when he shed more than 75kg in weight. He was 88 when he died in September 2006.

      In the last years of his life, the king resisted growing calls for democracy, which peaked in a 2005 strike by public servants that lasted for months and resulted in a huge growth of pro-democracy sentiment. Two months after his death, riots in Nuku’alofa killed eight, destroyed much of the business district, shocked the world and led to Australian and New Zealand troops being sent to the supposedly peaceful Pacific paradise.

      
            
            King George Tupou V
        

      Following in the footsteps of his father, King George Tupou V was crowned in a lavish ceremony on 1 August 2008. The monocled bachelor, a graduate of Oxford and Sandhurst, came to power with the Lord Chamberlain making the following statement before his coronation: ‘The sovereign of the only Polynesian kingdom…is voluntarily surrendering his powers to meet the democratic aspirations of many of his people…the people favour a more representative, elected parliament. The king agreed with them. He planned to guide his country through a period of political and economic reform for the 21st century.’ See Tonga Today (Click here
            ) for what has happened since.
        

      
            The Culture
        

      Tonga is a largely homogenous, church- and family-oriented society. Although, on the whole, Tongans are open and extremely hospitable, due to cultural nuances many foreigners feel a bit at arm’s length.

      
            
            Population
        

      Tongans are proud Polynesians with a unique culture, different from other South Pacific nations. Tongans make up the vast majority of the people – there are a few
                palangi
             
            (Westerners) and a small but significant population of Chinese immigrants.

      Tonga’s total resident population is around 106,000. Tongatapu has more than 65% of the total population, with approximately 30% of the total living in and around Nuku’alofa (the island’s and the nation’s capital).

      Estimates suggest there are as many Tongans living abroad as there are in the kingdom, mostly in New Zealand, Australia and the US. There are now many second- and third-generation Tongans living in these countries.

      
            
            Religion
        

      Tonga is, on the surface at least, a very religious country. Ninety-nine per cent of the country identifies itself as being of Christian faith. The Free Wesleyan Church (which is the royal family’s church of choice) claims the largest number of adherents, followed by the (Methodist) Free Church of Tonga, the Church of England, the Roman Catholics, Seventh Day Adventists and the wealthy and increasingly prominent Mormons.

      Churches are central to everyday life and, as they are seen as social and community organisations, Tongans donate a lot of money to them. Because of this, Tongans are very conservative and bring religion into all kinds of aspects of their daily lives. Many Tongans, especially women, may go to church two, three or even four times every Sunday. Public displays of affection between the sexes are a no-no.

      Many Tongans still believe in the spirits, taboos, superstitions, medical charms and gods of pre-Christian Polynesia. One such belief is that if a family member is suffering a serious illness, it is because the bones of their ancestors have been disturbed. Many will return to old family burial sites, dig up remains and rebury relatives to remedy their own ill health.

      
            
            Lifestyle
        

      Family is very important in Tongan life, with each member playing a role and elders commanding respect. A family unit often consists of all sorts of extras including adopted children, cousins and other relatives living alongside the parents, children and grandparents. Everything is communal, from food to sleeping arrangements and everyone is looked after. The patriarch is usually the head of the family and jobs are distributed according to gender.

      You’ll often see Tongans in conservative dress wearing distinctive pandanus mats called
                ta’ovala
            
            around their waists. In place of a 
                ta’ovala,
            
            women often wear a 
                kiekie,
            
            a decorative waistband of woven strips of pandanus. Men frequently wear a wraparound skirt known as a 
                tupenu
            
            and women an ankle-length 
                vala
            
            (skirt) and 
                kofu
             
            (tunic).

      
        
            
                FAKALEITI
            

            
                One of the most distinctive features of Tongan culture are
                 
                    fakaleiti,
                a modern continuation of an ancient Polynesian tradition, known as 
                    fa’afafine
                
                in Samoa and 
                    mahu
                
                or 
                    rae rae
                 
                in French Polynesia.

            
                The term 
                    fakaleiti
                
                is made up of the prefix 
                    faka-
                
                (in the manner of) and -leiti
                
                from the English word 
                    lady
                
                . Traditionally, if a Tongan woman had too many sons and not enough daughters she would need one of the sons to assist with ‘women’s work’ such as cooking and housecleaning. This child would then be brought up as a daughter. These days, becoming a 
                    fakaleiti
                
                can also be a lifestyle choice. There is little stigma attached to 
                    fakaleiti,
                 
                and they mix easily with the rest of society, often being admired for their style.

            
                On Tongatapu, the Tonga Leitis’ Association is an active group – note that members prefer to call themselves simply 
                    leiti
                 
                (ladies). The association sponsors several popular, well-attended events, including the international Miss Galaxy competition in early July.

            
                Visitors to Vava’u can’t help but enjoy the
                 
                    fakaleiti 
                show on Wednesday nights at Tonga Bob’s (Click here
                ).
            

        

      

      
            
            Education
        

      Tongans highly value education. The literacy rate is 99%, reflecting the large investment that Tonga – and some highly visible religious groups – have made in the people. English is taught in schools throughout the islands.

      Visitors may be surprised at the colourful array of school uniforms worn by Tongan students. Children at government primary schools wear red and white, government secondary school students wear maroon, blue is the colour for Wesleyan schoolkids, orange for Church of Tonga schools, and Mormon school students wear green. This is standard throughout the country.

      
            
            Language
        

      See the Language chapter on Click here for Tongan basics.

      
            Arts
        

      
            
            Handicrafts
        

      Tongan handicrafts are handmade from local materials and each piece is unique, not mass produced. A lot of time and effort has gone into making all those bone-carved necklaces, wooden carvings, woven baskets and
                tapa
             
            mats that you see at markets and handicraft shops.

      Women’s groups often work together making handicrafts and especially
                tapa
             
            and woven mats, which are treasured possessions in every household and used for important occasions like weddings and funerals.

      
            
                Tapa 
            is made from beaten bark of the mulberry tree, and as women usually work together in a mat-making group to produce a large piece, it is often divided up later. Woven mats are made from pandanus leaves and used for floor coverings or as 
                ta’ovalas,
             
            to be worn around the waist.

      Visitors should avoid buying handicrafts made from turtleshell or whalebone while in Tonga.

      
            
            Music & Dance
        

      Tongans love to sing and they do so enthusiastically in church, at festivals and dances, and even in small kava 
            circles. They also love brass marching bands and every high school has one. Young Tongans, however, increasingly listen to imported Western music, including rap and whatever can be downloaded from the internet.
        

      The most frequently performed traditional dance in Tonga is called the
                lakalaka
            
            . The 
                tau’olunga, 
            a female solo dance, is the most beautiful and graceful of all Tongan dances, while the most popular male dance is the 
                kailao
             
            – the war dance.

      At feasts that visitors may go to, female dancers are often lathered in coconut oil and, as they dance, members of the audience approach and plaster paper money to the sticky body. This is good form and ‘tips’ given in this manner will be greatly 
            appreciated.

      
            Environment
        

      The Kingdom of Tonga is made up of 171 islands, scattered across 700,000 sq km of ocean. Geographically Tonga is composed of four major island groups, which are, from south to north: Tongatapu and ’Eua, Ha’apai, Vava’u and the Niuas.

      Tonga sits on the eastern edge of the Indo-Australian plate, which has the Pacific tectonic plate sliding under it from the east, creating the Tonga Trench. This 2000km-long oceanic valley that stretches from Tonga to New Zealand is one of the deepest in the world – if Mt Everest was placed in the deepest part of the Tonga Trench, there would still be more than 2km of water on top of it. Tonga is moving southeast at 20mm a year, meaning that the region is a particularly volatile area for volcanic and earthquake activity.

      
            
            Ecology
        

      While Tonga’s national flower is the heilala, colourful and scented hibiscus, frangipani, bird of paradise and other flowers create an oasis of colour. There are coconut groves and banana plantations amid fields of taro, cassava and yams. Papaya are everywhere. Huge rain trees, mango trees and banyans dot the landscape, while mangroves cover the mudflats.

      Dolphins and migrating humpback whales swim in the waters around Tonga. The humpbacks come from June to October and can often be seen offshore from the major islands.

      The only land mammal native to Tonga is the flying fox (fruit bat;
                peka
            
            ). Interesting birdlife includes the 
                henga
            
            (blue-crowned lorikeet); the 
                koki
            
            (red shining parrot) of ’Eua; and the 
                malau
             
            (megapode or incubator bird), originally found only on the island of Niuafo’ou, but introduced in recent years to uninhabited Late Island to the west of Vava’u in an effort to save it from extinction.

      
            
            Conservation Issues
        

      A number of murky conservation issues cloud the waters of Tonga. These are mainly based around the environment being compromised for economic gain and include the following:

      
            
                Swimming with whales
             
            There are arguments that swimming with whales alters their behaviour and has a detrimental affect on both the mothers and babies.

      
            
                Green turtle conservation
             
            Tongans eat green turtles, often as part of religious ceremonies, but turtle numbers are dwindling.

      
            
                Sea cucumbers
             
            Asian culinary tastes mean that big dollars can be earned by exporting sea cucumbers to Asia. There is a fear that they are being overfished.

      
            
                Aquarium fish
             
            It has been suggested that exporting brightly coloured aquarium fish to the USA is to the detriment of populations around Tongan reefs.

      
            
            National Parks
        

      Tonga has eight officially protected areas, including six national marine parks and reserves, and two national parks – the 449-hectare ’Eua National Park and the Mt Talau National Park in Vava’u.

      
            Food & Drink
        

      Being an island nation, Tonga is surrounded by the sea and Tongans will eat just about anything that comes out of it, from shellfish to shark to sea turtle.
                ’Ota’ika,
             
            raw fish in coconut milk, is an island-wide favourite.

      Pigs are prized possessions and roam the streets along with chickens. For feasts, smaller pigs are roasted on spits over open fires while bigger ones are cooked in
                umu
             
            (underground ovens).

      Root crops such as taro, sweet potato and yams are easy to grow in Tonga, so take precedence over other vegetables, which are much harder to produce.

      Tropical fruits are everywhere, with coconuts, bananas and papaya available year-round. Summer is the season for mango, pineapple, passionfruit and guava.

      Unfortunately, imported goods are having detrimental effects on Tongan diets and obesity is a problem. One of the worst offenders is fatty mutton
                (sipi),
             
            imported from New Zealand, and canned meats.

      There are bakeries throughout Tonga producing a wide variety of goodies. Tongans love
                keki
             
            (doughnuts).

      Beer is available everywhere, but is imported and expensive. As in other South Pacific countries, Tongan men drink kava
                ,
             
            made from pepper roots. This is done as a social activity by groups of men in kava circles, usually in the evenings and late into the night.

      
            SURVIVAL GUIDE
        

      
            Directory A–Z
        

      
            
            Accommodation
        

      ‘Resort’ is an extremely loose term in Tonga. If prices are surprisingly cheap, don’t expect much in the way of facilities. Even if prices are expensive, don’t expect too much. Check the websites but don’t believe everything you see.

      Tonga does not have a range of good hotels. Smaller boutique-style accommodation is a much better option. There is boutique-style accommodation with plenty of comforts on Tongatapu and its nearby islands, on Foa in Ha’apai and throughout the Vava’u group.

      Good budget and midrange guesthouse options are available – many with cooking facilities. They’ll be cheaper with shared bathroom, more expensive with private bathroom.

      Camping is generally discouraged and 
            is illegal in Ha’apai and Vava’u unless part of a guided trip. Some guesthouses allow camping on their property. Ask first!

      
            PRICE RANGES
        

      The following price ranges refer to a double room with bathroom. Unless otherwise stated tax is included in the price.

      
            
                $
             
            less than T$80

      
            
                $$
             
            T$80 to T$150

      
            
                $$$
             
            more than T$150

      
            
            Business Hours
        

      Here are some standard business hours, but remember, time is a flexible entity in Tonga. Virtually everything is closed on Sunday.

      
            
                Banks
             
            9am to 4pm Monday to Friday.

      
            
                Bars
             
            11am to 12.30am Monday to Friday, to 11.30pm Saturday.

      
            
                Cafes
             
            early to 10.30pm Monday to Saturday.

      
            
                Post offices & government offices
             
            8.30am to 4pm Monday to Friday.

      
            
                Shops
             
            8am to 5pm Monday to Friday, to 1pm Saturday.

      
            
            Children
        

      Tonga is a great destination for families. There is plenty to keep kids entertained and Tongans love children.

      Bring your essentials with you. Disposable nappies (diapers) and powdered milk are widely available. Bring children’s snorkelling gear and your own child car seat.

      
            
            Embassies & Consulates
        

      The following foreign diplomatic representatives are found in Nuku’alofa:

      
            
                Australia
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23244; www.tonga.embassy.gov.au; Salote Rd)
             
            High Commission.

      
            
                China
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24554; Vuna Rd)
             
            Embassy.

      
            
                EU
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23820; eutonga@kalianet.to; Taufa’ahau Rd)
             
            European Commission.

      
            
                Japan
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22221; National Reserve Bank Bldg, Salote Rd)
            
        

      
            
                New Zealand
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23122; nzhcnuk@kalianet.to; Taufa’ahau Rd)
             
            High Commission.

      
            
                UK
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24395; britcomt@kalianet.to; Vuna Rd)
             
            High Commission.

      
            
                US
             
                (Peace Corps; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                25466)
             
            Nearest US Embassy is in Suva, Fiji.

      
            
            Food
        

      See Click here 
            for information on what is available in Tonga. The following prices ranges for a main course were used in the Eating options in this chapter:

      
            
                $ 
            less than T$15
        

      
            
                $$
             
            T$15 to T$30

      
            
                $$$
             
            more than T$30

      
            
            Gay & Lesbian Travellers
        

      Homosexuality is an accepted fact of life in Tonga. You’ll lenty of gay men around. The fine old Polynesian tradition of
                fakaleiti
             
            (Click here
            ) is alive and well. The lesbian population is much more underground. Public displays of sexual affection are frowned upon, whether gay or straight.
        

      
            
            Internet Access
        

      Internet cafes are throughout Tonga, with more in Tongatapu and Vava’u. Charges are around T$6 per hour. Many accommodation houses have wireless and/or computers available. Slow connections are the norm.

      
        
            
                PRACTICALITIES
            

            »
                
                    Customs regulations
                 
                You may bring two cartons of cigarettes and 2.25L of spirits or 4.5L of wine or beer into Tonga duty free.

            »
                
                    Currency
                
                Notes in denominations of one, two, five, 10, 20 and 50 
                    pa’anga
                
                (T$) and coins in denominations of one, five, 10, 20 and 50 
                    seniti
                
                .
            

            »
                
                    Electricity
                
                240 volts AC Hz/ 
                50 cycle.

        

      

      
            
            Money
        

      Cash is king. Be sure to take it with you to Ha’apai and ’Eua where there are no ATMs. There are ATMs in Tongatapu and Vava’u, including an ATM outside Arrivals at Fua’amotu International Airport. It’s easy to change major currencies at banks and money exchanges.

      Credit cards are accepted at many tourist facilities but often attract a 4% to 5% fee on transactions. Visa and MasterCard are the most common.

      Tongans don’t expect tips but you won’t cause any offence by rewarding special service with one.
                Fakapale
             
            (gifts of money) are often given to performers at cultural events.

      
            
            Public Holidays
        

      In addition to New Year’s Day, Easter, Christmas Day and Boxing Day, public holidays in Tonga include the following:

      
            
                Anzac Day
             
            25 April

      
            
                Emancipation Day
             
            4 June

      
            
                Crown Prince Tupouto’a-Lavaka’s Birthday
             
            12 July

      
            
                Official Birthday of the King of Tonga
             
            1 August

      
            
                Constitution Day
             
            4 November

      
            
                King George Tupou I Commemoration Day
             
            4 December

      
            
            Safe Travel
        

      Tonga, in general, is a safe country to visit, though late nights and alcohol can be a bad mix and brawls are not uncommon in bars.

      Dogs can be aggressive. Do as the Tongans do and pretend to throw a stone; the dogs will cower away.

      
            
            Telephone
        

      The country code for Tonga is[image: iconphonegif]
            676, and there are no local area codes. Dial [image: iconphonegif]
            913 for the international operator and [image: iconphonegif]
            910 for directory enquiry. The emergency phone number is [image: iconphonegif]
            911.
        

      Public phones are located throughout Tonga. You can use phonecards (readily available in denominations of T$5, T$10 and T$20) to make both local and overseas calls.

      Mobile (cell) phones are the must-have accessory in Tonga. Most foreign phones set up for global roaming will work here and coverage is reasonably good throughout the islands. The two telecommunication companies are
                Tonga Communications Corporation
             
                (TCC; UCall Mobile Shop; 
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                27006; www.tcc.to)
            
            and 
                Digicel
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                8761000; www.digiceltonga.com)
            
            , and a cheap local phone, including SIM, will cost you around T$50. Digicel also offers a T$10 Visitor SIM that expires after 30 days.
        

      
            
            Time
        

      Tonga is 20 minutes east of the 180th meridian, placing it 13 hours ahead of Greenwich Mean Time. Tonga does not observe daylight savings. At noon in Tonga, the time is:

      »
            9am the same day in Sydney
        

      »
            11am the same day in Auckland
        

      »
            11pm the previous day in London
        

      »
            3pm the previous day in Los Angeles.
        

      
            
            Tourist Information
        

      
            
                Tonga Visitors Bureau
            Offline map  
                (www.thekingdomoftonga.com)
        

      
            
                Vava’u Islands
             
                (www.vavau.to)
            
        

      
            
                Ha’apai Islands
             
                (www.haapai.to)
            
        

      
            
                ’Eua Island
             
                (www.eua-island-tonga.com)
            
        

      
            
                Matangi Tonga
             
                (www.matangitonga.to)
             
            Online newspaper.

      
            
                Lonely Planet
             
                (www.lonelyplanet.com/tonga)
             
            Planning advice, recommendations and reviews.

      
            
            Visas
        

      Most countries’ citizens are granted a 31-day stay on arrival. You’ll need a passport with at least six months’ validity and an onward ticket. One-month extensions are granted at the immigration department for up to six months at T$46 per month. Contact the
                Tonga Immigration Department
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                26969; visatonga@gmail.com)
            
            .
        

      Those intending to fly in and depart Tonga by yacht require a letter of authority from a Tongan diplomatic mission overseas or the immigration division.

      
            Getting There & Away
        

      
            
            Air
        

      Three airlines fly into Tonga. Access is easy from New Zealand, Australia and Fiji with direct flights. Coming from anywhere else, you’ll need to make connections at Auckland, Sydney or Nadi. The cheapest flights are booked early and online.

      
            
                Air New Zealand Offline map
            
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23192; www.airnewzealand.com; Air NZ Travel Centre, Vuna Rd)
            
        

      
            
                Fiji Airways
            Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23422; www.airpacific.com; Vuna Rd) 
            Formerly known as Air Pacific.

      
            
                Virgin Australia
            Offline map Google map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                24566; www.virginaustralia.com; Taufa’ahau Rd)
            
        

      
            
            Sea
        

      Trans-Pacific yachts arrive on the trade winds from Samoa, the Cook Islands and French Polynesia. Others come north from New Zealand. All vessels calling on Tonga must give customs 24-hour advance notice of arrival. To summon the harbour master and for emergencies in Tonga use VHF Channel 16. It is no longer necessary to formally clear in and out of each island group (see www.noonsite.com).

      Ports of entry are Nuku’alofa (Tongatapu), Neiafu (Vava’u), Pangai (Ha’apai), Falehau (Niuatoputapu) and Futu (Niuafo’ou).

      
            Getting Around
        

      
            
            Air
        

      Flying is by far the easiest, fastest and most comfortable way to get around Tonga.

      
            
                Chathams Pacific
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23192; www.chathamspacific.com; Air NZ Travel Centre, Vuna Rd)
             
            operates all domestic flights in Tonga. Bookings can be made and paid for online and flights are scheduled to work in with arriving and departing international flights (no flights on Sundays). There are three price levels – EasyGo, Standard or Flexi fares. Book early to get the cheapest fares. Some example fares:

      
        
          	
                            
                                ROUTE
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                EASYGO FARE
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                DURATION/ 
                                FREQUENCY

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Tongatapu–Vava’u
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$231
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                45min/2 daily
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Tongatapu–Ha’apai
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$153
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                30min/daily
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Tongatapu–’Eua
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$70
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                10min/2 daily
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Ha’apai–Vava’u
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$143
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                30min/3–4 weekly
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Vava’u–Niuafo’ou
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$298
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                1hr/fortnightly
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Vava’u–Niuatoputapu
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$255
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                1hr/weekly
                            

                        
        

      

      
            KINGDOM AIR PASSES
        

      There are four kinds of Kingdom Air Pass:

      
        
          	
                            
                                AIR PASS
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                DESTINATIONS
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                FARES 
                                DEC-MAY/JUN-NOV

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Fonu (Turtle) Pass
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                Tongatapu–Ha’apai–’Eua
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$390/T$458
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Anga (Shark) Pass 

                        
          	
                            
                                Tongatapu–Ha’apai–Vava’u
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$438/T$541
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Tolofini (Dolphin) Pass
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                Tongatapu– 
                                Vava’u–’Eua

                        
          	
                            
                                T$540/T$602
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Tofua’a (Whale) Pass
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                Tongatapu–Ha’apai–Vava’u–’Eua
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$564/T$693
                            

                        
        

      

      
        
          [image: dont-miss]
        

        
            
                AVIATION BUFFS READ THIS!
            

            
                Aviation buffs have started turning up in Tonga from all over the world to ride one of the last remaining DC3s on a scheduled commercial service. Officially named 
                    Tanagaloa,
                
                this fully restored DC3 first flew as part of the New Zealand Air Force in 1944! It has been cruising the skies ever since, and after being lovingly restored by 
                    Chathams Pacific
                Offline map  
                (Click here
                ; see the photos on its website), has been flying the Tongatapu–Ha’apai route. If you are requesting your flights as part of a Kingdom Air Pass, be sure to ask for a seat on the 
                    Tanagaloa,
                 
                surely the most photographed aircraft flying the South Pacific skies.

        

      

      
            
            Boat
        

      
            INTERISLAND FERRY
        

      The
                Tonga Visitors Bureau
             
                (TVB; www.thekingdomoftonga.com)
             
            lists ferry schedules, which must be rechecked prior to intended travel.

      Steer clear of the MV
                Pulupaki,
             
            which also sails between Tongatapu and Vava’u. One look should have you running the other way from this rusty tub, which in the past has sailed despite an order of detainment of vessel from the Ministry of Transport for being unsafe.

      
            
                Friendly Islands Shipping Company
             Offline map 
                (
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                22582; www.fisa.to; Queen Salote Wharf, Nuku’alofa)
            
            operates the MV 
                ’Otuanga’ofa
            
            , a relatively sparkling beauty donated by the Japanese government in 2011. It plies the waters between Tongatapu and Vava’u, and occasionally heads to the Niuas. Check the timetable before you turn up.
        

       
            APPROXIMATE ECONOMY FARES:

      (Note that the following are adult fares; children aged 4–12 years pay half price.)

      
        
          	
                            
                                ROUTE
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                FARE
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Nuku’alofa–Pangai (Ha’apai)
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$68
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Nuku’alofa–Neiafu (Vava’u)
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$88
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Pangai (Ha’apai)–Neiafu (Vava’u)
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$60
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Neiafu (Vava’u)–Niuatoputapu
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$214
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Neiafu (Vava’u)–Niuafo’ou
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                T$224
                            

                        
        

      

       
            INTERISLAND FERRY SCHEDULE:

      
        
          	
                            
                                DEPARTS
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                ARRIVES
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Nuku’alofa, 
                                10pm Mon

                        
          	
                            
                                Pangai (Ha’apai), 8.30am Tue
                            

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Pangai (Ha’apai), 10am Tue
                            

                        
          	
                            
                                Neiafu (Vava’u), 
                                5pm Tue

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Neiafu (Vava’u), 
                                10am Wed

                        
          	
                            
                                Pangai (Ha’apai), 
                                5pm Wed

                        
        

        
          	
                            
                                Pangai (Ha’apai), 
                                6pm Wed

                        
          	
                            
                                Nuku’alofa, 
                                6am Thu

                        
        

      

      
            NUKU’ALOFA TO ’EUA
        

      The ferry trip (two to three hours, T$28 one-way) on either
                MV Alaimoana
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                21326)
            
            or 
                MV ’Ikale
             
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                23855)
             
            leaves Nuku’alofa at 12.30pm on Tuesday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday. The return trip departs ’Eua at 5am Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday.

      
            OTHER VESSELS
        

      Smaller islands off the main ferry routes in all island groups can be reached by smaller boats.

      
            
            Bus
        

      Buses run on Tongatapu, and in a more limited capacity on Vava’u and its causeway-linked islands. Fares range from T$0.50 to T$1.70 depending on the island and the distance travelled. Don’t expect to get where you’re going in a hurry but riding a local bus is a cultural experience in itself.

      
            
            Car
        

      Rental cars are available on Tongatapu and Vava’u. To be legal, you need a Tongan driving licence from the police; simultaneously produce your home driving licence, your passport and T$60 cash. Hiring a car or van with a driver is another option.

      People drive very slowly on the left-hand side of the road. The speed limit is 40km/h in villages and 65km/h elsewhere. When driving, watch out for children, dogs, chickens and pigs and don’t park under coconut trees – you will be liable for the broken windscreen.

      
        
            
                2009 FERRY TRAGEDY
            

            
                Tragedy struck Tonga in August 2009 with the sinking of the 
                    Princess Ashika
                
                and the loss of more than 70 lives. The 
                    Ashika
                
                was a stop-gap measure. The previous main ferry, the MV 
                    ’Olovaha,
                
                had been deemed unseaworthy and the 
                    Ashika
                 
                brought in to replace it until the arrival of a new ferry from Japan in 2011.

            
                As it turned out, the 
                    Ashika
                
                was 10 years older and less seaworthy than the 
                    ’Olovaha
                
                – and went down in a disaster that touched virtually every family in Tonga. To make matters worse, the new king, in a move that did not endear him to his people, headed overseas on holiday the next day without comment, despite being aware of 
                the tragic events.

            
                Subsequent investigations have seen government officials resign, payouts to victims’ families and a number of civil court cases. If there is any positive outcome from this awful event, it is that all ferries and aircraft have come under intense scrutiny, and safety standards have risen dramatically. The new ferry, the MV 
                    ’Otuanga’ofa,
                 
                donated by the Japanese government, should induce confidence in all who ride upon it.

            
                There is a wall of remembrance, featuring the faces of those who died on the 
                    Ashika,
                 
                on the inland side of Vuna Rd, opposite the domestic ferry terminal in Nuku’alofa.

        

      

      
            
            Taxi
        

      Taxis have a ‘T’ in front of the numbers on the licence plate. There are plenty of taxis on Tongatapu and Vava’u, though it may not be an ‘official’ taxi that picks you up. If you ask someone to organise a taxi, it may be their husband, brother or nephew who comes to get you. Just pay the going rate.

      Passengers should always ask the rate before getting in the taxi and ask for the going rate at your accommodation before you leave so you have a ballpark figure.
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            Isolation Brings Innovation
        

The global financial crisis has impacted strongly on the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga. All the countries are battling significant budget deficits, and their respective tourism industries have been hampered by a downturn in long-haul travellers from Europe and North America. However, visitor numbers are still increasing year on year for the Cook Islands (due to Australian travellers utilising new direct air services from Sydney) and Tonga and Samoa have been investing in campaigns to drive tourism traffic.
        

      [image: sidebar]
            
                For Daring 
                    Foodies
                
            

            »
                Collected from the coral reefs of Samoa, 
                    palolo
                 
                looks like blue worms and is quite salty and served on toast.

            »
                A Cook Islands speciality is 
                    mitiore
                 
                (fermented coconut with onion and seafood).

        

      
            Within these countries, specific islands are developing innovative 
                attractions
            
            to inspire traveller interest. ’Atiu in the Cook 
                Islands
             
            and the Tongan island of ’Eua, for example, are becoming popular for bird
                watching
             
            and eco
                tourism
            
            . Rarotonga is growing as a destination for foodies by 
                moving
            
            away from a dependence on imported foodstuffs, and the island of Mitiaro in the Cook Islands is developing rustic village homestays. There are even rumours of plans for a new passenger and car ferry to service Aitutaki and Mangaia in the Cook Islands. Across the region there is also a general move toward enabling visitors to have more authentic experiences, often by focusing on local food and village accommodation. 

      
            The Changing Face of Aid
        

New Zealand and Australia remain key foreign-aid donors to the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga – recent projects funded by Kiwi aid money include support for the Cook Islands’ pearl industry. However, the impact of Chinese aid throughout the Pacific should not be underestimated, as China’s influence becomes increasingly visible. Chinese road workers are a common sight in Tonga, aid money from Beijing has funded several public buildings in the Samoan capital of Apia, and even the police 
                station
             
            and courthouse in Rarotonga were constructed with Chinese capital and labour. Around NZ$2 million is gifted annually by China to the Cook Islands, but this aid definitely comes with strings attached. A Chinese workforce must be used for construction, and the Cook Islands must purchase equipment and goods from China. In January 2012, 17 fishing licences were granted to Chinese companies, a decision very unpopular with local Cook Islands commercial fishers.

      
            Remittances from families living in other countries are another significant contributor to these economies. With the worldwide recession, however, cash-strapped second-generation families in Auckland, Sydney and Los Angeles are not sending as much money back to their home islands. This downturn in remittances has been most severe for Samoa, American Samoa and Tonga.
        

      
            
                With plenty of current information on Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga, the Pacific Island Report (http://pidp.eastwestcenter.org/pireport) is an invaluable online resource for keeping up-to-date with the region.
            

        

      
            Environmental Issues
        

Like much of the Pacific, the impact of ongoing climate change is a significant issue for the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga. The devastation caused on Aitutaki by Cyclone Pat in February 2010 is still evident, and climate scientists predict that severe cyclones are likely to become more frequent throughout the region in the future.
        

      
            Rising sea levels caused by global warming are also a big threat. Many of the islands in the Northern Group of the Cook Islands are low-lying and could be uninhabitable within the next century. An increase in sea levels would also impact on Aitutaki’s beautiful lagoon, and the Vava’u 
                island
             
            group in Tonga. The Cook Islands is taking a lead on environmental issues in the region, and in 2011 announced plans to become the Pacific’s ‘greenest’ destination with a 100% reliance on solar and wind-generated energy by 2020.

      
            Deforestation is a serious environmental challenge for Samoa. Population pressures and demand for the export and local use of timber are significant issues. Much of the lowland rainforest has already been cleared, and rainforest now covers around 37% of total area. The protection of Samoa’s forests is crucial for the conservation of water and soil resources as well as to ensure the survival of flying foxes and unique island ecosystems. Similar pressures are evident on Tonga, often driven by indiscriminate slash-and-burn agriculture.
        

      
            Waste management and disposal is also a major concern across the 
                region
            
            . Consumption of over-packaged imported goods and infrequent transport links for waste disposal often result in a less-than-pristine environment. Through education and action the situation is definitely improving, and clean-up crews from schools or church groups are a common sight on the region’s beaches.
        

      
            
                For more information on environmental issues in the Pacific islands, see the websites of the South Pacific Environment Programme (www.sidsnet.org/pacific/sprep) and the UN Environment Programme (www.unep.ch/conventions).
            

        

      
            A Time of Transition for Samoa & Tonga
        

Late 2011 to early 2012 was an important time for Samoa and Tonga. Expanding on the country’s 2009 switch from driving on the right hand side of the road to the left, in December 2011 Samoa moved clocks forward a full 24 hours to align with key trading partners Australia and New Zealand. Friday 30 December 2011 simply did not take place in Samoa, and yes, there were a few people who missed their flights home on following days.
        

      
            Tonga was rocked in March 2012 with the sudden death of King George Tupou V aged 65. Crowned only in 2008, he ceded many of his powers after ascending the throne to pave the way for democratic reform in the country.
        

      
            
                Saying Hello
            

            
                
                    Kia Orana
                 
                (Cook Islands Maori)

            
                Talofa (Samoan)

            
                Malo e lelei (Tongan)

             

            
                Dos & Don’ts
            

            »
                Land and beach access often belongs to local families, so ensure you ask permission before creating your own tracks.
            

            »
                Don’t purchase souvenirs made out of endangered resources such as black coral or sandalwood.
            

            »
                Never fish or collect shells and other specimens in marine reserves. 

            
                Online Updates
            

            
                
                    Cook Islands News 
                (www.cinews.co.ck)
            

            
                
                    Samoa Observer
                
                (www.samoaobserver.ws, Samoa)

            
                
                    Samoa News
                
                (www.samoanews.com, American Samoa)

            
                
                    Matangi Tonga 
                (www.matangitonga.to)

            
                Sport Stars
            

            
            Kevin & Tony Iro Rugby league players from the Cook Islands

            
                
                    Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson
                 
                Samoan wrestler and actor

            
                
                    Jonah Lomu
                 
                All Blacks rugby superstar from Tongan

            
                Recent Films
            

            
                
                    Sione’s Wedding
                 
                (2006) Directed by Chris Graham

            
                
                    The Orator
                 
                (O Le Tulafale, 2011) Directed by Tusi Tamasese

            
                 My Lost Kainga (2011) Directed by Tony Fuemana

            
                Recent Books
            

            
                Pacific Tsunami Galu Afi (2010) by Lani Wendt Young
            

            
                
                Patterns of the Past: Tattoo Revival in the Cook Islands (2011) by Therese Mangos and John Utanga
            

            
                Top Blogs
            

            
                
                    Sleepless in Samoa
                 
                (www.sleeplessinsamoa.blogspot.co.nz)

            
                
                    Raro Lens: A Look at the Cooks
                 
                (www.rarolens.com)

            
                
                    A Samoan Woman
                
                (www.samoanwoman.com) 

            
                
                    Samoa Food 
                (www.samoafood.com)
            

            
                 
                Fagogo mai Samoa…aue! (www.savaii.blogspot.co.nz)
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History

            Arrayed across the Polynesian heart of the world’s largest ocean, the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga have been at the hub of Pacific history for many centuries. Exploration, conquest and trade connected the diffuse island groups well before the arrival of European explorers and missionaries, and the nations’ experiences with the impact of colonialism and Christianity have been both shared and unique.
        

[image: sidebar]
            
                Historic Sites
            

            »
                Avana Harbour (Cook Islands)
            

            »
                Ha’amonga Trilithon (Tonga)
            

            »
                Pulumelei Mound (Samoa)
            

        


            The Cook Islands remains closely aligned to former colonial guardians New Zealand, Samoa is divided between independence and the United States, and Tonga is the Pacific’s last remaining monarchy.
        

            Since independence, geographical isolation and limited population bases have ensured economic growth and stability goals have been hard to reach, but increasingly tourism is recognised as a positive impetus for future growth.
        

            Emigration and improved transport links have definitely made islands like Rarotonga more modern and cosmopolitan, but the region’s out
            
                lying
             
            islands all still proudly and robustly showcase traditional Polynesian values.

            See this book’s individual country chapters for a deeper understanding of the history of the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga.
        

            POLYNESIAN SETTLEMENT
        

            Surrounding the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga with the expanse of the Pacific Ocean, Polynesia (‘Many Islands’) is scattered across a vast watery triangle with its three points at Hawai’i, Easter Island (off the west coast of South America) and New Zealand.
        
            A Gradual Journey East
        

            Although the Norwegian explorer and archaeologist Thor Heyerdahl theorised in the 1940s that the earliest Polynesians migrated from Peru via Easter Island on balsa wood rafts, it is now commonly accepted that mankind first entered the Pacific from the west via the East Indies and the Malay Peninsula. This idea is reinforced by linguistic and DNA studies, archaeological evidence and oral histories.
        

            About 50,000 years ago the first people arrived in New Guinea from southeast Asia via Indonesia. These people, now known as Papuans, share ancestry with Australia’s Aborigines. Moving slowly east, the Papuans’ progress halted in the northern Solomon Islands about 25,000 years ago, due to the lack of boats able to cross the increasingly wide stretches of ocean. Subsequent people, collectively known as Austronesians, moved into the area from the west, mingling with the Papuans and eventually becoming the highly diverse group of people known as ‘Melanesians’. New Guinea and the Solomons were the only inhabited islands in the Pacific for many thousands of years.
        

            
                As a 14-year old in 1932, Tonga’s King Taufa’ahau Tupou IV achieved the national pole-vaulting record in his age group. The record remained unbroken until 1989.
            

        

            Onwards to Polynesia
        

            The wider seas from the Solomons to Vanuatu were finally crossed in about 1500 BC. An Austronesian people now known as the Lapita finally developed the technology and the skills to cross the open seas to New Caledonia. Heading east they quickly expanded through Fiji, Tonga and Samoa, where they developed the culture we now know as Polynesian. The Lapitas’ Polynesian descendants waited on Samoa and Tonga for a thousand years or so, until more advanced ocean vessels and skills were developed. Some time around 200 BC they crossed the longer ocean stretches to the east to the Society and Marquesas island groups (in modern French Polynesia). From there, voyaging canoes travelled southwest to Rarotonga and the southern Cook Islands, southeast to Rapa Nui (Easter Island) in AD 300, north to Hawai’i around AD 400 and southwest past Rarotonga to Aotearoa (New Zealand) in AD 900.
        

            EUROPEAN CONTACT
        

            Searching for Terra Australis
        

            Like Pacific islanders, European explorers came in search of resources (gold and spices initially), and were driven by curiosity or national pride. Europeans were also inspired by one overpowering myth: the search for the great southern continent, Terra Australis.
        
Since the time of Ptolemy, scientists predicted the presence of a huge landmass in the southern hemisphere to counter the earth’s northern continents. Otherwise, it was believed, the globe would be top-heavy and fall over. Belief in this southern continent was unsubstantiated, and to confirm its existence, explorers were to dispatched to chart its coasts and parley with its people. In the absence of hard facts, Terra Australis was believed to be peopled with strange heathens and magical creatures, and rumoured to be rich in gold.
        

            Dutch and French Exploration
        

            Dutch explorers Jacob Le Maire and Willem Schouten’s 1616 search for Terra Australis introduced Europe to the Tongan islands and Futuna. Another Dutchman Jacob Roggeveen spotted Bora Bora in the Society Islands in 1722, and Tutuila and Upolu in Samoa. Abel Tasman became the most famous Dutch explorer after charting Tasmania and the east coast of New Zealand in 1642, then landing on the islands of Tonga and Fiji.
        


            
                
                    Vaka: Saga of a Polynesian Canoe,
                
                by Sir Tom Davis, is a historical novel based on the story of the 
                    Takitumu
                 
                canoe (one of the canoes of the ‘great migration’ to New Zealand in the 14th century) over a span of 12 generations.

        


            The most famous French explorer, Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, came upon Tahiti and claimed it for France in 1768. He went on to the Samoan islands, then continued on to Vanuatu and discovered Australia’s Great Barrier Reef. Bougainville’s impact was greater than dots on a map, however; his accounts of the South Pacific sparked massive interest in Europe and created the myth of a southern paradise.
        


            The Arrival of the English
        

            In 1767 Samuel Wallis – 
                still
             
            searching for Terra Australis – landed on Tahiti, but the greatest of the English explorers was James Cook. His three journeys into the region – the first in 1768 most famously ‘discovered’ Australia and New Zealand – saw detailed mapping and exploration that would later allow others to follow. His third and final journey was the first European visit to Hawai’i where Cook was killed in a skirmish. His legacy can be seen throughout the Pacific with his detailed maps used up until the 1990s and several places bearing his name, most notably the Cook Islands.

            Following the most famous of maritime mutinies, Fletcher Christian captained the 
                Bounty
             
            to discover Rarotonga in the southern Cook Islands in 1789.

            
                CROWNING A CHIEF
            

            
                Traditionally the 
                    ariki
                
                (high chief) in the Cook Islands was the first-born son in the royal line and held the highest rank in the tribe. The 
                    ariki
                
                was believed to be a direct descendant of the gods, and during ritual ceremonies was seen as an intermediary between heavenly and earthly realms. The 
                    ariki
                 
                commanded huge power, sitting in judgment over family disputes, declaring war and peace with other tribes, and ensuring the continuing welfare of his people.

            
                These days, with a modern democratic system in place in the Cook Islands, the 
                    ariki
                
                is more a figurehead than an actual ruler, but they still command considerable moral authority. The House of Ariki, which consists of all the 24 
                    ariki
                
                in the Cook Islands, serves to advise the elected government on issues of custom and tribal tradition, but has little say in the actual day-to-day running of the country. The title has also lost its misogynistic overtones: today the 
                    ariki
                 
                is just as likely to be a woman as a man.

            
                The investiture of a new 
                    ariki
                
                is still an important ceremony in the Cook Islands. The new 
                    ariki,
                 
                    mataiapo
                
                (sub-chiefs) and all the other attendants are clad in the traditional ceremonial dress, and the ancient symbols of office (including a spear, woven shoes, a feather headdress, a woven fan and a huge mother-of-pearl necklace) are presented. The ceremonies are also packed with strange quirks: on Rarotonga, the investiture of the 
                    ariki
                 
                is for some reason not considered complete until he or she has bitten the ear of a cooked pig, but no-one can quite remember why.

        


            THE ARRIVAL OF THE MISSIONARIES
        

            Protestant Power
        

            After a few largely unsuccessful Spanish Catholic forays into Micronesia during the 17th century, the first major attempt to bring Christianity to the Pacific was by English Protestants. The newly formed London Missionary Society (LMS) outfitted missionary outposts on Tahiti and Tonga, and in the Marquesas in 1797. These first missions failed – within two years the Tongan and Marquesan missions were abandoned. The Tahitian mission survived but its success was limited. For a decade there were only a handful of islanders who were tempted to join the new religion.
        

            Other Protestants soon joined the battle. The new players in the South Pacific were the Wesleyan Missionary Society (WMS), fresh from moderate success in New Zealand, and the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), following their christianising of Hawai’i. The WMS and ABCFM both floundered in the Marquesas, but fared better in Tonga.
        

            Despite the slow start, missionary success grew. By the 1820s missionary influence was enormous. A Protestant work ethic was instilled and tattooing was discouraged. Promiscuity was guarded against by nightly ‘moral police’ and the most ‘heathen’ practices such as cannibalism and human sacrifice were forbidden. From Tahiti, Tonga and Hawai’i, Christianity spread throughout the Pacific.
        

            The Expansion of Christianity
        

            The missionaries’ success was due to three major factors. Firstly, lever politics played a part, particularly the conversion of influential Tongan chief Taufa’ahau. After conversion, he went on to seize control of Ha’apai from its rightful heir, Laufilitonga. Baptised in 1831, Taufa’ahau took on the Christian name of Siaosi, or George, after the king of England, and adopted the surname Tupou.
        

            Under his influence, all of Ha’apai in Tonga converted to Christianity. When George’s cousin, King ’Ulukalala III of Vava’u, followed suit, so did the people of Vava’u. On Tongatapu, Wesleyan missionaries were gaining momentum, and secured the conversion of George’s great-uncle Tu’i Kanokupolu. Upon his death, George Tupou assumed his title and became the sole king of a now united Tonga.
        

            Secondly, the perceived link between European wealth and Christianity also played a part in the spread of the religion. Missionaries ‘civilised’ as well as christianised, and islanders obtained European tools and skills such as literacy. The third and final catalyst for the expansion of Christianity throughout the pacific was that the message of afterlife salvation fell on attentive ears as European arrival coincided with the massive depopulation through the spread of disease.
        

            Missionaries also shielded islanders from the excesses of some traders, and it was missionary pressure that finally put an end to the blackbirding trade that forced Pacific Islanders into slave work in the mines of South America.
        


            
                
                    Lagaga – A Short History of Samoa,
                
                edited by Malama Meleisea, is the definitive history and covers everything from legends and the infinite complexities of the 
                    matai
                 
                system to colonial rule and beyond from a Samoan perspective.

        


            Putting Pacific languages into written form, initially in translations of the Bible, was another major contribution. While many missionaries deliberately destroyed ‘heathen’ Pacific artefacts and beliefs, others diligently recorded myths and oral traditions that would otherwise have been lost. A substantial portion of our knowledge of Pacific history and traditional culture comes from the work of missionary-historians.
        

            COLONIAL EXPANSION
        

            Once European traders were established in the Pacific, many began agitating for their home countries to intervene and protect their interests. Missionaries also lobbied for colonial takeover, hoping that European law would protect islanders from the lawless traders. European powers began following a policy of flag following trade by declaring protectorates and then by annexing Pacific states.
        


            Colonialism brought a peace between warring European powers but an increase in tensions with islanders. The arrival of settlers brought many diseases, which had been unknown in the Pacific or had been experienced only in limited contact with explorers or traders, which had a horrific toll on islanders. Cholera, measles, smallpox, influenza, pneumonia, scarlet fever, chickenpox, whooping cough, dysentery, venereal diseases and even the common cold all had devastating effects. Most Polynesian populations were halved, while some islands of nearby Vanuatu were among the worst hit, dropping to just 5% of their original populations.
        

            Protecting the Cook Islands from France
        

            The late 19th century saw a headlong rush of colonial expansion over much of the South Pacific. Following several requests for British protection from Makea Takau, the ruling 
                ariki
             
            of Avarua, Rarotonga was officially made a British overseas protectorate in 1888, mainly in order to avoid a French invasion. The first British Resident (the representative of the British government in a British protectorate) arrived in 1891, but the relationship soon went sour. As a tiny country of little strategic or economic importance, the Cook Islands held little interest for the British, and following a request from the New Zealand Prime Minister, Richard Seddon, the Cook Islands was annexed to New Zealand in 1901.


            
                When Captain James Cook dined on locally prepared fish cooked in coconut cream with the Ha’apai Chief Finau, he was so impressed that he ordered his own chef to try to cook fish the Tongan way.
            

        


            A Three-Country Stand-Off for Samoa
        

            Following a civil war between two rival Samoan ruling families, the British, Americans and Germans then set about squabbling over Samoan territory, and by the late 1880s Apia Harbour was crowded with naval hardware from all three countries. Most of it subsequently sunk – not because of enemy firepower, but because of a cyclone that struck the harbour in March 1889. After several attempted compromises, the Tripartite Treaty was signed in 1899, giving control of western Samoa to the Germans and eastern Samoa to the Americans.
        

            Christianity Brings Unity to Tonga
        

            Tonga was largely spared this superpower squabbling and colonial annexation, and following the 1831 baptism of the ruling Tu’i Tonga, Tonga was united under King George Tupou I. A constitution, flag and national anthem were introduced in 1875. The constitution included a bill of rights, a format for legislative and judicial procedures, laws for succession to the throne and a section on land tenure. It is also responsible for Tonga’s heavily Christian laws today.
        

            The second king, George Tupou II, who took over in 1893, lacked the charisma, character and fearlessness of his predecessor; he signed a Treaty of Friendship with Britain in 1900, placing Tonga under British protection and giving Britain control over Tonga’s foreign affairs. However Tonga is still the Pacific’s only kingdom.
        

            MOVING TOWARDS INDEPENDENCE
        

            Annexation & Administration
        

            Following the annexation to New Zealand in 1901, the next six decades were largely quiet years for the Cook Islands. In the 1960s, as colonies became increasingly unfashionable, New Zealand leapt at the chance to off-load its expensive overseas dependency and in 1965 the Cook Islands became internally self-governing.
        

            In 1914, at the outbreak of WWI, Britain persuaded New Zealand to seize German Samoa. Preoccupation with affairs on the home front prevented Germany from resisting. Under the New Zealand administration, Samoa suffered a devastating (and preventable) outbreak of influenza in 1919; more than 7000 people (one-fifth of the population) died, further fuelling anger with the foreign rulers. Increasing calls for independence by the Mau Movement culminated in the authorities opening fire on a demonstration at the courthouse in Apia in 1929.
        

            Following a change of government (and policy) in New Zealand, Western Samoa’s independence was acknowledged as inevitable and on 1 January 1962, independence was finally achieved.
        


            
                Published in 1884, 
                    Samoa – A Hundred Years Ago and Long Before
                 
                by George Turner features myths, legends and stories revealing the pre-colonial society and culture of the Samoan islands.

        


            Postcolonial Transitions
        


            Following Samoa in 1962, most of the Pacific island states gained independence (or partial independence) from their former colonial rulers.
        

            Only a handful of Pacific territories remain in the hands of the US (American Samoa), France (New Caledonia), Chile (Easter Island) and New Zealand (Rarotonga and the Cook Islands), with some gradually returning power to islanders. Tonga, which was never officially colonised, remains the last monarchy in the Pacific, though the royal family has begun relinquishing power in favour of democracy.
        

            Tonga continued as a British Protectorate until 1970 when King Taua’ahau Tupou IV re-established full sovereignty for the country, and Tonga subsequently joined the Commonwealth of Nations and the UN.
        

            LEARNING THE ROPES OF INDEPENDENCE
        

            Financial Instability in the Cook Islands
        

            The first leader of the newly independent Cook Islands was Albert Henry, leader of the Cook Islands Party (CIP), and a prime mover in the push for self-rule. Sir Albert did much to unify the country in the initial years of independence, but fell spectacularly from grace during the 1978 elections, when he became embroiled in a massive scandal involving overseas voters. The election was handed to the opposition party, the Cook Islands Democratic Party, and Sir Albert was stripped of his knighthood. Power seesawed over the ensuing years between the two rival parties, and the Cook Islands political landscape of the period is littered with spats, scandals and larger-than-life personalities.
        

            In the mid-1990s, foreign debt spiralled out of control and, with bankruptcy looming, the government was forced to take radical action. 1996’s economic-stabilisation programme resulted in the sacking of about 2000 government employees – 50% of the public service – a huge proportion of the working population in a country of just 20,000 inhabitants. Masses of redundant workers left the country to New Zealand or Australia and never returned, and the country was only saved from the brink thanks to an emergency aid package implemented by the New Zealand government.
        

            
                Despite the fact that the Cook Islands bear his name, James Cook never actually laid eyes on Rarotonga and only ever set foot on tiny Palmerston Atoll (most of the time he courageously sent a few subordinates ashore in his place).
            

        

            Tourism the Way Ahead for Samoa
        

            In Samoa, the Human Rights Protection Party (HRPP) has mainly been in power since independence. Economic development remains excruciatingly slow or nonexistent, far below population growth, but unlike neighbours Tonga and Fiji, the country has been politically stable. Fish and tropical produce such as cocoa, coffee, bananas, coconuts and taro were expected to become big export earners, but due to mismanagement, crop diseases and destructive cyclones, this has not happened. Nowadays container ships arrive piled up with imports, but leave almost empty. Only tourism provides a ray of hope for a brighter economic future.
        

            Overseas Remittances Fuel Tonga
        

            Tonga tends to lurch from one economic crisis to another, and standards of living are generally dependent on remittances – money sent home from relatives living and working overseas. However, if family ties between Tongans at home and abroad become weaker and the money dries up, the Tongan economy will be in big trouble.
        

      
        TIMELINE


            3100- 
            3000 BC

            Descendants of the Lapita people arrive in Polynesia travelling from East Asia, down the Malay Peninsula, and through the islands of Melanesia.
        
 
            1500 BC

            The Samoan islands is inhabited by the Lapita people, the first Polynesians, who made their way across the vast Pacific Ocean.
        

            200 BC – 
            AD 200

            Polynesian pioneers reach the Society and Marquesas Islands (now French Polynesia), honing their ocean-going navigational skills for longer journeys.
        

            500
        

            Settlers arrive on Rarotonga and begin the process of colonising the other islands, eventually travelling south to the islands of New Zealand.
        

            950
        

            Samoan warriors, led by Chief Savea, defeat the Tongan invaders, and the victorious chief is rewarded with the title of Malietoa.
        

            1300s
        

            Tangi’ia and Karika, two chiefs from Tahiti and Samoa, conquer Rarotonga and divide the island’s population into six different tribes.
        

            1773
        

            James Cook sights Manuae and the ‘Hervey Group’ in the Cook Islands and Tonga for the first time. Six years later he’ll be killed in Hawai’i.
        

            1789
        

            Captain William Bligh and 18 crewmen are set adrift off the volcanic Tongan island of Tofua after the crew of HMS 
                Bounty
             
            mutiny.

            1823
        

            Rev John Williams of the London Missionary Society lands on Rarotonga and the conversion of Cook Islanders to Christianity begins.
        

            1830
        

            Rev John Williams from the London Missionary Society arrives on the Samoan island of Savai’i during a civil war.
        

            1845
        

            King George Tupou I begins his reign over a united Tonga, assuming his new first name as a tribute to British monarch King George IV.
        

            1888
        

            Cook Islands established as a British overseas protectorate to avoid French invasion. Within 13 years, the Brits will be ready to offload the Cooks to New Zealand.
        

            1889
        

            Robert Louis Stevenson abandons the chilly moors of Scotland for his own ‘Treasure Island’, and the warm delights of Samoa.
        

            1894
        

            ‘Here he lies where he longs to be’ – Tusitala (Teller of Tales) Robert Louis Stevenson dies of a stroke and is buried at Vailima.
        

            1899
        

            The Tripartite Treaty gives Western Samoa to Germany and Eastern Samoa to America; Samoans hand in their guns and full independence for Western Samoa won’t occur until 1962.
        

            1900
        

            Tonga becomes a protectorate of the British Empire, an understanding that will linger until 1970 when full sovereignty is declared and Tonga joins the UN.
        

            1901
        

            New Zealand annexes the Cook Islands, and more than a century of the closest of association begins for the two countries.
        

            1905
        

            Mt Matavuno on the Samoan island of Savai’i erupts – lava destroys a village, but no-one is killed.
        

            1914
        

            New Zealand troops occupy German-run Western Samoa without opposition at the beginning of WWI. In 1916, New Zealanders and Germans will face off in the Battle of the Somme.
        

            1918
        

            The New Zealand administration cops the blame for the deadly Spanish influenza epidemic that kills 7000 people in Western Samoa.
        

            1929
        

            On 28 December, Black Saturday, armed New Zealand police in Apia gun down 11 Mau protesters seeking 
                Samoan
             
            independence.

            1962
        

            Western Samoa celebrates becoming the first South Pacific island group to gain independence. By 1997, the country will have dropped the ‘Western’ tag.
        

            1965
        

            Cook Islands becomes ‘self-governing nation in free association with New Zealand’. Cook Islanders start eyeing up the bigger pay packets of Auckland and Wellington.
        

            1991
        

            Samoa beat Wales and Argentina at the Rugby World Cup, signalling the arrival of Pacific players onto the world stage.
        

            1996
        

            Cook Islands ‘economic crisis’ sees 50% of public service workers sacked and a New Zealand rescue package implemented. Auckland’s looking even more attractive now.
        

            2002
        

            New Zealand Prime Minister Helen Clark formally apologises to Samoa for her country’s poor treatment of Samoan citizens during colonial times.
        

            2005
        

            A record five cyclones strike the Cook Islands causing widespread damage; Unit Titles Act passed on Rarotonga but rejected by Aitutaki.
        

            2006
        

            The Tongan capital of Nuku’alofa is struck by pro-democracy riots after the death of King Taufa’ahau Tupou IV. Incoming King George Tupou V lessens his powers to progress Tongan democracy.
        

            2009
        

            The southern and eastern coasts of ’Upolu in Samoa and the south coast of Tutuila in American Samoa are struck by a tsunami killing approximately 190 people.
        

            2012
        

            King George Tupou V of Tonga dies less than four years after his coronation, leaving his country with a legacy of democratic reform.
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      Culture, Religion & Tradition

      
            THE NATIONAL PSYCHE
        

Throughout the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga, visitors will experience a relaxed and easygoing welcome and, while a 21st-century modernity is often evident, just scratching the surface will reveal traditional values, customs, and family and island alliances from earlier times.
        

      
            The Cook Islands
        

Beneath the Cook Islands’ Westernised veneer (especially on Rarotonga), many aspects of traditional Maori culture survive and inform everyday life and society. This culture is evident in the way land is inherited, managed and leased (but never sold), and lives on in dance, music and celebration.
        

      
            
                Several missionaries recount that one of the traditional greetings in the Cook Islands was to tip back the head, slightly elevating the eyebrows at the same time. Look out for it – it’s still a relatively common gesture in a culture where body language is very important.
            

        

      
            However it’s important to remember the Cook Islands has only been a unified country for a relatively short while. Previously, each island celebrated distinct customs, traditions and tribal structures. Many proud Cook Islanders still refer to their own ‘home island’ and can explain exactly how its people are different to those from other islands.
        

      
            In the few short decades since independence, the Cook Islands has still harnessed a remarkably strong sense of national pride. Politics, sport, dance and music are all universal passions, and Cook Islanders share a collective belief in community, family and the preservation of traditional values.
        

      
            Samoa
        

Beyond the friendly and easygoing nature of Samoans experienced by visitors, the strict conventions of 
                fa’a Samoa
             
            (the Samoan way) are rigorously upheld throughout society.

      
            At the heart of 
                fa’a Samoa
            
            are 
                ’aiga (
            
            extended family groupings)
            , 
            which give life, culture, education, dignity and a purpose to individuals from the cradle to the grave and beyond. Each 
                ’aiga
            
            is headed by a senior 
                matai (family group leader),
            
            who is supported by junior 
                matai and
            
            who represents the family on the 
                fono
            
            (village council). The 
                fono
            
            punishes such crimes as theft, violence and insubordination with fines, reparation or ostracism. Punishments by the local 
                fono
            
            are taken into account if the case also comes before the 
                palagi
             
            (Western-style) court system.

      
            In theory, all wealth and property is owned communally by caring, sharing 
                ’aiga,
            
            and decisions about these matters are always made by the 
                matai
            
            . You serve and give your wages to your 
                matai,
            
            and in return your 
                matai
            
            helps you if you become sick or need money for school fees or a trip to New Zealand. 
                ’Aiga
            
            members share their wealth and provide welfare services to needy family members. Children belong to the 
                ’aiga,
             
            not the biological parents, and are often adopted or borrowed by relatives.

      
            Tonga
        

Like most Pacific islanders, Tongans have a deep sense of generosity, hospitality, reciprocity and community. However, tourists are less customary here than in Rarotonga and Samoa, and may initially be greeted with some reserve. This reserve is also related to traditions surrounding respect and hierarchy.
        

      
            
                Derek Freeman ignited a major controversy when in 1983 he published his look at the gloomy side of life in Samoa entitled 
                    Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of an Anthropological Myth
                
                .
            

        

      
            Effectively, Tonga has three social tiers: royalty, nobility and commoners. Commoners are required to address royalty in a special language and can only approach the monarch while crawling on their hands and knees. This deference is further evident in public life: direct eye contact is disrespectful and people generally stoop or duck when passing a person of higher status. Saving face is all-important, and Tongans do not like to disappoint or say no to anyone. Don’t be surprised if you fail to receive straight answers, or are presented with directions and itineraries that go awry.
        

      
            THE IMPORTANCE OF RELIGION
        

Sundays in the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga are virtually mandated as a time for reflection and relaxation. Take the time to slow down, attend a church service – bring along your best singing voice – and learn about the importance of Christianity across the Pacific.
        

      
            Cook Islands
        

Few people today remember much about the pre-European religions of Polynesia, with its sophisticated system of 12 heavens and 70-plus gods. See 
            Click here 
            for a whirlwind tour of premissionary religion.

      
            Despite the Cook Islands today being overwhelmingly and enthusiastically Christian, echoes of the ancient religion are still evoked in many traditional ceremonies. The investiture of a new 
                ariki 
            (high chief) involves ancient chants to Tangaroa and other pagan deities.
        

      
            The major local denomination is the Cook Islands Christian Church (CICC). Founded by the first LMS missionaries in the early 1820s, its blend of Church of England, Congregational, Baptist, and Methodist 
            teachings attracts about 70% of the Cook Islands’ faithful. The remaining 30% of Cook Islands churchgoers are split between Roman Catholics, Seventh-Day Adventists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Pentecostalists and the Church of the Latter-day Saints.

      
            Visitors are welcome to attend a Sunday service, and it’s a fantastic way to be immersed in Cook Islands culture. The service is usually in Maori, although if there are any 
                papa’a
             
            (foreigners) present there will be a token welcome in English and parts of the service may be in English as well.

      
        
            
                THROW AWAY YOUR WATCH
            

            
                If you’re keen for a break from schedules, meetings, and generally having to be on time, all the time, a few weeks in the Cook Islands, Samoa or Tonga could be just what the doctor ordered. Patience is definitely a virtue in these laidback South Pacific lands, and time is often a somewhat flexible concept.
            

            
                Perhaps it’s the tropical climate, the relaxed lifestyle, or the fact that you can circumnavigate some of the islands in less than an hour, but locals’ attitude to time can be quite different. If you’re genuinely in a hurry (ie catching a plane) it can be extremely frustrating, but you’ll get there faster if you learn to take it in your stride. So sit back, order another smoothie, and make sure you book your taxi half an hour earlier than you think you’ll need it. Come to think of it, better make that an hour…
            

        

      

      
            Samoa
        

Samoan churches don’t just physically dominate the villages; they’re a vital part of the social glue that holds everything together. Everyone dresses up in their Sunday best and goes to church at least once on the week’s holiest day. The village 
                pese 
            (choirs) practise two or three times a week (with fines for being late or absent), church youth groups organise dance competitions and sports events, and women’s groups raise money by running bingo nights and aerobics classes in the church hall. Sunday school for the children is taken seriously, with a panel of teachers and annual exams. Families compete with each other to donate the most money to the church, and the amount given by each family is called out and written down during the service. Families often give more than they can afford (up to 30% of their income) to maintain their social standing. Some give and expect to receive back good health and other blessings in answer to their prayers.
        

      
        
            
                CANNIBALISM IN THE COOKS
            

            
                As in many other South Pacific cultures, the Cook Islands practised cannibalism, but there’s debate about exactly how widespread it was, and according to oral history the practice was only commonplace under certain chiefs. Cannibalism was usually enacted as a mark of victory in war or as a fearsome punishment. The practice ceased in the Southern Group of the Cooks with the advent of Christianity, although it had apparently already been outlawed by Mangaian chiefs by the time the missionaries arrived.
            

            
                The favoured method, according to the missionary William Wyatt Gill, was to skewer the unfortunate victim on a long spear, and then barbecue them over an open fire to remove the hair and cuticles. The body was then steamed in an underground oven and distributed among the warriors of the tribe (women and children were never allowed to join in). The intestines and thighs were the choicest cuts, but diners weren’t overly fussy, and the only body parts remaining at the end of the feast were the bones and nails.
            

        

      

      
            Tonga
        

Tongans are extremely religious, and 99% of the country’s population identifies with a wide range of Christian faiths. Minority religions represented include Baha’i, Islam and Hinduism. Missionaries in Tonga are prevalent and mostly well respected, and local church delegates are frequently on missions around the Pacific. Churches rely on donations and fundraising both in Tonga and from overseas, and this often places a hefty financial burden on Tongan families. Many families end up taking out loans or selling heirlooms in the markets around the time of annual church donations.
        

      
            
                The Samoan language has a special vocabulary of respectful words that are used at official 
                    fono 
                meetings and any time when talking to a 
                    matai
                
                .
            

        

      
            Many pre-missionary superstitions linger, such as fear of 
                tevolo 
            (devils), and graveyard protocol retains the trace of ancient rituals. One belief is that if a family member is suffering from a terminal or chronic illness, it is because the bones of ancestors have been disturbed. Many Tongans will return to family burial sites, dig up remains and rebury old relatives to remedy their own ill health. 
                Faito’o
             
            (traditional Tongan medicine) is also widely practised in every village, and is often a preferred alternative to Western healthcare.

      
            FAMILY FIRST
        

Family comes first across Polynesia, and while relocation to Auckland, Sydney or Los Angeles can slowly weaken intergenerational ties, throughout the home islands of the Cooks, Samoa and Tonga, pride and respect for your ancestors and extended family is paramount.
        

      
            
                Tongans invest great energy and creativity into decorating graves. Visitors passing cemeteries will spy embroidered quilts, beer bottles, plastic flowers, pictures of Jesus Christ, shells, rocks and soft toys marking burial sites.
            

        

      
            Cook Islands
        

Every Cook Islands Maori is part of a family clan, which is connected in some way to the ancient system of chiefs – a system that has 
                survived
            
            for centuries in an unbroken line. Most people can relate their 
                genealogy
             
            over several generations – often in truly bewildering detail – and it’s more than just a matter of family pride. The traditional systems of land tenure and title inheritance rely entirely on family genealogy. As Cook Islands families are often huge, with astonishingly complicated connections, crossovers and intermarriages, it pays to know exactly how you fit into the family tree. Extended families are an everyday feature of most Cook Islanders’ lives, and you’ll often find children living with grandparents, or aunts and uncles. Long-term adoption between families is fairly commonplace.

      
            Samoa
        

Family life is at the heart of 
                fa’a 
            
                Samoa
            
            . Parents and other relatives treat babies very affectionately, but when they reach three years old they are pushed away and made the responsibility of an older sibling or cousin. 
                Fa’aaloalo
            
            (respect for elders) is the most crucial aspect of the 
                fa’a
             
                Samoa,
            
            and children are expected to obey not just their parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts, but also the 
                matai
            
            and other adults in their village. Any disobedience or answering back is sternly punished. Children are regularly instilled with the Samoan proverb, ‘the path to power is through 
                tautua 
            (service)’. To many Samoan children, however, this service can seem like a never-ending servitude to family, village and church. Most parents are strict and force their children to attend church, run errands and do household chores, and often school and homework are not the number-one priority.
        

      
            
                
                    Hongi
                
                – the traditional Maori custom of pressing noses together – was once practised in the Cook Islands too. 
                    Hongi
                 
                literally means ‘to smell the fragrance’, and it was customary to sniff hands, shoulders, bodies and even feet as a form of greeting.

        

      
            Tonga
        

Family is the central unit of Tongan life. An average family unit may comprise adopted children, cousins and other distant relatives, alongside the usual smattering of siblings and grandparents. Chores are distributed according to gender: men tend the 
                umu
            
            (underground earth oven), grow and harvest food, collect and husk coconuts and perform all manual labour. The women clean, wash clothes, prepare and cook food, and take on the lion’s share of child-minding responsibilities. The patriarch is generally the head of the family, and land passes down from a father to his eldest son. However, women possess high (even superior) status in other facets of family life. For example, a brother’s 
                fahu
             
            (oldest sister) will be accorded the highest level of respect at all formal and informal occasions, from funerals to weddings and births.

      
            Tongan society is devoid of materialism; possessions are communal and ‘borrowing’ is a way of life. Visitors staying with a Tongan family might find that some of their belongings are borrowed. Raising the issue with your hosts is best done with a sense of humour and the understanding that this is how society here operates.
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      Myths & Legends

Pre-Christian religion was remarkably consistent between islands scattered over the vast expanse of Polynesia. Gods such as Vatea, Tangaroa, Rongomatane and Tane, and demigods such as Maui and Rata, were known to Polynesians everywhere from Hawai’i to Easter Island to New Zealand. Often the names changed slightly through dialectical differences, but the Polynesian celestial pantheon is largely familiar and consistent across the Pacific.
        

      
            
                Carvings of Tangaroa were very popular in the Cook Islands in pre-Christian times and are the most common carving you’ll see on the islands today. When you see the carvings, there’s definitely no debate Tangaroa was the god of fertility.
            

        

      
            It was the prodigious navigation and voyaging feats of the Polynesians in their long 
                vaka
             
            (outrigger canoes) that made such homogeneity of religion possible. All myths and legends were passed orally from generation to generation and, as with any oral storytelling, quirks and regional variations have crept in across the centuries.

      
            TANGAROA THE CREATOR
        

Tangaroa was known as the ‘creator’ deity across much of the Pacific, and is known by this name in the Cook Islands and New Zealand. Also known as Kanaloa (Hawai’i), Tangaloa (Tonga), and Tagaloa (Samoa), he was worshipped as the father of the gods. Tangaroa’s children were so-called ‘departmental’ gods, responsible for fields such as the forests (Tane) and agriculture (Rongo).
        

      
            With characteristic Tongan humility, some Tongan legends say that the islands of Tonga were woodchips left over from the gods’ workshop. In another tale, Tangaloa fished the islands from the sea with a hook made from tortoiseshell and whalebone. Perhaps not adept with the fishing rod, his line snagged on the island of Nuapapu, scattering into the sea the bits of land now known as the Vava’u Group.
        

      
            
                
                    Cook Islands Custom
                 
                is a short book based on the writings of William Wyatt Gill, and contains first-hand accounts of many traditional Cook Islands customs, including birth, marriage practices, magic rituals and funeral rites.

        

      
            Tagaloa or Tangaroa is known as the supreme being throughout Samoa and Tonga, but in other parts of the Pacific oral storytelling has varied the script. In the Cook Islands (and New Zealand), Tangaroa is not the father of the gods, but one of the kids. He is, though, the most important of the departmental gods, even more important than his father Vatea and mother Papa. Tangaroa is the god of the seas, pretty key in a culture where the ocean is so vital to survival.
        

      
            Myths and legends can serve many purposes, such as preserving historical facts, explaining natural phenomena or just entertaining the troops. The oldest legends are the most widespread, such as that of the god Tangaroa. If Tangaroa ever existed, he must have lived millennia ago, before Pacific islanders became so scattered. In comparison, the most recent, ‘local’ stories are those about heroes such as Tangi’ia, who almost certainly existed (since many people on Rarotonga can trace ancestry back to him and his fellow travellers).
        

      
            A Mangaian Variation
        

Only on Mangaia, southeast of Rarotonga, did Tangaroa lose his position as the pre-eminent god. On Mangaia, they say, when Tangaroa’s parents discussed their children’s inheritance, Vatea wanted to give all the food to his first-born, Tangaroa, but his wife, Papa, suggested giving Tangaroa only the ‘chiefly’ food, ie only the food that was red. Vatea thought this was a fine salute to his favoured son, but the red food turned out to form only a tiny heap; Rongo’s share, by contrast, was so plentiful that his huge pile of food kept falling over! Papa was happy, because although she was forbidden to eat with her first-born by the complex rules of 
                tapu
            
            (the laws that define what is sacred and what is not), she was permitted to share Rongo’s huge stash. Tangaroa, unsurprisingly, was not happy and stormed off to sea, leaving Rongo to rule Mangaia. Ever after, when 
                human
             
            sacrifices were made to appease Rongo, a piece was always thrown aside for the hungry Papa.

      
        
            
                THE TURTLE & THE SHARK
            

            
                One of Samoa’s most famous legends began on the island of Savai’i. During a devastating famine, a blind old woman and her granddaughter threw themselves into the ocean so they would not be a burden on their selfish and unwelcoming family. Cast into the ocean, with only the sea to protect them, they miraculously transformed into a turtle and a shark, and set about finding another village to welcome them elsewhere in Samoa. Many times they turned themselves back into grandmother and granddaughter to approach a village, but many times they were spurned and forced to return to the ocean as a turtle and a shark.
            

            
                Finally the village of Vaitogi – now in American Samoa – accepted them, and welcomed them to their community perched above high cliffs and a rugged black lava coastline dotted with surging blowholes. But after so long living in the sea, the old lady and her granddaughter missed the call of the ocean, and decided to return there and live beneath the rocks near the village. Now, when a special song is sung – one version of the legend states it must be by the villagers of Vaitogi – a shark and a turtle appear, and the old lady and her granddaughter continue to thank the people of Vaitogi for their compassion and generosity.
            

        

      

      
            MAUI THE HERO
        

Between gods such as Tangaroa and heroes such as Tangi’ia, there is a continuum of demigods. Of these, Maui Potiki is the most famous. A trickster cross between Prometheus and Brer Rabbit, Maui achieved his great feats (such as slowing the sun, bringing fire to people and creating the first coconut) not through the use of force, but by cleverness and trickery.
        

      
            
                According to Polynesian mythology, black pearls from the Northern Group of the Cook Islands and Tahiti were given by Tangaroa to Tane. Using the lustre of the pearls, Tane was able to illuminate heaven.
            

        

      
            Maui’s most famous achievement, remembered in legends all over the Pacific, was to fish an entire island out of the sea. The New Zealand Maori say it was the North Island of their country, but in the Cook Islands they say it was the twin islands of Manihiki and Rakahanga. 

      
            Long ago, three brothers, all named Maui, held a fishing competition near an underwater coral outcrop. The first two caught only everyday fish, but Maui Potiki (Maui the Last Born) had arranged things beforehand with a woman, Hine i te Papa, who dwelt on the sea bed. She hooked Maui Potiki’s fish-hook into the coral outcrop and Maui was able to pull it up above the surface to form a large island. Maui Potiki, ecstatic, jumped onto his catch and taunted his brothers about his fishing prowess.
        

      
            However, if you know anything about Polynesian legends, you’ll know that something always goes wrong. In this case, a Rarotongan named Huku had already discovered the underwater coral outcrop, and returned at once to demand ‘his’ island. Maui Potiki was a trickster, not a fighter; he sprang into the air to escape, unfortunately breaking the island into two pieces as he leapt. Huku was left in possession of the two islands, which he named Rakahanga and Manihiki.
        

      
            
                To fast track an understanding of the mythology of Oceania, see www.janeresture.com/oceania_myths/mythology.htm. Here’s your chance to learn about Atonga, the half-human, half-spirit hero of Samoan myth, or Mahuika, the goddess of fire and earthquakes.
            

        

      
            Another variation tells us that Tonga was the product of a successful fishing trip by Maui. Fishing with a hook borrowed from an old man called Tonga, Maui plucked all the islands from the ocean one by one, and called the largest Tonga to honour the old man and his miraculous hook. Many centuries later, it’s little wonder that Polynesians are so keen on fishing as they try and discover their inner Maui.
        

      
            Maui is the archetypal Polynesian hero. Besting one’s enemies (or brothers) through the use of cunning and downright cheating, seems to appeal to something in the Polynesian storyteller. Maui was a clown as well as a hero. This was a prankster so irritating that his brothers forbade him to go fishing with them, meaning he had to disguise himself as an insect to sneak aboard their boat.
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      Art & Craft

      
            DANCE & MUSIC
        

      
            Dance
        

Traditional dance is very popular across the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga. Attend an ‘island night’, which combines a traditional meal with music and dance for a fine showcase of the talents of locals. Wallflowers be warned, however; a feature of almost every island night is dragging some unsuspecting visitors up on stage to perform. Don’t be shy – you’ll get a lot more out of the evening if you just lose your inhibitions and get those hips shaking.
        

      
            Cook Islanders’ dancing is wonderfully suggestive and sensuous, and unsurprisingly this met with stern disapproval from the first European visitors. Each island also has its own songs, chants and dance variations. See 
            Click here 
            for examples of local Cook Islands dances.

      
            Dance in Tonga is also an impressive sight, and is performed regularly for special occasions and feasts. Most Tongan dances are performed in groups, like the 
                lakalaka,
            
            a formal, standing dance that can require the participation of an entire village. The 
                ma’ulu’ulu
            
            is also performed for festive and state occasions. Men also occasionally perform the 
                kailao,
            
            or war dance. This is a dramatic display, with wooden clubs, rapid pacing, war cries and fierce drumming. Oiled skin also facilitates traditional tipping of Tongan dancers, known as 
                fakapale
            
            
                ,
            
            in which spectators slap one and two 
                pa’anga
             
            notes on the bodies of performers to show respect and express gratitude. Visitors are expected to do the same.

      
            
                The Cook Islands ukulele is traditionally made from coconut shells and carved wood (usually wild hibiscus or mahogany). It’s noticeably smaller and tuned to a higher pitch than ukeleles in Tahiti and Hawai’i.
            

        

      
            In Samoa, the most popular dance is the 
                fiafia,
            
            in which drummers keep the beat while singers, usually sitting on the floor, sing traditional songs. A 
                fiafia
            
            traditionally ends with the 
                siva,
            
            a languid dance performed by the village 
                taupou
            
            (usually the daughter of a high chief). Larger hotels and resorts put on lavish 
                fiafia 
            which always end with an exciting, though not traditional, fire dance.
        

      
            Music
        

Music and singing are vital cultural traditions across the Pacific. The close harmony singing of church services in the Cook Islands, Samoa and Tonga is moving and memorable, and Polynesian string bands featuring guitars and ukuleles are a regular feature at local restaurants and hotels on Rarotonga and Aitutaki.
        

      
            In Samoa, musical highlights include the vibrant drumming that accompanies 
                fiafia 
            nights and the soaring harmonies of church choirs.
        

      
            Visitors in search of Tonga’s famed a cappella music should go to the nearest church. Practice sessions are always held on Sunday evenings, and occasionally during the week. As well as church music, string bands with guitars and ukuleles are well loved in Tonga, and often feature at parties, feasts, kava clubs and bars. Traditional instruments, such as the 
                fangufangu
            
            (nose flute), 
                mimiha
            
            (panpipes), 
                nafa
            
            (skin drum) and 
                kele’a
             
            (conch shell blown as a horn), are often used on significant occasions.

      
            TRADITIONAL ARTS & CRAFTS
        

      
            Architecture
        

In the Cook Islands, houses and other buildings were made of natural materials that decayed rapidly, so only a few buildings of traditional construction remain on any of the islands in the Southern Group. Woodcarving was only rarely used in houses, although some important buildings, including some of the first locally built mission churches, had carved and decorated wooden posts.
        

      
            
                A superbly illustrated book, 
                    Samoan Art & Artists
                 
                by Sean Mallon covers every artistic genre from architecture to weaving, and contains interviews with contemporary Samoan artists on and off the islands.

        

      
            The best example of traditional Samoan architecture is the 
                fale
            
            . These Samoan homes or meeting halls have an oval structure without walls, which maximises the cool breezes inside. The thatched coconut-frond roof is lashed to wooden rafters with 
                sennit
             
            (coconut-husk string) and supported by wooden posts. The floor consists of a platform of wood, coral rock or pebbles, covered with woven pandanus mats. The entire house is one room and without exterior or interior walls privacy is impossible, and chickens, dogs and even pigs sometimes have to be chased out.

      
            Canoes
        

In the Cook Islands,
             
                vaka
            (canoes) were carved with great seriousness and ceremony in pre-European times. Not only did the canoes have to be large and strong enough for long-distance ocean voyages, they had to be made in accordance with strict religious rules. 
                Ta’unga vaka,
             
            experts not only in canoes and woodcarving but also in spiritual matters, had to guide every step of the process.

      
            None of those pre-European canoes survive today, but you can often see modern reconstructions at Avana Harbour on Rarotonga. These modern 
                vaka,
             
            sailing from island to island using traditional navigation methods, have helped fine-tune many theories about ancient Polynesian settlement. On a smaller scale, Mitiaro’s outrigger fishing canoes are some of the most beautiful canoes made today.

      
            Siapo & Tapa
        

The bark cloth known as 
                siapo in Samoa
             
            and tapa 
                or ngatu in Tonga,
            is made from the inner bark of the Chinese paper mulberry tree. The bark has to be soaked, scraped and flattened before being stamped with traditional patterns or painted on freehand. Geometric designs represent fishing nets, pandanus leaves, birds and starfish. Originally used as clothing, 
                siapo
             
            and tapa is still used in customary gift exchanges.

      
            In Samoa, you can see 
                siapo
            
            production in Palauli village (ask at the Samoan Tourism Authority for details) on the south coast of Savai’i, and don’t miss the exquisite 
                siapo
             
            wallpaper in Robert Louis Stevenson’s former home overlooking Apia.

      
            
                
                    Tapa of the Pacific 
                by Neich and Pendergrast is a useful, illustrated booklet on tapa
                 
                styles right across the Pacific from the Solomon islands to Tahiti.
            

        

      
            While tapa is the name commonly used overseas to describe Pacific bark cloth, in Tonga the elaborately decorated finished product is actually called 
                ngatu
            
            . The longest and most elaborate pieces of 
                ngatu 
            are reserved for the most important occasions.
        

      
            Patterns often represent animals and traditional flowers, and some designs also commemorate historical events, like the installation of electricity or the passing of Halley’s Comet. Designs are handpainted, using a dried piece of pandanus fruit as a paintbrush, and paints tend to be earthy reds, browns and black. The inner bark of the 
                tongo (
            
            mangrove tree) is used to make a glossy red-brown dye and burnt candlenuts are used to make a black dye.
        

      
            Weaving
        

Pandanus mats are the most highly regarded examples of Tongan weaving, but weavers also make 
                kato (baskets),
             
            belts and hats. Historically, traditional Tongan boat sails were woven from pandanus leaves, and ropes were made from the interwoven fibres of coconut husks.

      
            Different varieties of pandanus plants are used for different colours and textures. The 
                kie 
            pandanus is used for the finest mats, which are creamy white in colour. Leaves are buried in mud for several days to make black pandanus, while bronze colours require an involved process of smoking over a fire.
        

      
            
                
                    Pacific Pattern
                 
                was put together by Susanne Küchler and Graeme Were, and is a beautiful photographic collection of textiles, textures and materials from all over the Pacific. It includes a detailed section on Tongan art techniques.

        

      
            Everyday 
                fala
            
            (mats) are woven out of pandanus strips about 1cm to 1.5cm in width. Chiefly mats are known as 
                fala ’eiki,
             
            and are double woven with one coarse and one fine side. Many floor mats are patterned with diamond or floral designs.

      
            In Samoa, 
                ie toga
            
            (fine mats crafted from pandanus) take months of painstaking work. Woven from pandanus leaves split into very narrow widths, 
                ie toga
            
            can resemble fine linen or silk. They’re now only made in Samoa, and a few are sometimes available to buy at the market in Apia. 
                Ie toga
            
            are a traditional currency, and along with other woven mats, 
                siapo
             
            and oils are exchanged at Samoan weddings.

      
            Woodcarving
        

Figures of gods carved from wood were among the most widespread art forms in the Cook Islands, and were particularly common on Rarotonga. These squat figures were usually dedicated to a specific god (Tangaroa, the god of sea, fishing and fertility, was a particularly popular subject). Staff gods (wooden staffs with figures carved down their lengths), war clubs and spears were other typical Rarotongan artefacts. You can view examples in the National Museum in Avarua.
        

      
            Carving and wood turning have a more functional than decorative purpose in traditional Tongan society. 
                Tufunga
            
            (specialist carvers) were always men. They made 
                kali (
            
            neck rests)
            
                ,
             
                kumete
             
            (
                kava
             
            bowls)
                ,
            
            canoe paddles, 
                fue
             
            (fly whisks)
                ,
             
                kolo and povai (
            
            war clubs) and, sometimes, figurative sculptures.
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      Food & Drink

      
            WHAT TO EAT
        

      
            Fruit & Vegetables
        

With a temperate climate and often rich volcanic soil, things grow easily across the Pacific. On Rarotonga, look forward to papaya, mango and oranges, and in Samoa, locally grown tropical fruits include 
                bananas
            
            , papaya, guavas, passionfruit, pineapples and 
                vi
            
            (Tahitian apples). 
                Mangoes
             
            are available from late September. Across the islands of Tonga, seasonal fruits include bananas, bush oranges, almonds, papaya, pineapple, guava, passionfruit and watermelon. Across the region, popular starchy staples include breadfruit, and root vegetables including yam, sweet potato and cassava.

      
            Most of the edible plants that now grow in abundance throughout the Pacific were originally introduced from Asia and the East Indies – but kumara (sweet potato) is actually South American, suggesting that Polynesian settlers travelled on to South America after settling the South Pacific.



      
            Seafood
        

The Cook Islands offers a huge variety of seafood, and most Rarotongan restaurants offer a ‘catch of the day’, usually a deep-sea fish such as 
                
                    mahimahi
                
                ,
            
            wahoo, swordfish or tuna. In Samoa, marine delicacies include tuna and shark, and lagoon species including parrotfish, perch, lobster, squid, octopus, crabs and 
                limu 
            (a crunchy seaweed). Tongan seafood highlights include local lobster, snapper, tuna and 
                mahimahi
            
            .
        

      
            To recreate Pacific cuisine when you get back home, check out traditional Cook Islands recipes at www.ck/food , or check out Samoan favourites including panipopo (coconut buns) and koko araisa (cocoa rice) at www.samoa.as/recipe.htm.



      
            Traditional Foods & Celebrations
        

One of the best ways to sample local Pacific cuisine is to stay in a village, be invited into a home, or take part in an 
                umu
            
            feast (known as an 
                umukai
            
            in the Cook Islands). An 
                umu
            
            is a traditional Polynesian oven harnessing hot rocks to steam the food, and is used for feasts and celebrations or the weekly community get-together for a leisurely Sunday lunch after church. Typical 
                umu
            
            foods include chicken and fish, or more prestigious roast suckling pig. Accompanying dishes include cooked green bananas, taro and yams, and corned beef fried with onions. Other dishes incorporate coconut cream, such as tasty Samoan delicacies as 
                palusami
            
            (young taro leaves baked in coconut cream), 
                oka
            
            (marinated raw fish known as 
                ika mata
            
            in the Cook Islands), 
                supo esi
            
            (papaya pudding), and 
                fa’ausi talo
            
            (taro in coconut cream). In Tonga, a popular 
                umu
            
            dish is 
                lu. Infused with a smoky flavour, 
            taro leaves are wrapped around corned beef, (
            
                sipi)
             
            mutton flaps, 
            fish or chicken, and then mixed with coconut milk and onion. In the Cook Islands, other local specialities include 
                firi firi
            
            (Tahitian-style doughnuts), 
                rukau 
            (steamed taro leaves), 
                poke
            
            (banana with arrowroot and coconut), and 
                mitiore
            
            (fermented coconut with onion and seafood). You’ll usually find all of these dishes at Rarotonga’s weekly Punanga Nui Market. Inexpensive Tongan market foods include 
                faikakai
            
            (pudding with a coconut syrup), or 
                keke
             
            (deep-fried cakes flavoured with banana).

      
            WHAT TO DRINK
        

      
            Nonalcoholic Drinks
        

Across the Pacific you can often buy green coconuts from the roadside or at local markets. Fresh fruit juices and smoothies are another refreshing tropical treat. In the Cook Islands, coffee is grown and roasted on Rarotonga and ’Atiu, and on Tonga, locally produced Royal coffee is popular. In Samoa, local beverages include 
                koko Samoa, 
            a chocolate drink made with locally grown and roasted cocoa beans, and creamy 
                vaisalo,
             
            made from fresh coconuts and thickened with starch.

      
            The Cook Islands banana is smaller and sweeter than the ones you might be used to back home, while the Cook Islands orange is actually green-skinned – a fact that made it rather unpopular on the international market, and ultimately contributed to the collapse of the island’s orange industry.



      
            Alcoholic Drinks
        

In the Cook Islands, try Cooks Lager or craft beers from Matutu. Ikale in Tonga and Samoa’s Vailima are also popular brews. Liqueurs, wine and vodka made from local fruits are sold on Rarotonga, and visitors to ’Atiu should check out a 
                tumunu
            
            (bush-beer drinking session), the Cook Islands equivalent of 
                kava-
            
            drinking ceremonies in Tonga and Samoa.
        

      
            WHERE TO EAT & DRINK
        

      
            Cafes & Restaurants
        

The Cook Islands – especially on Rarotonga – has a diverse and cosmopolitan dining scene. Most Rarotongan restaurants prepare food to a high standard, courtesy of the tourist industry and the high number of local chefs trained overseas. Regular island nights at the Cook Islands’ resorts are a good opportunity to try local flavours. Aitutaki also features island nights and a couple of decent restaurants, but on other islands in the Cooks dining options are more limited. Samoa, Apia and Pago Pago have a range of restaurants, but outside these towns options for eating out are limited. Samoans don’t eat out much, so most menus cater for Western tastes with seafood, steaks, pizzas and pasta, and some Apia hotels put on island-style buffets. Tonga features Western-style cafes, restaurants and bars on Tongatapu and Vava’u, but options are limited or non-existent on Ha’apai, ’Eua and the Niuas.
        

      
            Self-Catering & Markets
        

If you’re self-catering, supermarkets on Rarotonga are well-stocked, but outer-island grocery stores are more limited. Rarotonga’s Saturday 
                morning
             
            Punanga Nui Market in Avarua is excellent for fresh produce, traditional foods and an expanding range of local gourmet goodies. Informal stalls around the island also sell fresh fruit and vegetables. Fresh seafood is easily purchased on Rarotonga, and Aitutaki has a weekly market. Fish and seafood is sold in most Rarotongan supermarkets, but on the outer islands you’ll have to catch your own or buy from local fishers.

      
            Kava, the Pacific Elixir by Lebot, Merlin and Lindstrom is an exhaustive New Age study of the South Pacific’s oldest beverage. Fans of the wonder root should also head to www.kavaroot.com.



      
            In Tonga, markets can be found in Nuku’alofa, Pangai and Neiafu but on outer islands the availability and diversity of fresh produce can be erratic. Most villages have 
                fale koloa
             
            (corner shops) and major towns have supermarkets.

      
            Apia in Samoa has a small fish market (go as early as possible), but elsewhere it’s difficult to buy fresh fish and seafood to cook up yourself. Supermarkets in Apia and Pago Pago are well stocked, but high transport costs to the islands can make some items more expensive than you might expect. Every village has a store but they only stock the basics.
        

      
            Outside of supermarkets on Rarotonga and in Nuku’alofa, Apia and Pago Pago, it’s always worth checking the use-by dates on packaged or canned food, especially in smaller village shops with a low turnover of goods. Prices on outer islands are expensive so it’s worth stocking up at main island supermarkets. Just be aware that weight limits for baggage on some short flights to smaller islands can be restricted.
        

      
            If you’re heading to the region from Australia or New Zealand, it’s worth visiting a supermarket before you leave to pick up coffee, breakfast cereals and favourite snack foods at much lower prices than in the islands.
        

      
            Tongans make a great nonalcoholic cocktail called ’otai. Made from fresh coconut milk, it’s combined with a small amount of sugar and shredded watermelon or mango.




            Vegetarians
        

Restaurant menus on Rarotonga are dominated by fish, seafood and meat dishes, though there are usually a few meat-free salad and pasta dishes. Vegetarians may struggle with traditional Tongan food, where nearly every dish involves meat. Even if you request meat-free food from stalls, takeaway stands and locally run restaurants, your food is likely to be cooked with other meat products.
        

      
            In Samoa, you can buy 
                palusami
             
            (taro leaves and coconut cream), and fresh fruit and vegetables in the Apia market. If you’re accommodated in a homestay, tell your hosts you’re vegetarian to avoid any awkward moments later on.
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          Transport

        

      

This chapter has practical information about travel to and around the island states of the central South Pacific. For the detailed nuts and bolts of travelling to and within these countries, see the Transport section of the individual country chapters. Flights and tours can be booked online at www.lonelyplanet.com/bookings.
        

      
            GETTING THERE & AWAY
        

      
            Air
        

Due to vast expanses of open ocean and the relatively small numbers of travellers visiting the region, just getting to Rarotonga, the Samoas and Tonga can be time-consuming and expensive. This is a very remote part of the world!
        

      
            The gateways are Australia, New Zealand, the US and Fiji, and you will have to get to one of these spots to be able to get a flight into the central South Pacific nations.
        

      
            Keep in mind that flights in the Pacific tend to fill up in December and January with overseas-based islanders heading home to visit family for their Christmas and New Year holidays.
        

      
        
            
                PICK ONE AND GO
            

            
                Because of the lack of flights connecting the countries in this book, most visitors choose to go to one country in a single trip. An exception is that it is easy enough to get between the two Samoas, either by air or by boat, and visit them both in one hit.
            

            
                There are no longer flights connecting Samoa and Tonga, none between Tonga and Rarotonga, and none linking Rarotonga and Samoa.
            

            
                If you are in Auckland, New Zealand and want to visit Rarotonga, Samoa and Tonga, you will have to take three separate return flights, returning to Auckland between visiting each of these South Pacific nations.
            

            »
                
                    Rarotonga
                 
                Direct flights from New Zealand, Australia, USA and Tahiti.

            »
                
                    Samoa
                 
                Direct flights from New Zealand, Australia, Fiji, Hawai’i and American Samoa.

            »
                
                    American Samoa
                 
                Direct flights from Hawai’i and Samoa.

            »
                
                    Tonga
                 
                Direct flights from New Zealand, Australia and Fiji.

        

      

      
            Airlines
        

      
            
                Air New Zealand
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                in NZ 0800 737 000; www.airnz.co.nz)
             
            Flies between NZ and most Pacific countries, including direct flights from Auckland to Rarotonga, Samoa and Tonga. They operate a weekly flight between Rarotonga and Los Angeles, and also fly between Rarotonga and Sydney.

      
            
                Fiji Airways
              
                (www.airpacific.com)
             
            Fiji’s national carrier, formerly known as Air Pacific, flies a number of international routes into Fiji, then has flights from Fiji to Samoa and Tonga. Also operates a weekly flight directly between Samoa and Honolulu.

      
            
                Air Rarotonga
              
                (www.airraro.com) 
            Codeshare flights on Thursdays with Air Tahiti linking Tahiti with Rarotonga.
        

      
            
                Air Tahiti  
            
                (www.airtahiti.aero)
             
            Codeshare flights on Thursdays with Air Rarotonga linking Tahiti with Rarotonga.

      
            
                Hawaiian Airlines
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                in Hawai’i 808-838 3700; www.hawaiianair.com)
             
            Connects mainland US cities through Honolulu to American Samoa.

      
            
                Inter-Island Airways
              
                (www.interislandair.com) 
            Flies between American Samoa and Samoa.
        

      
            
                Polynesian Airlines
              
                (www.polynesianairlines.com)
             
            Flies between Samoa and American Samoa.

      
            
                Virgin Australia
              
                (www.virginaustralia.com)
             
            Previously Virgin Blue or Pacific Blue, flies from Australia and NZ to the Cook Islands, Tonga and Samoa.

      
            
                Virgin Samoa
              
                (www.virginsamoa.com) 
            Partnership between Virgin Australia and the Samoan government. Flies from Australia and NZ to Samoa.

      
        
          CLIMATE CHANGE & TRAVEL

          Every form of transport that relies on carbon-based fuel generates CO2, the main cause of human-induced climate change. Modern travel is dependent on aeroplanes, which might use less fuel per kilometre per person than most cars but travel much greater distances. The altitude at which aircraft emit gases (including CO2) and particles also contributes to their climate change impact. Many websites offer ‘carbon calculators’ that allow people to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey and, for those who wish to do so, to offset the impact of the greenhouse gases emitted with contributions to portfolios of climate-friendly initiatives throughout the world. Lonely Planet offsets the carbon footprint of all staff and author travel.

        

      

      
            Tickets
        

South Pacific destinations tend to be relatively expensive to get to, and flying between Pacific islands is costly too. Because transport to and between Pacific islands is almost exclusively done by plane, you need to have it planned up front. Many people come to the Pacific as a stopover on a round-the-world (RTW) ticket, or you might consider an air pass that allows stops on several Pacific islands.
        

      
            For long-term travel there are plenty of discount tickets valid for 12 months, allowing multiple stopovers with open dates.
        

      
            INTERCONTINENTAL TICKETS
        

      
            
                Round-the-World Tickets
            
        

Various airline alliances
            offer RTW tickets, which
            give travellers an almost endless variety of possible airline and destination 
            combinations.

      
            RTWs can be excellent value; expect to pay from US$3000, AU$3500, €2000 or UK£1350. Star Alliance (a code-sharing group of airlines that includes Air New Zealand) and OneWorld (including Qantas) offer some of the best RTWs for the South Pacific region.
        

      
            Fiji is the most popular destination for travellers on RTWs, but Samoa, French Polynesia, Tonga and the Cook Islands can all be visited as part of a RTW. 

      
            
                Circle Pacific Tickets
            
        

Circle Pacific fares are similar to a RTW ticket except that they’re used for travel only between Pacific Rim countries – the USA, South Pacific, South America, Southeast Asia, NZ and Australia. As with RTW tickets, there are advance-purchase restrictions, as well as limits on how many stopovers you can make.
        

      
            Air New Zealand and its Star Alliance (www.staralliance.com) partners sell this product, as does Qantas and the One World (www.oneworld.com) affiliates.

      
            AIR PASSES
        

Inter-country flights in the Pacific can be prohibitively expensive. A good way to travel to a handful of countries is by using an air pass. These come and go with some frequency, so seek up-to-date information from airlines and travel agents. 

      
            
                Circle Asia & South West Pacific
            
        

This air pass is sold by One World (www.oneworld.com) alliance flyers (Qantas and others) and allows travel beginning and terminating in Australia, NZ and several Asian countries to include one or more stopovers in the southwest Pacific, including Tonga, Vanuatu, Fiji and New Caledonia. 

      
            
                Virgin Australia Air Pass
            
        

These passes (www.virginblueairpass.com) are geared to people travelling to/from Australia and New Zealand and can also include flights to Asia. Internal flights in Australia and New Zealand can be included from AU$90 per flight and international legs cost from AU$199. Flights go to Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands and the Cook Islands but there are no flights between islands so you have to hop back to Australia or New Zealand and this can add up.

      
            ASIA
        

Travellers from Asian destinations will find it easiest to fly to Australia, NZ or Fiji and connect there with onward flights to the South Pacific. There are plenty of options out of air ticket hotspots such as Bangkok, Singapore and Hong Kong.
        

      
            EUROPE
        

There are many flights from most major European cities to LA, Honolulu, Sydney and Auckland, from where connecting flights into the South Pacific are frequent.
        

      
            The South Pacific is almost exactly on the other side of the globe from Europe, so a RTW ticket is probably the most economical way to get into the region.
        

      
        
            
                PLAYING WITH TIME
            

            
                Sit down, put your thinking cap on, and ponder this. When it is midday in Apia, Samoa, on Sunday it is exactly the same time (midday) in Pago Pago, American Samoa – only it’s Saturday. Sort of makes sense, right? Everyone has heard of the International Date Line (IDL), but if Samoa and American Samoa are on opposite sides of the IDL, how can the time be the same? Shouldn’t they be in different time zones?
            

            
                Looking at a map you’ll notice that the IDL isn’t exactly straight. In fact it has some major kinks. The theory was good at the 1884 International Meridian Conference in Washington when it was decided to put the imaginary IDL at the meridian of 180 degrees longitude, exactly halfway around the world from the Greenwich meridian (0 degrees) – but it was also agreed that the IDL ‘should not interfere with the use of standard or local time where desirable’.
            

            
                Fiji didn’t want to be split into two different days, it wasn’t desirable for the Aleutian Islands to be a day ahead of Alaska – and the Tongan King didn’t want to be a day behind the South Pacific ‘big boys’ Australia and NZ. So the line was drawn arbitrarily east of Tonga and Samoa.
            

            
                To make things really confusing, eight years later in 1892, American traders persuaded the Samoan king to adopt the American date, resulting in a further kink in the IDL – putting Samoa (which wasn’t split then!) and Tonga on different sides of the IDL (even though they were in the same time zone!).
            

            
                Then 119 years later, Samoa decided to shift back to west of the date line by skipping Friday 30 December 2011. The IDL now passes between Samoa and American Samoa, with American Samoa remaining aligned with the American date.
            

            
                Samoa made the change because Australia and New Zealand have become its biggest trading partners, and also have large communities of expatriates. Being almost a complete day behind made business difficult because having weekends on different days meant only four days of the working week were shared.
            

            
                So keep this in mind when you are booking flights. Of the countries in this book, Samoa and Tonga are west of the IDL, the Cook Islands and American Samoa are east of it. Heading west to east, you’ll pick up an extra day. Heading east to west, you’ll lose one. You might only be sitting on the plane for 35 minutes from American Samoa to Samoa, but officially it’s taking 24 hours 35 minutes for you to get there!
            

        

      

      
            CONTINENTAL EUROPE
        

In Germany both 
                Adventure Travel
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                0911 979 95 55; www.adventure-holidays.com)
            
            and 
                Art of Travel
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                089-21 10 76-13; www.artoftravel.de, in German)
             
            specialise in South Pacific travel.

      
            In the Netherlands try 
                Wereldcontact
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                0343 530 530; www.wereldcontact.nl)
             
            and 
            
                Pacific Island Travel  
            
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                020-626 13 25; www.pacificislandtravel.com) 
            for flight/accommodation deals.

      
            Travel agencies in France that specialise in South Pacific travel include 
                Ultramarina
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                08 25 02 98 02; www.ultramarina.com)
            
            .
        

      
            UK
        

A travel agency that offers good South Pacific products is 
                Trailfinders
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                0845 058 5858; www.trailfinders.co.uk).
            
        

      
            From the UK, flights via LA are generally the easiest – and often the cheapest – option for travel to the South Pacific. Air New Zealand or Qantas flights from London to Australia or NZ sometimes allow for stopovers in the South Pacific.
        

      
            NORTH AMERICA
        

The gateway cities for travel into the South Pacific are LA and Honolulu from where there are direct flights to the Cooks, Fiji, French Polynesia, Samoa and American Samoa. There are also numerous flights to Australia and NZ from where you can connect to other Pacific destinations.
        

      
            CANADA
        


                Goway
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                800 387 8850; www.goway.com)
             
            is a Toronto-based travel agency specialising in trips to the South Pacific.

      
            USA
        

US travel agents who specialise in the South Pacific region include 
                Travel2
              
                (www.travel2-us.com)
            ,
             
            
                Pacific for Less
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                808 875 7589; www.pacific-for-less.com) 
            and 
            
                South Seas Adventures
              
                (
            
            [image: iconphonegif]
            
                800 576 7327; www.south-seas-adventures.com)
            .
        

      
            Sea
        

Getting to Rarotonga, the Samoas and Tonga by sea is feasible, but these islands are very remote.
        

      
            Cruise ships regularly ply the waters of the South Pacific, but they only call into the major tourist islands and rarely stay longer than a few hours.
        

      
            Inter-island shipping routes connect many remote islands within these South Pacific countries that are not serviced by airplane. Cargo vessels, some of which carry passengers, travel between some far-flung island groups and the main trading island of the country they belong to, while other ships carry cargo across international borders.
        

      
        
            
                GETTING THERE BY YACHT
            

            
                The South Pacific is a favourite playground for yachties and many people tour the region aboard their own sailing vessel (or someone else’s). This is the best way to see out-of-the-way islands that are not serviced by flights or regular ferries and definitely serves up a degree of freedom not allowed for in flight or boat schedules.
            

            
                Between May and October, the harbours of the South Pacific swarm with cruising yachts from around the world. Almost invariably, yachts like to head west, blown along by the favourable easterly trade winds blowing from the Americas towards Asia, Australia or NZ.
            

            
                Popular routes from the US west coast take in Hawai’i and Palmyra Atoll before following the traditional path through Samoa and American Samoa, Tonga, Fiji and NZ. From the Atlantic and Caribbean, yachties access the South Pacific via Panama, the Galápagos Islands, the Marquesas, the Society Islands and the Tuamotus. Possible stops include Suwarrow (northern Cook Islands), Rarotonga and Niue. Vava’u in Tonga is a regular bottleneck for these Pacific wanderers.
            

            
                The cyclone season begins in November and most yachties try to be out of the region by the early part of that month.
            

            
                Yachties are sometimes undermanned and looking for crew, and for those who’d like a bit of adventure, this can be a great opportunity. If you’re interested, keep your eyes open when around noticeboards or ask around at yacht clubs. The yachting community is generally friendly and yachties are a good source of information about world weather patterns, navigation and maritime geography. It is obviously easier to hitch a ride if you’ve got experience and skills to offer. An excellent website for the wandering yachtie is www.noonsite.com.
            

        

      

      
            Tours
        

It’s worth considering the many and various packages offered by travel agents and airlines – these can be off-the-shelf or tailored to your requirements. Tours – that can include flights, airport transfers, accommodation, meals and activities – can be very cost effective, especially if you keep your eyes open for specials. It’s quite possible to book a package and extend your stay with independent travel.
        

      
            GETTING AROUND
        

      
            Air
        

Flying in light aircraft is the primary way of getting between the islands within these South Pacific countries – but don’t expect cabin crew, complimentary meals or even toilets. These small aircraft often land on grass airstrips on remote islands, where the airport terminal is just a tin shed and a guy with a two-way radio. Some inter-island flights might operate just once or twice a week and may be heavily booked, so don’t assume you can make travel arrangements on the spot.
        

      
            Boat
        

There are a few possibilities for those romantics taken with the idea of travelling around these Pacific island nations by sea. It’s much slower than flying, but usually (though not necessarily) cheaper.
        

      
            Ferries, cargo and dual-purpose cargo/passenger ships link island groups in the Cooks, Samoa and Tonga, but generally stick to within their own countries. Schedules are notoriously flexible with weather, sea and ship conditions playing a big part in whether boats turn up as planned. Ferries seldom arrive early, often arrive late and sometimes don’t turn up at all.
        

      
            Local Transport
        

      
            Bicycle
        

On flat South Pacific islands, riding a bicycle can be an excellent way to get around. Most rental bikes won’t come with a helmet or lock unless you ask for them. Watch for poor road surfaces, and check your travel insurance for disclaimers about hazardous activities. If you’re bringing your own bike into the country, ask the airline about costs and rules regarding dismantling and packing the bike.
        

      
            Boat
        

Within island groups, ferries and/or cargo boats are often the only way to get to some of the outer islands.
        

      
            Bus
        

Large and populous islands will usually have some kind of bus service. However, Pacific island public transport is rarely described as ruthlessly efficient. Buses are often privately (or sometimes family) owned. It is not unusual for owner-drivers to set their own schedules, and if there aren’t many people travelling on a particular day, the buses may just stop altogether. Build flexibility into your plans.
        

      
            Car & Motorcycle
        

Larger islands and tourist destinations will usually have some car- or motorcycle-hire companies.
        

      
            Roads in rural areas may be no more than dirt tracks used mostly for foot traffic. Be careful of people or animals on the road and drive especially carefully near villages. Don’t park under coconut trees as you’ll be liable for broken windscreens. Road conditions can be dreadful in undeveloped areas and worse if there’s been recent cyclone or flood damage.
        

      
            When you rent a car, ask about petrol availability if you’re heading off the main routes, and make sure you get the insurance rules and conditions explained. Check your own travel insurance policy too; some do not cover unsealed roads or riding a motorcycle.
        

      
            Hitching
        

In some Pacific countries hitching is an accepted way of getting where you’re going, and is practised by locals and tourists alike. In others it’s not the local custom and only tourists are seen trying it. It is possible anywhere, however, and can be quite an efficient way to get around.
        

      
            Hitching can be a great way to meet locals and is an option when the buses aren’t running. You might be expected to pay a small fee for a ride, so offer what you think the ride is worth – although offers of payment will often be refused.
        

      
            Keep in mind that hitching is never entirely safe. If you do choose to hitch, it is safer to travel in pairs.
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          Health

        

      

The health risk to travellers to Rarotonga, Samoa and Tonga is low. These regions have no malaria, rabies or crocodiles. The main danger is from 
                mosquito-borne dengue fever.
        

      
            BEFORE YOU GO
        

A little planning before departure will save trouble later.
        

      »
            A signed and dated letter from your physician describing your medical conditions and medications, including generic names, is a good idea.
        

      »
            Bring medications in their original, clearly labelled, containers.
        

      »
            See your dentist before a long trip.
        

      »
            Carry a spare pair of contact lenses and glasses; take your optical prescription with you.
        

      
            Insurance
        

Make sure that your health insurance has provision for evacuation.
        

      »
            There may be little in the way of facilities on smaller islands, and evacuation to a main island may be required.
        

      »
            In extreme cases, evacuation to a major regional centre such as Auckland or Los Angeles may be necessary.
        

For major expenses, hospitals 
            generally accept direct payment from big international insurers, but for all other health-related costs cash upfront is usually required.

      
            
                American travellers 
            Check whether your health plan covers expenses in American Samoa.
        

      
            
                New Zealand travellers 
            You may have free access to public but not private facilities in the Cook Islands.
        

      
            IN RAROTONGA, SAMOA & TONGA
        

      
            Availability & Cost of Health Care
        

The further you get from population centres, the more basic the services and facilities. Cost varies between countries but is generally similar to Australia.
        

      »
            
                Cook Islands
            
            , 
                Samoa &
             
                Tonga
             
            Specialised services may be limited but private general practitioners, dentists and pharmacies are present.

      »
            
                American Samoa
             
            There are doctors in private practice and standard hospital and laboratory facilities with consultants in the major specialties. Private dentists, opticians and pharmacies are also available.

      
            Infectious Diseases
        

      
            Dengue Fever
        

      
            
                Risk
             
            All countries, especially in the hotter, wetter months.

Mosquito-borne dengue fever causes a high fever, headache, severe muscle pains and possibly a rash. Self-treatment includes paracetamol (do NOT take aspirin), fluids and rest. Danger signs are prolonged vomiting, blood in the vomit, a blotchy dark red rash and/or bruising.
        

      
            Eosinophilic Meningitis
        

      
            
                Risk
             
            Cook Islands, Tonga.

An illness manifested by scattered abnormal skin sensations, fever and sometimes by meningitis symptoms (headache, vomiting, confusion, stiffness of the neck and spine). Eosinophilic meningitis is caused by a microscopic parasite – the rat lungworm – that contaminates raw food. There is no proven treatment, but symptoms may require hospitalisation. For prevention, pay strict attention to advice on food and drink.
        

      
        
            
                REQUIRED & RECOMMENDED VACCINATIONS
            

            
                For all countries in the region, vaccinations are recommended for hepatitis A, hepatitis B and typhoid fever.
            

            
                It is recommended that some visitors are vaccinated against Japanese B encephalitis.
            

        

      

      
            Leptospirosis
        

      
            
                Risk
            
              
            American Samoa, possibly elsewhere.
        

Also known as Weil’s disease, leptospirosis produces fever, headache, jaundice and, later, kidney failure. It’s caused by the spirochaete organism found in water contaminated by rat and pig urine. Often confused with dengue fever, this disease is the more serious of the two. The organism penetrates skin, so swimming in flooded areas is a risk practice. If diagnosed early, it’s cured with penicillin.
        

      
        
            
                DRINKING WATER
            

            
                To prevent diarrhoea, avoid tap water unless it has been boiled, filtered or chemically disinfected (with iodine tablets), and steer clear of ice. This is a sensible overall precaution, but the municipal water supply in capital cities in the region can be trusted.
            

        

      

      
            Other Infectious Diseases
        


                Hepatitis A
            
            and 
                Typhoid Fever
            
            , spread by contaminated food or water, are a risk in all countries. Take care with what you eat and drink.
        

      
            The incidence of 
                HIV
             
            infection is on the rise in the whole region. Safe sex practices are essential at all times.

      
            Traveller’s Diarrhoea
        

Diarrhoea is caused by 
                viruses
            
            , bacteria or parasites present in contaminated food or water. In temperate climates the cause is usually viral, but in the tropics bacteria or parasites are more usual.
        

      
            If you get diarrhoea, be sure to drink plenty of fluids, preferably an oral rehydration solution (eg Diarolyte, Gastrolyte). If you start passing more than four or five stools a day, you should take antibiotics (usually a quinolone drug) and an antidiarrhoeal (eg Loperamide). If diarrhoea is bloody, persists for more than 72 hours or is accompanied by fever, shaking, chills or severe abdominal pain you should seek medical attention.
        

      
            Environmental Hazards
        

Although rare, health threats from animals and insects are worth being aware of.
        

      
            Bites & Stings
        

      
            JELLYFISH
        

Watch out for the whip-like stings of the blue-coloured Indo-Pacific man-of-war. If you see these floating in the water or stranded on the beach, it is wise not to go in the water. The sting is very painful and is best treated with vinegar or ice packs. Do not use alcohol.
        

      
            POISONOUS CONE SHELLS
        

Avoid handling these shells which abound along shallow coral reefs. Stings cause local reactions, but nausea, faintness, palpitations or difficulty breathing are signs that medical attention is needed.
        

      
            SEA SNAKES
        

Sea snakes may be seen around the coral reefs. Unprovoked, they are unlikely to attack and their fangs will not penetrate a wet suit.
        

      
            Coral Ear
        

This is a fungal infection caused by water entering the ear canal. It can be very, very painful and can spoil a holiday. Apart from diarrhoea it is the most common reason for tourists to consult a doctor. Self-treatment with an antibiotic-plus-steroid eardrop preparation (eg Sofradex, Kenacort Otic) is very effective. Stay out of the water until the pain and itch have gone.
        

      
            Staph Infection
        

Infection of cuts and scrapes are very common and cuts from live coral are particularly prone to infection. Cleanse the wound thoroughly (getting out all the little bits of coral or dirt if needed), apply an antiseptic and cover with a dressing. Change the dressing regularly, never let it sit wet and check often for signs of infection.
        

      
            Diving Hazards
        

Because the region has wonderful opportunities for scuba diving, it is easy to get over
            
                excited
             
            and neglect strict depth and time precautions. See Click here 
            for more information.

      
            Fish Poisoning
        

Ciguatera poisoning is characterised by stomach upsets, itching, faintness, slow pulse and bizarre inverted sensations – cold feeling hot and vice versa. Ciguatera has been reported in many carnivorous reef fish, including red snapper, barracuda and even smaller reef fish. There is no safe test to determine whether a fish is poisonous or not, although it is reasonable to eat what the locals are eating. Deep-sea tuna is perfectly safe.
        

      
            Treatment consists of rehydration and if the pulse is very slow, medication may be needed. Healthy adults will make a complete recovery, although disturbed sensation may persist for some weeks – sometimes much longer.
        

      
            Heat
        


                Sunburn
            
            is an obvious issue, so use sunscreen liberally. It’s also important to stay hydrated; 
                heat exhaustion
            
            is a state of dehydration associated with salt loss. 
                Heat stroke
             
            is more dangerous and happens when the cooling effect of sweating fails. This condition is characterised by muscle weakness and mental confusion. Skin will be hot and dry. If this occurs, ‘put the fire out’ by cooling the body with water on the outside and cold drinks for the inside. Seek medical help.
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                SEND US YOUR FEEDBACK
            


We love to hear from travelers - your comments keep us on our toes and help make our books better. Our well-traveled team reads every word on what you loved or loathed about this book. Although we cannot reply individually to postal submissions, we always guarantee that your feedback goes straight to the appropriate authors, in time for the next edition. Each person who sends us information is thanked in the next edition - and the most useful submissions are rewarded with a selection of digital PDF chapters.

Visit 
lonelyplanet.com/contact to submit your updates and suggestions or to ask for help. Our award-winning website also features inspirational travel stories, news and discussions.

Note: We may edit, reproduce and incorporate your comments in Lonely Planet products such as guidebooks, websites and digital products, so let us know if you don’t want your comments reproduced or your name acknowledged. For a copy of our privacy policy visit 
lonelyplanet.com/privacy.
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            OUR STORY

A beat-up old car, a few dollars in the pocket and a sense of adventure. In 1972 that’s all Tony and Maureen Wheeler needed for the trip of a lifetime - across Europe and Asia overland to Australia. It took several months, and at the end - broke but inspired - they sat at their kitchen table writing and stapling together their first travel guide, Across Asia on the Cheap. Within a week they’d sold 1500 copies. Lonely Planet was born.

Today, Lonely Planet has offices in Melbourne, London and Oakland, with more than 600 staff and writers. We share Tony’s belief that ’a great guidebook should do three things: inform, educate and amuse’.




    Our Writers

        
            Craig McLachlan
        

  
                Coordinating Author, Tonga
             
            An island addict from way back, Craig has covered the islands of Greece to Okinawa to Tonga for Lonely Planet. His first foray to Tonga was as a teenager when his father, an architect, designed a resort island in the kingdom and Craig experienced his first kava session. He’s never looked back. A Kiwi who markets himself as a ‘freelance anything’, Craig has an MBA from the University of Hawai’i, speaks Japanese and has written several books. Check out www.craigmclachlan.com.

        
            Brett Atkinson
        

  
                Rarotonga & the Cook Islands
             
            From his home in Auckland, Brett’s travelled to many of the island nations in his South Pacific backyard. For this extended research trip to the Cook Islands, he explored the underground caves of ’Atiu, scootered and snorkelled around Aitutaki, and uncovered local foodie treats at Rarotonga’s weekly market. Venturing to far-flung and friendly Ma’uke and Mitiaro were other absolute highlights. See www.brett-atkinson.net for the latest details of his travels and freelance writing.

        
            Celeste Brash
        

  
                Samoa, American Samoa
            
            Celeste first visited French Polynesia in 1991 and moved there in 1995. Her first five years were spent on a remote atoll and the next 10 on Tahiti. Throughout this time she’s travelled as far as New Zealand to the west, Easter Island and Pitcairn Island to the east and visited many dots in between. Her award-winning travel stories have appeared in Travelers’ Tales books and her travel articles have appeared in publications including the 
                LA Times
            
            and 
                Islands
             
            magazine. She’s written over 30 Lonely Planet guides but considers the South Pacific her speciality. She recently moved to Portland, Oregon, and often complains of the cold.
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