
TA
B

1
TA

H
ITI &

FR
EN

CH
 P

O
LYN

ESIA
TA

B
3

TA
B

4
TA

B
5

579

Tahiti &  
French Polynesia  

Better known by the name of its main island, Tahiti, French Polynesia is a mesmerising 
wonderland of reef-fringed islands and translucent aqua lagoons. Shamelessly chic and 
seductive, it’s the kind of place where the rich and famous come to play and hedonistic 
honeymoon fantasies are realised. The epitome of the Pacific dream, this is one Garden of 
Eden so damn beautiful it’s hard to believe it really exists. 

French Polynesia is more than just some souped up, sexy honeymoon destination, how-
ever. Those seeking something stronger than a pina colada in the sand will find salvation 
never more than a boat ride away. Adventures are plentiful in these archipelagos scattered 
over an area as big as Europe. Take an old school pirate romp through the mysterious and 
danger-tinged Tuamotus, where the breathtaking turquoise sea is home not only to flawless 
black pearls, but also hundreds of toothy sharks. Travel to the ends of the earth, destination 
Australs, a place so remote centuries slide by without anyone batting an eye. Check out 
the magnificent Gambier Archipelago: an armchair destination for most, it’s also a must 
for wannabe National Geographic explorers. Those searching for a little less swashbuckling 
and a lot more room service will delight in Bora Bora’s luxurious pampering and lush good 
looks; in Maupiti’s picture-perfect views and old-fashioned French hospitality. 

The truth is, whether you’ve secretly fantasised about splitting coconuts with your bare 
hands in a Rambo meets Robinson Crusoe scenario or daydreamed about playing heroine in 
a mushy Hollywood movie, French Polynesia tempts you to dream your wildest of fantasies 
right into punch-drunk reality. 

French Polynesia comprises five main island groups – the Society Islands, the Tuamotus, 
the Marquesas, the Australs and the Gambier Archipelago. Tahiti is in the Society Islands.

HIGHLIGHTS  

 Pamper yourself on ultra gorgeous and 
over-the-top luxurious Bora Bora ( p631 ), 
a temple to high-octane hedonism

 Relax on beautiful Maupiti ( p639 ), the 
Society Islands’ most unspoilt natural 
phenomenon

 Get lost in Mo’orea’s ( p604 ) entrancing 
history and luscious scenery

 Meander along postcard perfect empty 
beaches and snorkel in the translucent 
waters of Tikehau ( p647 ) in the Tuamotus

 Hike the desert coasts and fecund valleys 
of Nuku Hiva ( p652 ) in the wild and 
rugged Marquesas

Bora
Bora

Tikehau

Mo'orea

Maupiti

Nuku Hiva

© Lonely Planet Publications
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CLIMATE & WHEN TO GO  
The dry winter period from May to October 
is the best time to visit; the weather is cooler 
and there is much less rainfall. Temperatures 
rise during the November to April summer 
rainy season when it’s humid, cloudy and 
very wet. Three-quarters of the annual rain-
fall occurs during this period, generally in 
the form of brief, violent storms, although 
torrential rains lasting several days are not 
uncommon. 

French Polynesia is south of the equator, 
but school holidays fall in line with those 
of the northern hemisphere. This means 
the peak season is July and August, and 
during this period it’s no mean feat get-
ting flights and accommodation. Christmas 
to early January, late February and early 
March, the Easter period, early May and 
early October are also quite busy times. The 
peak July–August season coincides with the 
Heiva festival (see  p670 ), held throughout 
July, when the region comes to life.

Diving is popular year-round, and each 
season brings its share of discoveries. Surfing 
is also a year-round activity, but if you are 
sailing, it’s best if you avoid the November to 
March tropical depressions. Walking is best in 
the dry season, as some of the trails are simply 
impassable when it’s wet. Check out  p827  to 
see French Polynesian climate charts.

HISTORY  
No- one really knows why early peoples mi-
grated here or even where they came from. 
Modern theories have Polynesian voyages 
originating from the Philippines or Indo-
nesia, spurred on by territorial disputes or 

overpopulation. Whatever the reason, an-
cient Polynesians packed up their outrig-
gers with coconuts, uru (breadfruit), taro, 
sugar cane, dogs, pigs and chickens and 
headed out into the blue. These were feats 
of maritime prowess, not to be matched by 
Europeans for more than 1000 years.

European Arrival  
 European explorers first ventured into the 
region in 1595, although major expeditions 
didn’t really get underway until the late 
18th century. Lacking the navigation meth-
ods that Polynesians had developed over 
millennia of Pacific travel, the Europeans 
searched for islands in the Pacific by means 
of a rather random needle-in-a-haystack 
method.

MENDAÑA & QUIRÓS   
In 1595   Don Alvaro de Mendaña y Neyra 
came upon the Marquesas Islands on his 
second search for Terra Australis Incognita, 
the nonexistent great southern continent. 
Mendaña named the islands after his pa-
tron, Marquesas de Mendoza, but his visit 
resulted in open warfare and 200 islanders 
were killed.

Mendaña’s pilot,   Pedro Fernández de 
Quirós, returned in 1606 and discovered 
the Tuamotus before sailing to Vanuatu. 

WALLIS  
The Dolphin anchored at Matavai Bay in Ta-
hiti’s lagoon in late June of 1767. A quarter 
of the crew was down with scurvy and Sam-
uel   Wallis himself was incapacitated during 
most of his visit. Initially, the arrival was 
greeted with fascination as hundreds of ca-
noes surrounded the ship, including canoes 
carrying young women ‘who played a great 
many droll wanton tricks’. When the locals’ 
fascination turned to fear, Wallis began by 
firing grapeshot at the Tahitians and finished 
by sending a party ashore to destroy homes 
and canoes. The natives suddenly became 
more friendly and a trade relationship de-
veloped: the crew was desperate for fresh 
supplies and the Tahitians, who had not yet 
discovered metals, were delighted to receive 
knives, hatchets and nails in exchange.

Wallis only stayed in Matavai Bay for a 
few weeks, just long enough to name the 
island King George’s Land and to claim it 
for Britain.
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TAHITI & FRENCH POLYNESIA FACTS  

 Capital city (and island): Pape’ete (Tahiti)

 Population: 245,405

 Land area: 3500 sq km

 Number of islands: 118

 International telephone code: %689

 Currency: Cour de Franc Pacifique (CFP)

 Languages: Tahitian, French and English

 Greeting: la ora na (Tahitian), Bonjour 
(French)

 Website: www.tahiti-tourisme.com
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