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French Polynesia embraces a vast ocean area strewn with faraway outer islands, each with a mystique of its own. The 118 islands and atolls are scattered over an expanse of water 18 times the size of California, though in dry-land terms the territory is only slightly larger than Rhode Island.

Every oceanic island type is represented. The coral atolls of the Tuamotus are so low they’re threatened by rising sea levels, while volcanic Tahiti soars to 2,241 meters. Bora Bora and Maupiti, also high volcanic islands, rise from the lagoons of what would otherwise be atolls.

Marine life flourishes wherever the ocean and lagoon meet. The passes into the lagoons are teeming with dolphins, barracuda, rays, and sharks, while myriad tropical fish populate the brilliant reefs. Flowers blossom along palm-fringed shores throughout the islands. Even the climate is dramatic, switching from brilliant sunshine to pelting rain and back in a matter of minutes.

These detached corners of the world were reached by Polynesian voyagers two millennia ago. Over time, a sophisticated civilization emerged in harmony with nature. Eighteenth-century explorers Wallis, Bougainville, and Cook told of a land of spellbinding beauty and enchantment. Legendary Tahiti became known as the isle of love or “la Nouvelle Cythère,” the earthly paradise.

For the modern traveler, a visit to French Polynesia is guaranteed to be full of adventure: scuba diving, snorkeling, surfing, kayaking, sailing, and fishing. Lagoon tours deposit you in natural aquariums, or you can cruise in search of dolphins and whales. It’s not uncommon to snorkel with rays or to dive among feeding sharks.
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Back on land, the adventures continue. There are sightseeing tours along the coasts and jeep safaris into the interiors. Hedonistic visitors can wallow in a Polynesian spa or experience a Tahitian massage. See and be seen on flashy resort beaches or be the first of the day to leave footprints on the white sands of an outer island.

French Polynesia is a fascinating mélange of French taste and Polynesian warmth. The friendly, easygoing manner of many people isn’t just a cliché. Despite over a century and a half of French colonialism, the Tahitians retain many of their age-old ways, be it in personal dress, Polynesian dancing, or outrigger canoe racing. Relax, smile, and say bonjour to strangers—you’ll almost always get a warm response.

Welcome to paradise!
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Planning Your Trip
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Tahiti

Tahiti is French Polynesia’s largest island, the site of its only international airport. The capital, Papeete, will entertain you for a day with its stylish waterfront, markets, restaurants, shops, buildings, parks, and colonial monuments. Then take a ride around Tahiti for the diverse scenery, beaches, historical relics, and museums. There are also jeep safaris across the center of the island for the adventurous.




Moorea

A high-speed catamaran ferry links Moorea to Tahiti. The island’s stunning Opunohu Valley is replete with splendid mountain scenery, lush vegetation, and fascinating archaeological sites. Moorea is a favorite of beach lovers, aquatic enthusiasts, and hikers. At Hauru you can snorkel with huge manta rays or join a quest for wild spinner dolphins. Half a dozen scuba operators are based on Moorea, and snorkeling, parasailing, deep-sea fishing, surfing, sailing, and horseback riding are all on the menu.




The Leeward Islands

The enchanting island of Huahine has the greatest concentration of old Polynesian temples in French Polynesia, and the little port town of Fare is among the most picturesque in the territory. Neighboring Raiatea and Taha’a are off the beaten track, though French Polynesia’s most important yacht harbor is on Raiatea. Bora Bora is a chic resort island with a sheer volcanic plug plunging into a brilliant lagoon. To see a comparable isle still untouched by tourism one must travel farther west to Maupiti.
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IF YOU HAVE . . .


	
ONE WEEK: Visit Bora Bora or Huahine plus Moorea and Tahiti.

	
TWO WEEKS: Add two Leeward islands and an extra day on Tahiti.

	
THREE WEEKS: Add a week in the Tuamotu or Marquesas islands by air.

	
FOUR WEEKS: For the third and fourth weeks, take a two-week cruise in the Marquesas on the Aranui.
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a passage into the Bora Bora lagoon









The Austral Islands

The remote Austral Islands south of Tahiti are noticeably cooler. Those who make it this far can enjoy excellent hiking on scenic Rurutu and wonderful swimming and snorkeling in the broad Tubuai lagoon. Raivavae is a mystery island far off the beaten track with massive stone tikis. Remote little Rapa is the southernmost island in the South Pacific, accessible only by boat.




The Tuamotu and Gambier Islands

Rangiroa, Tikehau, Manihi, and Fakarava are mainly for the scuba diver or ardent beachcomber. Polynesia’s most spectacular atoll may be Rangiroa, where the Avatoru and Tiputa Passes are world-renowned for tidal-drift diving. The marine life here is outstanding, and it’s even better at lesser-known Fakarava. The other 74 Tuamotu atolls have most of French Polynesia’s black pearl farms. The far-removed Gambier Islands are best known for massive churches erected under the orders of a fanatical Catholic priest.




The Marquesas Islands

The passenger-carrying freighter Aranui cruises the remote Marquesas group 15 times a year—the easiest way to go. Islands such as Nuku Hiva and Hiva Oa harbor many archaeological and scenic wonders. Taiohae on Nuku Hiva is the capital of the Marquesas, and many huge Polynesian stone tikis are just across the island. The impressionist painter Paul Gauguin lived and died at Atuona on Hiva Oa.
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Hatiheu Bay of the north shore of Nuku Hiva, Marquesas Islands
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The seasonal climatic variations in French Polynesia are not extreme. There’s a hotter, more humid season from November to April and a cooler, drier time from May to October. On Tahiti, December–February are the wettest months, and July–September are the driest. These contrasts are more pronounced in areas closer to the equator, such as the Marquesas, and less noticeable in the Austral Islands. Hurricanes can come during the “rainy” season but such storms only last a few days a year.

The southeast trade winds sweep the South Pacific from May to October, the cruising season for yachts. Cooler and drier, these are the ideal months for travel in French Polynesia. For the scuba diver, the best diving conditions are during the dry season, with the marine life most profuse from July to November. May–October is the best time for mountain climbing, sailing, and bicycling, and July–September is the peak surfing season. Whale-watchers will need to come July–October.
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a traveler’s tree in front of the post office in Fare, Huahine
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Visas and Officialdom

Most visitors do not require a visa to enter French Polynesia, although a passport and a ticket to leave are mandatory. Citizens of the United States, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, and a dozen other countries get one month upon arrival, while citizens of the European Union countries, Australia, Norway, and Switzerland get three months. Extensions of stay are available in Papeete.




Getting There

Direct flights to Papeete arrive from Auckland, Honolulu, Los Angeles, Nouméa, Paris, Rarotonga, Santiago, and Tokyo. Seven international airlines fly here or have code-share agreements.




Getting Around

The domestic carrier Air Tahiti has regular flights to all parts of French Polynesia from their hubs on Tahiti, Bora Bora, and Rangiroa.

High-speed catamarans glide between Papeete and Moorea every couple of hours, but the ferry service between Tahiti, Huahine, Raiatea, and Bora Bora was not operating at the time of going to press.

Frequent bus service is available on Tahiti. On Moorea, public buses meet most ferries. Public transportation on the other islands is poor to nonexistent, and you may need to rent a bicycle or car. Group tours are an alternative.








Explore Tahiti and French Polynesia


[image: e9781598807387_img_9654.gif] THE BEST OF FRENCH POLYNESIA

Two weeks of serious traveling will allow you to experience all the main attractions of the Society Islands. Air Tahiti sells a Bora Bora Pass which can be extended to the Austral, Tuamotu, and Marquesas Islands at the time of purchase.

Alternatively, you could skip the pass and fly one-way to Bora Bora, returning to Papeete by a combination of boat and air. The high-speed ferry Maupiti Express 2 cruises between Bora Bora and Raiatea four times a week and Moorea is easily accessible by catamaran. Ferry service between Raiatea, Huahine, and Tahiti was in flux at press time, so verify the current situation at the time of travel.


Day 1

If your international flight to Papeete arrives early enough in the day, change a good chunk of money at the airport bank and catch a connecting flight to Bora Bora. Upon arrival, you’ll be transferred to Vaitape on a free ferry. On the main island, most accommodations are at Matira Point, about six kilometers from Vaitape Wharf. The more upscale hotels on the motu meet their guests at Bora Bora Airport itself and ferry them directly to their resorts. Once you’re settled, spend the rest of your day snorkeling and enjoying the beach.




Day 2

Today you should rent a bicycle and pedal around Bora Bora, stopping at the viewpoints and archaeological sites. You can circumnavigate the island in about three hours; scooters and cars are also available, if you prefer. Don’t overlook the upscale resorts as free sightseeing attractions. All of them will let you walk in. If you’re going to Raiatea by ferry, book your ticket while in Vaitape.
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Day 3

A lagoon tour by motorized outrigger canoe is probably the best way to experience Bora Bora, and many companies offer them. You’ll get to snorkel with reef sharks and manta rays and enjoy a picnic lunch on a deserted beach. Otherwise, go scuba diving, or just chill on the beach.




Day 4

Catch a ferry or flight from Bora Bora to Raiatea, where the pension owners usually pick up prebooked guests from the airport or wharf. Otherwise, rent a car. That’s a good idea anyway, as public transportation on Raiatea is minimal. Depending on where you’re staying and how energetic you are, you could climb Tapioi Hill for the view or just explore the vicinity of Uturoa.




Day 5

If you’ve rented a car, you’ll want to drive around Raiatea. There are some archaeological sites to see, but the main thing is just to enjoy the scenery, so don’t speed. The yacht harbor at Apooiti Bay is always worth a stop. Alternatively, you could ask your host to help you arrange an outrigger canoe tour around Taha’a or south to Marae Taputapuatea.




Day 6

Continue to Huahine today by ferry or flight. The ferry service from Raiatea to Huahine and Tahiti was in a state of change at the time of going to press, so check locally. At Huahine, the boats tie up at Fare Wharf within walking distance of several places to stay. If you arrived on the morning flight, you’ll have most of the day to explore Fare and enjoy the beach.




Day 7

Once again, public transportation is almost nonexistent here, so you’ll need to rent a bicycle, scooter, or car if you really want to see Huahine. Begin with the intriguing archaeological remains of Maeva, then cross the spine of Hauhine-iti from Faie to Maroe Bay. A drive around Huahine-iti will fill the rest of your day. By bicycle it would be too much, so plan accordingly.




Day 8

A number of excellent outrigger canoe lagoon tours are offered from Fare. Otherwise you could go scuba diving, take a jeep safari, or go sailing. Also consider taking the shuttle boat from Fare to the Te Tiare Beach Resort for lunch and a day at the beach.




Day 9

A daily flight links Huahine to Moorea. Be sure to buy a ticket for the bus transfer on Moorea as you’re checking in at Huahine, as transfer tickets are not sold at Moorea Airport and you’ll be stuck with expensive taxi fare. You’ll have the rest of the day on Moorea to enjoy the beach and the vicinity of wherever you’re staying.
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performance by a traditional dance troupe during the Heiva i Tahiti Festival in Papeete
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a sunset over Huahine, Leeward Islands




If you want to try to return to Tahiti by boat, verify the schedule locally and be prepared for delays as ferry services to/from Huahine are currently in a state of change. Upon arrival in Papeete, connect with the catamaran to Moorea as soon as you can and save Tahiti for later.




Day 10

Rent a bicycle or car and ride around Moorea today. The trip up to the Belvédère viewpoint is obligatory; you’ll pass the Marae Titiroa archaeological site on the way. Aside from the usual tourist attractions, it’s fun to drop into the Sofitel, Pearl Resort, Hilton, and InterContinental resorts for a look around; ask about their Polynesian dance shows. If you don’t care to drive, several companies offer half-day bus tours around the island.




Day 11

Today is the day for a lagoon trip by motorized outrigger canoe, either to swim with the sharks and rays at Hauru or to search for wild spinner dolphins. Scuba diving is also easily arranged.




Day 12

Catch a flight or ferry back to Tahiti this morning. Even if you have a plane ticket, you might want to use the high-speed catamaran instead for the experience. The ferry will drop you right in town within walking distance of a few hotels. Spend the rest of the day exploring Papeete, beginning with the market.
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waterfall plunging over a volcanic cliff







Day 13

Travel around Tahiti today, either by public bus, rental car, or organized bus tour. There are waterfalls, beaches, museums, and gardens to visit. If going by public bus, get an early start on a weekday and go clockwise. You might end up having to hitchhike back to Papeete along the south coast, but that’s very easy to do. Otherwise, take one of the jeep safaris across the center of Tahiti via Relais de la Maroto.




Day 14

If you’re leaving Tahiti later today, store your bags at your hotel or at the airport left-luggage office. Depending on your flight time, you might be able to get in another half-day tour, or spend some more time in Papeete. Just don’t go scuba diving on your departure day, as it could lead to a case of the bends.
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While the Society Islands can be visited on a reasonable budget, you’ll need to invest considerably more money to see the other island groups of French Polynesia. Your best bet is to buy one of the Air Tahiti passes, which cover the Austral, Tuamotu, and Marquesas Islands. These passes are valid for 28 days travel in total, so you could build on The Best of French Polynesia itinerary. Frankly, that’s the only practical way to go, as point-to-point airfares are prohibitive and boat travel is basic and irregular.

To combine the Tuamotu Islands with the Society Islands, you’ll need to buy Air Tahiti’s Bora Bora–Tuamotu Pass and do the itinerary above in reverse, proceeding Tahiti–Moorea–Huahine–Raiatea–Bora Bora. For those who want to visit the Tuamotus only, Air Tahiti has a Lagoon Pass that includes Ahe, Fakarava, Manihi, Rangiroa, and Tikehau.


Day 1

The flight from Bora Bora to Tikehau operates four days a week, usually via Rangiroa. From Tahiti to Tikehau, the flights are daily.
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THE LIFE AQUATIC

Sports and recreation are well developed in French Polynesia. Water sports are offered at all the resorts, but it’s sometimes less expensive to deal with independent operators beyond the hotel gates. Scuba diving is the most popular sport among visitors, but while diving quickly absorbs large amounts of money, snorkeling is free and you can do it as often as you like. Surfing, ocean kayaking, sailing, and fishing are also popular activities.



 SCUBA DIVING

Well-established dive shops exist in resort areas throughout French Polynesia. Drift dives and swimming with sharks, rays, eels, dolphins, and even whales are offered. Lagoon diving is recommended for beginners; those with more experience will find that the reef drop-offs and passes into the lagoons nurture the most marine life.



 Best Dive Sites



	
The Spring, Tahiti: An outer reef location off Punaauia where fresh spring water rises eerily to the surface from the reef.

	
The Canyon, Moorea: Beyond the reef opposite the Hilton, this site is visited mostly for shark and eel feeding.

	
Avapeihi Pass, Huahine: Large schools of barracuda and other fish are seen here, plus reef sharks in their natural habitat (no feeding).

	
Teavapiti Pass, Raiatea: Reef and pelagic fish are seen in great numbers as you drift along a coral ridge.

	
Tapu, Bora Bora: At this ocean site opposite Motu Tapu, blacktip and lemon sharks are fed by hand.

	
Sharks Cave, Rangiroa: Several dozen gray reef sharks will greet you on this dive, which culminates in a drift through the Tiputa Pass.

	
Garuae Pass, Fakarava: Huge schools of fish and many kinds of sharks are seen on this drift dive into the lagoon.



SNORKELING

Even if you aren’t interested in scuba diving, you should definitely investigate the many snorkeling possibilities. A few scuba operators will take snorkelers out on their regular trips, although many dive sites are too deep for worthwhile snorkeling.
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Snorkeling with manta rays is possible at Bora Bora.




Best Snorkeling Sites



	
The Aquarium, Tahiti: Fish feeding has been practiced in the lagoon off the InterContinental Resort Tahiti for many years. It’s a good place to photograph colorful reef fish.

	
Stingray World, Moorea: The shallow lagoon just off the InterContinental Resort Moorea’s beach is home to many meter-wide stingrays that glide past you in search of food.

	
Avea Beach, Huahine: The clear lagoon waters off southern Huahine-iti host numerous small fish between the coral heads.

	
Anau, Bora Bora: This site off Fitiiu Point is frequented by manta rays up to four meters across. Blacktip reef sharks and moray eels may also be seen here.

	
Tiputa Pass, Rangiroa: The lagoon water inside Tiputa Pass is teeming with reef fish that have been fed by humans.

	
Tumakohua Pass, Fakarava: From the boat, you drift in through the pass past a huge variety of colorful fish and hundreds of sharks.

	
The Pygmy Orcas, Nuku Hiva: When the sea is calm, a boat can drop you among hundreds of melon-headed whales.
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the Blue Lagoon at Rangiroa Atoll, Tuamotu Islands




Tikehau is a typical Tuamotu atoll. Once you’ve found a room at one of the island’s half dozen small pensions, go for a swim and a stroll along the beach.




Day 2

Ask your host on Tikehau to help you arrange a motorized canoe trip today, or else go scuba diving.




Day 3

Enjoy another day relaxing or diving on Tikehau.




Day 4

Flights from Tikehau to Rangiroa operate five times a week. You’ll notice right away that Rangiroa is more developed than Tikehau. Go for a swim and explore the vicinity of your hotel.




Day 5

Many people come to Rangiroa specifically to drift dive the Tiputa Pass, and it should be your first priority if you’re certified. Otherwise, ask your host to arrange a guided snorkel trip through the pass.




Day 6

Take a lagoon excursion today to the Blue Lagoon, Île aux Récifs, Sables Roses, or Motu Paio. Or go scuba diving again.




Day 7

The flight from Rangiroa to Fakarava is four times a week, and from Fakarava to Rangiroa twice weekly. Fakarava is similar to Rangiroa but less developed. Luckily, there’s a good selection of places to stay. Find a room, then go for a walk through the village.
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A diver enjoys the view of an impressive Napoleon wrasse, found among the marine life of Tiputa Pass.







Day 8

If you’re a certified diver, a drift dive through Fakarava’s Garuae Pass will be your first choice. Even if you’re not certified, visit the dive shop anyway to ask if they have any boat trips for you. Your host may be able to set up a motorized canoe trip across the lagoon.




Day 9

A snorkeling trip to the Tumakohua Pass at the south end of Fakarava would be ideal. Or just go diving again.




Day 10

There are daily flights from Fakarava back to Tahiti.
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The legendary beauty and sensual pleasures of French Polynesia have made it a sought-after honeymoon destination. The upscale resorts do their best to deliver the dream with over-water bungalows, luxury spas, couples massage, gourmet beach dinners, bottles of champagne, fruit baskets, canoe breakfasts, bouquets, and beds of flowers. Honeymooners should advise their resorts beforehand and bring along their wedding certificate, as some provide special dinners, champagne, and other gifts for couples who can prove they really are on honeymoon.
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In 2009 the 30-day residency period for couples wishing to get legally married in French Polynesia was scrapped.

Where to go? No South Seas island offers a greater choice of luxurious honeymoons than Bora Bora. However, Bora Bora’s resorts don’t come cheap, and do-it-yourself honeymooners are better served on Moorea. The Tiki Theater Village on Moorea stages nonbinding Tahitian royal weddings for a romantic reaffirmation of vows. On Tahiti, the Papeete waterfront is perfect for an evening stroll to round out your Polynesian honeymoon.


Day 1

Upon arrival, catch a connecting flight to Bora Bora and your private over-water bungalow at a motu resort. Go for a swim in the ocean or pool, followed by a visit to the resort’s spa. Enjoy the sunset from your lagoon-view dinner table, then go for a stroll along the beach.




Day 2

Order breakfast from room service, delivered by canoe if possible. Many resorts offer catamaran cruises for two with a gourmet lunch on a private beach. Take a lagoon tour that includes swimming with sharks and rays if you can, but lather up to avoid sunburn! If your resort is staging a Polynesian dance show tonight, you’re in luck. A sunset dinner cruise is another possibility.
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Mount Mouaroa, Moorea







Day 3

After a morning of relaxation, catch the boat shuttle from your resort to the main island and take a circle island tour. Bora Bora has many fancy boutiques selling black pearl jewelry, and there are plenty more on Tahiti and Moorea. If you have reservations, cap you day off with intimate fine dining at seven-table Villa Mahana. Otherwise, the Kaina Hut Bistro and Bloody Mary’s accept walkins and offer free transportation back to the wharf. Be sure to verify the exact times of the resort shuttle before setting out.




Day 4

After a morning swim and another spa visit, catch the midday flight from Bora Bora to Moorea. All four large resorts on Moorea have spas with special packages for couples. Take a dip in the pool or beach and sign up for a sunset cruise.




Day 5

A snorkeling trip with sharks and rays should be your first priority today, or a boat ride in search of Moorea’s famous spinner dolphins. Tonight dine out at one of the many small restaurants around the island. Most offer free hotel pickup if you call ahead.




Day 6

Today you should explore Moorea by bicycle, rental car, tour bus, or four-wheel-drive vehicle, according to your taste. Don’t miss the Belvédère viewpoint in the center of the island, and drop into one of the numerous black pearl shops. If you enjoyed eating out last night, do it again at another place.




Day 7

Catch a ferry or flight back to Papeete. If you have another night in French Polynesia, the InterContinental Resort Tahiti can provide over-water bungalows, a spa, and romantic dining. Otherwise, the new Hôtel Tahiti Nui is within walking distance of the colorful downtown waterfront and night market.
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The magnificent Marquesas Islands offer some of the most evocative archaeological sites in French Polynesia. Air Tahiti’s Marquesas Extension sold in combination with its other air passes is expensive, but you’ll get to visit two of the most spectacular islands in the South Pacific. Be aware that the airports on both Hiva Oa and Nuku Hiva are far from the hotels, and transfer costs can be high. Fortunately, the accommodations are more affordable.

A far better way to go is on a two-week cruise from Papeete to the Marquesas Islands aboard the passenger-carrying freighter Aranui, offered 15 times a year. This ship not only visits all six inhabited islands of the Marquesas but stops at a couple of the Tuamotu atolls en route. However, the itinerary below should be less expensive and you’ll still get a taste of the island group.


Day 1

The flights from Tahiti to Atuona on Hiva Oa are daily, sometimes via Nuku Hiva. If you arrive early enough, you’ll have time for a walk around the village with the possibility of a visit to the graves of Paul Gauguin and Jacques Brel. Visit the Cultural Center and Museum if it’s open.
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Day 2

Rent a car and drive across the island to Puama’u to visit the ancient stone tikis just behind the village. If you have time to spare on the way back to Atuona, take a few of the side roads to remote villages on scenic bays.
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tiki at Puama’u, Hiva Oa







Day 3

Hike south from Atuona to Ta’aoa with its black beach, me’ae (temple) platforms, and tiki. If you’re back early, spend the rest of the day poking around Atuona. Otherwise, go scuba diving.




Day 4

There’s a daily flight from Atuona to Nuku Hiva. Upon arrival, you’re looking at a 2.5-hour Land Cruiser ride to Taiohae. After checking into your hotel, go for a stroll along Taiohae’s waterfront, taking in the sights.




Day 5

Either rent a car or arrange to be driven across Nuku Hiva to Hatiheu. There’s one large collection of stone tikis near Taipivai and another at Hatiheu. If you have time, hike across the pass from Hatiheu to lovely Anaho Bay.
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the grave of French painter Paul Gauguin at Atuona, Hiva Oa







Day 6

Ask Jocelyne Henua Enana Tours to arrange a boat trip to Hakaui to visit the Ahuii Waterfall. Otherwise you could hike over to Haaotupa Bay for a swim.




Day 7

With airport transfers, the nonstop flight from Nuku Hiva back to Tahiti will fill this day.
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In the tropics, shallow ponds in coastal areas are often covered by lilies.
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The first archaeological survey of French Polynesia was undertaken in 1925 by Professor Kenneth P. Emory of Honolulu’s Bernice P. Bishop Museum. Emory’s successor, Professor Yosihiko Sinoto of the same museum, has carried out extensive excavations and restorations in the area since 1960. In 1962, at a 9th-century graveyard on Maupiti’s Motu Pae’ao, Emory and Sinoto uncovered artifacts perfectly matching those of the first New Zealand Maoris. A few years later, at Ua Huka in the Marquesas, Sinoto discovered a coastal village site dating from A.D. 300, the oldest yet found in Eastern Polynesia. Sinoto was responsible for the restoration of the Maeva marae (temples) on Huahine and many historical marae on Tahiti, Moorea, Raiatea, and Bora Bora. During construction of the former Bali Hai Hôtel on Huahine in 1973–1977, Sinoto’s student diggers found 10 flat hand clubs of the patu model, previously thought to exist only in New Zealand, plus some planks of a 1,000-year-old sewn double canoe. Contemporary visitors can connect with old Polynesia at the territory’s numerous archaeological sites.


Tahiti

Two impressive marae are easily visited on a trip around the island. The pyramidical Marae of Mahaiatea at Papara is in ruins but still impressive. Marae Arahurahu at Paea has been restored and is used for occasional historical reenactments. Marae Fare Hape and nearby sites in the center of Tahiti illustrate how Polynesian communities were often located inland before Protestant missionaries moved them to the coasts. The Museum of Tahiti and the Islands at Punaauia outlines Polynesia’s ancient history in detail.




Moorea

Moorea’s most striking ancient temples are also in the center of the island. Marae Titiroa, Marae Ahu o Mahine, and Marae Afareaito are part of a well-restored complex just below the Belvédère viewpoint. The remains of a few smaller temples such as Marae Nuurua at Haapiti are found along the coast.
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marae along the shore of Lake Fauna at Maeva, Huahine
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yachts at anchor off Fare, Huahine







Huahine

Huahine has the largest ancient temple complex in French Polynesia at Maeva. Several dozen temples in various states of preservation are on Matairea Hill, and just across Lake Fauna is Marae Manunu with its massive stone wall. Marae Anini at Parea on the southeast side of Huahine-iti is similar to Marae Manunu but smaller.




Raiatea

Raiatea hosts the most sacred pagan site in French Polynesia, Marae Taputapuatea at Opoa. Great festivals featuring recreated catamaran canoes or tattooing have been held here in recent years, and devotees still come to meditate or pray on the vast stone platforms. Marae Tainuu at Tevaitoa is far less important.




Bora Bora

A number of restored temples are near the road around Bora Bora. Marae Aehautai near the island’s eastern point offers excellent views. Marae Fare Opu, Marae Taianapa, and Marae Marotetini all face Faanui Bay.




Nuku Hiva

The ancient sites of the Marquesas Islands are less visited and perhaps even more evocative for that reason. Near Taipivai are a huge tohua (ceremonial plaza) and the Pa’eke Me’ae with 11 massive stone tikis. The restored Hikoku’a Tohua is closer to Hatiheu, and nearby is the Te I’ipoka Me’ae, site of cannibal feasts.




Hiva Oa

A number of restored tohua with several me’ae (temple) platforms are at deserted Ta’aoa southwest of Atuona. However, Hiva Oa’s greatest ancient site is the Me’ae Iipona at Puama’u, with the largest ancient tiki yet found in French Polynesia, plus many other intriguing stone statues.






[image: e9781598807387_img_9654.gif] BACK TO NATURE

While the rain forests of the sea—the coral reefs—are top attractions, the island interiors are seldom visited. Yet all of the high volcanic islands have hiking trails leading up their valleys, along their ridges, and toward their highest peaks. Not only do you get to see the vegetation close up, but many hikes culminate in fabulous views. The following is only a sampling of what’s out there.


Tahiti

Papeete’s water supply originates in the Fautaua Valley behind the city, and hiking to a lovely waterfall is allowed with a permit from the Hôtel de Ville. A beaten trail leads up the island’s second highest mountain, Aorai, and there are huts along the ridge. The Thousand Springs Trail below Orohena, Tahiti’s highest mountain, is easy enough, although Orohena itself is only for experts. The island’s finest coastal hike is around the wild Te Pari Coast between Teahupoo and Tautira.


SURFING TAHITI

Polynesia’s greatest gift to the world of sport is surfing. In 1771, Captain Cook saw Tahitians surfing in a canoe; board surfing was first observed off Hawaii in 1779. Surfing was revived at Waikiki, Hawaii, at the beginning of the 20th century, and it’s now the most popular sport among young Tahitians.

Famous surfing spots include Tahiti’s Papara Beach and Teahupoo, Moorea’s Matauvau Passage, Huahine’s Fare Reef, and Raiatea’s Teavapiti Passage. The top surfing season is generally April–September (winter), when the trade winds push the Antarctic swells onto the south shores. During the hurricane season, October–March (summer), tropical storms can generate some spectacular waves on the north shores.

The summer swells are the same ones that hit Hawaii three or four days earlier. The reef breaks off the north shore of Moorea work better than Tahiti’s beach breaks. The most powerful, hollow waves are in winter. The reef breaks in the passes are a lot longer paddle than those off the beaches (where you can expect lots of company). To avoid bad vibes, make a serious effort to introduce yourself to the local surfers.






Moorea

It’s possible to hike up and across Moorea from near the Vaiare ferry terminal to Paopao in half a day. Several good hikes are possible in the Opunohu Valley, including the Three Coconut Trees Trail to a ridge overlooking both coasts. A more challenging trail follows the ridge up Mount Rotui.




Raiatea

Any reasonably fit person can climb Tapioi Hill behind Uturoa for a view of four islands. The Temehani Plateau, accessible from the west coast, is best explored with a guide, especially if you wish to find the sacred white flower, the Tiare apetahi.




Bora Bora and Maupiti

On Bora Bora, Mount Pahia, overlooking Vaitape, can be climbed with a guide, but tombstone-shaped Otemanu is impossible to climb. Maupiti’s highest peak, Mount Teurafaatiu, can be climbed from Farauru village on the east side of the island.




Austral Islands

There are many tracks and trails across the Tetuanui Plateau on Rurutu. It’s easy to hike from the cross-island road to the TV tower on Manureva, continuing to nearby Taatioe, Rurutu’s highest peak. On Tubuai, Mount Taitaa is easily climbed from the road between Mataura and the south coast.
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Maupiti’s rugged interior as seen from the airport across the lagoon







Marquesas Islands

Nuku Hiva is perfect for hiking, with its open landscapes and spectacular views. The two-hour hike up the valley from Hakaui to the Ahuii or Vaipo Waterfall is usually done after a boat ride from Taiohae to Hakaui. However, it’s also possible to reach Hakaui on an old bridle path from Taiohae. Another great Nuku Hiva hike is across the Toovii Plateau to a viewpoint over Aakapa Bay. All of the other islands of the Marquesas have unforgettable hiking possibilities as well.
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Tahiti, largest of the Societies, is an island of legend and song lying in the eye of Polynesia. Though only one of 118, this lush island of around 178,000 inhabitants is paradise itself to most people. Here you’ll find an exciting city, big hotels, restaurants, nightclubs, things to see and do, valleys, mountains, reefs, trails, and history, plus transportation to everywhere. Since the days of Wallis, Bougainville, Cook, and Bligh, Tahiti has been the eastern gateway to the South Pacific.

In 1891 Paul Gauguin arrived at Papeete after a 63-day sea voyage from France. He immediately felt that Papeete “was Europe—the Europe which I had thought to shake off…it was the Tahiti of former times which I loved. That of the present filled me with horror.” So Gauguin left the town and rented a native-style bamboo hut in Mataiea on the south coast, where he found happiness in the company of a 14-year-old Tahitian vahine (woman) whose “face flooded the interior of our hut and the landscape round about with joy and light.” Somerset Maugham’s The Moon and Sixpence is a fictional tale of Gauguin’s life on the island.

Legends created by the early explorers, amplified in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s “noble savage” and taken up by the travel industry, make it difficult to write objectively about Tahiti. Though the Lafayette Nightclub is gone from Arue and Quinn’s Tahitian Hut no longer graces Papeete’s waterfront, Tahiti remains a delightful, enchanting place. In the late afternoon, as Tahitian crews practice canoe racing in the lagoon and Moorea gains a pink hue in the distance, the romance resurfaces.
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HIGHLIGHTS

[image: e9781598807387_i0036.jpg] Papeete Market: Papeete’s central market is a great place to enjoy the local scene. The city’s best curio shopping is on the balcony upstairs, overlooking a busy main floor where vendors sell everything from fish to baked goods to shell necklaces ([image: e9781598807387_i0037.jpg] Papeete Market).

[image: e9781598807387_i0038.jpg] Tahua Vaiete: The nightly open-air food market on Papeete’s waterfront is another nice place for people-watching while enjoying a tasty dinner. On weekends, a local band plays live music ([image: e9781598807387_i0039.jpg] Tahua Vaiete).

[image: e9781598807387_i0040.jpg] Point Venus: Tahiti’s northernmost point has a good beach, a picturesque lighthouse, and great views of the island’s central mountains. Many famous explorers spent time here, as several monuments in the park attest ([image: e9781598807387_i0041.jpg] Point Venus).

[image: e9781598807387_i0042.jpg] Gauguin Museum: The life and work of the most famous painter to work in the South Pacific is showcased here. The region’s largest botanical garden is next door ([image: e9781598807387_i0043.jpg] Gauguin Museum).

[image: e9781598807387_i0044.jpg] Museum of Tahiti and the Islands: This is one of the finest historical museums in the South Pacific, with four exhibition halls. Outside, you can sit on the seawall and watch the surfers just offshore ([image: e9781598807387_i0045.jpg] Museum of Tahiti and the Islands).

[image: e9781598807387_i0046.jpg] The Interior of Tahiti: The mountains and valleys of Tahiti’s uninhabited interior are best seen on the 37-kilometer safari tour across the island ([image: e9781598807387_i0047.jpg] THE INTERIOR OF TAHITI).
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LOOK FOR [image: e9781598807387_i0049.jpg] TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.







If you steer clear of the traffic jams and congestion in commercial Papeete, you’ll get a taste of the magic that Gauguin experienced. Whether you love or hate the capital, keep in mind that it’s only on the outer islands, away from the motorists and military complexes, that the full flavor of old Polynesia endures.

The island of Tahiti (1,045 square kilometers) accounts for almost a third of the land area of French Polynesia. Like Hawaii’s Maui, Tahiti was formed more than 1 million years ago by two or three shield volcanoes joined at the isthmus of Taravao. These peaks once stood 3,000 meters above the sea, or 12,700 meters high counting from the seabed. Today the rounded, verdant summits of Orohena (2,241 meters) and Aorai (2,066 meters) rise in the center of Tahiti-nui, and deep valleys radiate in all directions from these central peaks. Steep slopes drop abruptly from the high plateaus to coastal plains. The northeast coast is rugged and rocky, without a barrier reef, and thus exposed to intense pounding surf; villages lie on a narrow strip between mountains and ocean. The south coast is broad and gentle with large gardens and coconut groves; a barrier reef shields it from the sea’s fury.


TAHITI
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Tahiti-iti (also called the Taiarapu Peninsula) is a peninsula with no road around it. It’s a few hundred thousand years younger than Tahiti-nui, and Mount Rooniu (1,323 meters) forms its heart. The populations of big (nui) and small (iti) Tahiti are concentrated along the coast; the interiors of both Tahitis are almost uninhabited. Contrary to the popular stereotype, mostly brown/black beaches of volcanic sand fringe this turtle-shaped island. To find the white/golden sands of the travel brochures, you must cross over to Moorea.


PLANNING YOUR TIME

Almost everyone arrives at Faa’a International Airport, five kilometers west of Papeete, the capital and main tourist center of French Polynesia. East of Papeete are Pirae, Arue, and Mahina, with a smattering of hotels and things to see, while south of Faa’a lie the commuter communities Punaauia, Paea, and Papara. On the narrow neck of Tahiti is Taravao, a refueling stop on your 117-kilometer way around Tahiti-nui. Tahiti-iti is a backwater, with dead-end roads on both sides.

You can see the main sights of Papeete in a day and travel around the island in another day. However, if you can afford the time and expense, it’s worthwhile to rent a car for three days and explore Tahiti at your leisure. A good selection of accommodations is available all around the island. Boulevard Pomare curves around Papeete’s harbor to the Office du Tourisme near the market—that’s where to begin. Moorea is clearly visible to the northwest.





Papeete

Papeete (pa-pay-EH-tay) means “water basket.” The most likely explanation for this name is that islanders originally used calabashes enclosed in baskets to fetch water at a spring behind the present Territorial Assembly. Papeete was founded as a mission station by the Reverend William Crook in 1818, and whalers began frequenting Papeete’s port in the 1820s, as it offered better shelter than Matavai Bay. It became the seat of government when young Queen Pomare IV settled here in 1827. The French governors who “protected” the island from 1842 onward also used Papeete as their headquarters.

Today Papeete is the political, cultural, economic, and communications hub of French Polynesia. More than 80,000 people live in this cosmopolitan city, crowded between the mountains and the sea, and its satellite towns, Faa’a, Pirae, and Arue—constituting almost half the people on the island. “Greater Papeete” extends for 32 kilometers from Paea to Mahina. The French Naval facilities in the harbor area were constructed in the 1960s to support nuclear testing in the Tuamotus.

Since the opening of Faa’a International Airport in 1961, Papeete has blossomed with large hotels, expensive restaurants, bars with wild dancing, radio towers, skyscrapers, and rock bands pulsing their jet-age beats. Where a nail or red feather may once have satisfied a Tahitian, VCRs and Renaults are now in demand. Tens of thousands of registered vehicles jam Tahiti’s 200 kilometers of roads. Noisy automobiles, trucks, and buses clog Papeete’s downtown and roar along boulevards Pomare and Prince Hinoï, buffeting pedestrians with pollution and noise.

Yet along the waterfront the yachts rock luxuriously in their Mediterranean moorings (anchor out and stern lines ashore). There’s no need to “tour” Papeete—instead, simply wander around without any set goal. Visit the highly specialized French boutiques, the Chinese stores trying to sell everything, and the Tahitians clustered in the market. Avoid the capital on weekends, when life washes out into the countryside; on Sunday afternoons it’s a ghost town. Explore Papeete, but make it your starting point—not a final destination.
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Papeete, with Tahiti’s second highest mountain, Aorai, rising in the background





VICINITY OF PAPEETE
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PAPEETE
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Orientation

Thanks to airline schedules, you’ll probably arrive at the crack of dawn. Change money at the airport bank and take a bus to Papeete market. The helpful Office du Tourisme on the waterfront opens early, as do the banks nearby. You can buy a special pass for discounted local flights at the Air Tahiti office behind the market. Most of the other places you’ll have to get to around town are easily accessible on foot.

A trip around the island will fill a day if you’re waiting for plane or boat connections, and Papeete itself can be fun. Fare Ute, north of French naval headquarters, was reclaimed with material dredged from the harbor in 1963. West across a bridge is Motu Uta, where you can jump aboard a passenger-carrying freighter. The Moorea ferries leave from the new Gare Maritime near the Office du Tourisme downtown.

There are no public beaches right in Papeete. To go for a swim, take a bus marked Outumaoro (CFP 130) past the airport and get off when it turns around near Marina Taina. Walk 500 meters south, and directly behind McDonald’s you’ll find Plage Publique Taina (daily 0600–2000) with a freshwater shower. Point Venus is another good choice for a day at the beach.





SIGHTS


[image: e9781598807387_i0061.jpg] Papeete Market

Papeete’s teeming central market, a block away from the waterfront, was completely rebuilt in 1987 on the site of an older market building. Downstairs on the main floor you’ll see Tahitians selling fish, fruit, root crops, and breadfruit; Chinese gardeners with their tomatoes, lettuce, and other vegetables; and French or Chinese offering fish, meat, and bakery products. Several stalls selling shell necklaces are also here, plus snack and coffee vendors to one side. The territory’s largest handicrafts market is upstairs on the balcony, with pareu, Marquesas wood carvings, and every kind of curio. Surprisingly, it’s often cheaper to buy handicrafts here than on the outer islands where they are made! There’s also a large cafeteria upstairs where you can get a self-service meal and listen to local musicians at lunchtime. It’s great fun taking photos of the fish and vegetable vendors below from the balcony. The flower displays outside the market also make great photos, and everyone is quite friendly. The biggest market of the week begins around 0500 Sunday morning and is over by 0800.
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The produce of the islands is for sale at Papeete Market.
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Since 1977 the Vaima Center has been a Papeete landmark. Many fine shops and restaurants are here.






Return to HIGHLIGHTS




[image: e9781598807387_i0064.jpg] Tahua Vaiete

Take a stroll in the evening along the Papeete waterfront past the dozens of gaily lit vans known as les roulottes, which form a colorful night food market at Tahua Vaiete by the Quai d’honneur. As the city lights wink gently across the harbor, sailors promenade with their vahine, adding a touch of romance and glamour. The food and atmosphere are excellent, and even if you’re not dining, it’s a scene not to miss. On Friday and Saturday nights a live band plays in the bandstand. It all happens nightly 1800–0200.



Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Central Papeete

The streets to the north of the market are lined with two-story Chinese stores built after the great fire of 1884. The Hôtel de Ville on rue Paul Gauguin was inaugurated in 1990 on the site of a smaller colonial building demolished to make way. The architect designed the three-story city hall building to resemble the palace of Queen Pomare IV that once stood on Place Tarahoi near the present post office. A contemporary Marquesan stone tiki stands beside a pond in front of the building.

Notre Dame Catholic Cathedral (1875) is on rue du Général de Gaulle, a block and a half southeast of the market. Inside, notice the Polynesian faces and the mélange of Tahitian and Roman dress on the striking series of Gauguin-influenced paintings of the crucifixion.


CENTRAL PAPEETE
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See THE STREETS OF PAPEETE





Diagonally across the street from the cathedral is the Vaima Center, Papeete’s finest window-shopping venue, erected in 1977.




Official Papeete

A few blocks west along rue du Général de Gaulle is Place Tarahoi. The Territorial Assembly on the left occupies the site of the former royal palace, demolished in 1966. You’re allowed to freely wander around the picturesque grounds and observe the proceedings if the assembly happens to be meeting. Be sure to continue to the very back of the compound, where there’s a botanical garden with many of the trees and plants labeled—just the place to escape the bustle of the capital. A lovely lily pond separates these gardens from those of the adjacent French high commissioner’s residence (which cannot be visited). The Bassin de la Reine, the royal bathing pond of Queen Pomare IV, is the rectangular pool with large goldfish below a huge banyan tree at the very back of the gardens.


[image: e9781598807387_i0068.jpg]

Official Papeete is found along avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa with the high commissioner, president, ministries, courts, and both police forces based here.




In front of the Territorial Assembly’s entrance gate is a monument erected in 1982 to Pouvanaa a Oopa (1895–1977), a Tahitian World War I hero who struggled all his life for the independence of his country. In July 1995 nearly a third of the adult population of Tahiti gathered here to protest French nuclear testing in the Tuamotus.

Across the busy avenue from Place Tarahoi, notice the old wooden house with a red roof to the right of the post office. This is the former residence of Queen Marau, wife of King Pomare V. The house is full of 19th-century furniture, but it’s still occupied by the former royal family and cannot be visited. On the other side of the post office is Parc Bougainville. A monument to Bougainville himself, who sailed around the world 1766–1769, is flanked by two old naval guns. One, stamped “Fried Krupp 1899,” is from Count Felix von Luckner’s famous raider Seeadler, which ended up on the Maupihaa reef in 1917; the other is off the French gunboat Zélée, sunk in Papeete harbor by German cruisers in 1914. Parc Bougainville is a ManaSPOT Wi-Fi hotspot.

Much of the bureaucracy works just west along avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa, a gracious tree-lined French provincial avenue. You may observe French justice in action at the Palais de Justice (avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa, weekdays 0800–1200). The public gallery is up the stairway and straight ahead. Just past the police station farther up avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa is the War Memorial.

In 1999 the Caserne Brioche, a military barracks dating to 1886, was demolished to make way for the Palais Présidentiel de Papeete, official residence of the president of French Polynesia. This elegant neocolonial structure near the gendarmerie at the top of avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa was built intentionally more impressive than the nearby French high commissioner’s residence—a proud symbol of Tahiti Nui. Free guided tours of the building are offered on Tuesday and Thursday 0900–1600. Inquire at the Protocol Office (rue Dumont d’Urville, tel. 47-21-31, www.presidence.pf) at the entrance to the underground parking around the side of the building. Only 30 visitors a day are accepted, and the tours are often fully booked by local groups. However, the staff will usually make space available for foreigners who drop by the day before.



See POUVANAA A OOPA




Along Boulevard Pomare

Facing the waterfront a few blocks west of avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa is the headquarters of the Evangelical Church in French Polynesia, with a church dating from 1875 but rebuilt in 1981. It was here that the London Missionary Society established Paofai Mission in 1818. From 1837 to 1958 the British consulate occupied the site of the six-story Paofai girl’s hostel opposite the church, and George Pritchard, an early British consul, had his office here.

Behind the church is the Musée de la Perle (boulevard Pomare, tel. 46-15-55, Mon.–Sat. 0900–1700, admission free) which introduces Polynesia’s famous black pearls. The center is owned by a pioneer of the black pearl industry, Robert Wan, who operates nine farms in the Gambier and Tuamotu groups. You can purchase the output on Wan’s farms at the Tahiti Perles store in the center of the museum.

Continue west along the bay past the outrigger racing canoes to the Tahua To’ata, a striking open-air venue created in 2000 for the annual Heiva i Tahiti festival held in July.

Adjacent is the neo-Polynesian Cultural Center (1973) or Te Fare Tauhiti Nui, which houses a public library, notice boards, and auditoriums set among pleasant grounds. This complex is run by the Office Territorial d’Action Culturelle (www.maisondelaculture.pf), which organizes the annual Heiva Festival and many other events.

The municipal swimming pool is on the coast beyond the Cultural Center (go upstairs for a view). Return to the center of town along the waterfront.




Archbishop’s Palace

Another walk takes you east from downtown to the Catholic Archbishop’s Palace (1869), a lonely remnant of the Papeete that Gauguin saw. To get there, take rue Jaussen behind the Catholic cathedral, keep straight, and ask for the archevêché catholique. Without doubt, this is the finest extant piece of colonial architecture in a territory of fast-disappearing historic buildings. The park grounds, planted in citrus, and the modern open-air church nearby (to the right) also merit a look. The huge mango trees here were planted in 1855 by Tahiti’s first bishop, Monseigneur Tepano Jaussen.


[image: e9781598807387_i0069.jpg]

Outrigger racing canoes line the beach beside the Evangelical Church in Papeete.







Fautaua Valley

If you’d like to make a short trip out of the city, go to the Hôtel de Ville and take a Mamao–Titioro bus (CFP 130) to the Bain Loti, three kilometers up the Fautaua Valley from the Mormon Temple. A bust of writer Pierre Loti marks the spot where he had a love affair he later described in The Marriage of Loti. Today the local kids swim in a pool in the river here, but it’s unlikely you’ll want to join them as the area is a bit messy.

A dirt road continues three kilometers farther up the Fautaua Valley but because it’s part of a water catchment, private cars are prohibited, so you must walk. From the end of the road, a trail straight ahead leads directly to Fautaua Falls, 30 minutes’ walk with several river crossings. Back a bit on the left, just before the end of the road, is a wooden footbridge across the river. Here begins a steep one-hour trail up to a 19th-century French fort at the top of the falls. The fort controlled the main trail into Tahiti’s interior, and it’s still an excellent hiking area. Take your bathing suit as swimming is allowed at the falls. Take a picnic too and lots of water.

To hike in the Fautaua Valley, a permit must be obtained in Papeete from the “Régie des Recettes” office on the back side of the Hôtel de Ville (rue des Écoles, tel. 41-58-36, weekdays 0730–1430) at a cost of CFP 600 for adults or CFP 150 for teenagers 12–17 (under age 12 free). You may be denied entry to the valley if you don’t have one. The only good thing about having to obtain this bureaucratic permission is that the bus to Mamao–Titioro leaves from rue Colette just around the corner. The valley itself is open daily 0730–1530.

Back on avenue Georges Clemenceau near the Mormon Temple is the impressive Kanti Chinese Temple, built in 1987, which is usually open mornings until noon.




Arue

Another easy side trip is east to Arue (a-roo-AY). Begin by taking an Arue or Mahina bus (CFP 250) from boulevard Pomare opposite the Office du Tourisme to the colonial-style Mairie de Arue at PK 5.6. Built by businessman Victor Raoulx in 1892, the building became the town hall of Arue in 1978. There has always been a degree of rivalry between Arue, heartland of the old Tahitian royal family, and neighboring Pirae, a power base of pro-French politicians.



See KING POMARE V





From Arue town hall, walk back a few minutes in the direction of Papeete to the James Norman Hall Museum (tel. 50-01-60, www.jamesnormanhallhome.pf, Tues.–Sat. 0900–1600, admission CFP 600 includes a guided tour) at PK 5.5 on the inland side of the road. Hall achieved fame during the 1930s as coauthor of the Bounty Trilogy with Charles Nordhoff. He moved to Tahiti in 1920 and had this building erected in 1925. After his death in 1951, the house deteriorated to the point where it had to be completely rebuilt in 1991. The museum opened in 2002, and all captions on the exhibits are in English, French, and Tahitian. About 3,000 books from Hall’s personal library are on display, and there’s a comfortable lounge where you can sit and read excerpts from Hall’s works.

Cross the highway from the museum and walk another 200 meters west toward Papeete to the École Maternelle Ahutoru at PK 5.4, Arue. Adjacent to this school is the little-known Cimetière Royal Pomare with the tombs of Pomare I, II, III, and IV. A map next to the cemetery clearly identifies the many Pomare graves, including that of Pomare V’s successor Prince Hinoï. The most elevated tomb here belongs to Princess Elvina Pomare Buillard, who died in 1999. The Reverend Henry Nott (1774–1884), who translated the Bible into Tahitian, is buried directly behind the school (go around behind the building to see the ornate tomb). Nott arrived on the ship Duff in 1796 and served with the London Missionary Society for 18 years.

At PK 4.7, Arue, less than 10 minutes west of the Pomare cemetery on foot, is the Tomb of King Pomare V, down a side road to a point of land on the lagoon. The mausoleum, surmounted by a Grecian urn, was built in 1879 for Queen Pomare IV, but her remains were subsequently removed to make room for her son, Pomare V, who died of drink in 1891 at the age of 52 (Paul Gauguin witnessed the funeral). A century earlier, on February 13, 1791, his grandfather, Pomare II, then age nine, was made first king of Tahiti on the great marae that once stood on this spot. Pomare II became the first Christian convert and built a 215-meter-long version of King Solomon’s Temple here, but nothing remains of either temple.

There’s an excellent view of Matavai Bay from the Evangelical Church compound surrounding Pomare V’s tomb. In 1767 Captain Samuel Wallis anchored in this bay after having “discovered” Tahiti, and most of the early English explorers (including Fletcher Christian and Captain Bligh) also came ashore here. The eighth Nuclear Free and Independent Pacific Conference was held in the church compound in 1999.

To return to Papeete, simply walk back to the main highway and flag down the first westbound bus.






ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS

Five Papeete cinemas show French films and American films dubbed into French (admission CFP 950). The Concorde is in the Vaima Center; Hollywood I and II are on rue Georges Lagarde beside the Vaima Center; Liberty Cinema is on rue du Maréchal Foch near the market; and the Majestic Cinema is near Mamao Hospital.


Nightlife

After dark, local carousers and French sailors take over the little bars crowding the streets around rue des Écoles and east on boulevard Pomare. Yet for the glitzy capital of a leading French resort island, the nightlife is surprisingly down-market.

The places with live music or a show generally impose a CFP 1,000–2,000 cover charge on men, which includes one drink (women can usually enter for free). The dress code for men is no shorts or sandals. Nothing much gets going before 2200, and by 0100 everything is very informal (many bars stay open until 0400). Visitors should ensure they’ve got their steps right before inviting any locals onto the floor—or face immediate rejection.

French soldiers and sailors out of uniform patronize the bars along boulevard Pomare opposite the Maritime Terminal, including Bar Le Chaplin (tel. 42-73-05), next door to Paradise Night Club, and Bar Le Taina Kaina (301 boulevard Pomare at rue Clappier, tel. 42-64-40, daily 0900–0100).

Metropolis Night Club (boulevard Pomare and avenue Pomare V, tel. 42-35-42, metropolistahiti.skyrock.com) charges CFP 1,500 admission on weekends. Around midnight Friday and Saturday, the dance floor is jammed with strobe lights flashing and go-go girls gyrating on stage.

Paradise Night Club (boulevard Pomare, tel. 42-73-05, www.paradisenight.pf, Sun.–Thurs. 2200–0300, Fri.–Sat. 1930–0400), opposite the Maritime Terminal, caters to all ages with West African and reggae music. Friday–Saturday after 2200, admission is CFP 2,000 per person, including one drink. A dress code applies.

Le Manhattan Discotheque (271 boulevard Pomare, tel. 42-63-65, Thurs.–Sat. 2200–0300, CFP 1,500 cover charge Fri.–Sat.), below Hôtel Kon Tiki, is similar to Paradise Night Club. The street level bar here (open daily) is the most colorful in Papeete and also has ManaSPOT Wi-Fi Internet access.

Mana Rock Café (boulevard Pomare at rue des Écoles, tel. 50-02-40), in front of Hôtel Prince Hinoï, is a popular meeting place. There’s a European-style disco upstairs with dancing Thursday–Saturday 2200–0300 (CFP 2,000 admission includes a drink for males Fri.–Sat. nights).

The Piano Bar (rue des Écoles, tel. 42-88-24, Tues.–Sat. 2200–0300, spicy cabaret show Fri.–Sat. 0130), beside Hôtel Prince Hinoï, is the most notorious of Papeete’s mahu (transvestite) discos. Directly above the Piano Bar, check out Restaurant Lounge Bar Dao (tel. 82-08-08). Many of the people dressed in sexy miniskirts along rue des Écoles are not exactly what they appear to be. Notice the “ladies” beckoning from upstairs windows.

Café de l’Amour, across rue des Écoles from the Piano Bar, has beer on tap. A lively crowd patronizes this colorful establishment, where a seasoned Tahitian band plays on weekends.

Bar Royal Kikiriri (rue Colette at rue des Écoles, tel. 43-58-64, Wed.–Sat. 2200–0300) is another Tahitian disco. Entry costs CFP 1,500 Friday and Saturday and includes one drink.

Club 106 (483 boulevard Pomare, tel. 42-72-92, Thurs.–Sat. 2200–0400), just west of avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa, caters to a slightly older crowd than the other places. It has a different DJ every night, and admission for men is CFP 2,000, which includes a drink.




Cultural Shows for Visitors

A Tahitian dance show takes place in the Bougainville Restaurant, downstairs at the Sofitel Tahiti Maeva Beach Resort (PK 7.5, Punaauia, tel. 86-66-00, Fri. 2000). If you’re not interested in having dinner, a drink at the Bar Moorea by the pool will put you in position to see the action (no cover charge). On Sunday this hotel presents a full Tahitian feast at 1200, complete with an earth oven (ahimaa) and dancing at 1300. Since it’s daytime, taking pictures is easier, and you can watch the show for the price of a drink.
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Buskers play for passersby on a Papeete street.
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a dancer at the Sunday afternoon show at the Sofitel Tahiti Maeva Beach Resort




The Radisson Plaza Resort Tahiti (PK 7, Arue, tel. 48-88-88) has a Polynesian show Saturday nights at 1900.

The Tiare Restaurant at the InterContinental Resort Tahiti (PK 7, Faa’a, tel. 86-51-10) stages one of the top Tahitian dance shows on the island; attend for the price of a drink at the bar near the pool (no cover charge). The Grand Ballet de Tahiti (Lorenzo) performs here on Friday and Saturday at 2030 with another troupe appearing on Wednesday at 2030.

Hôtel Le Méridien Tahiti (PK 15, Punaauia, tel. 47-07-07) presents Tahitian dancing on Friday nights.

There’s Tahitian dancing by the O Tahiti E troupe in the Captain Bligh Restaurant (tel. 43-62-90) at the Punaauia Lagoonarium (PK 11.4) on Friday and Saturday nights at 2030. The buffet here is CFP 5,000, but you can also simply order a few drinks.

Be sure to check these times and days before going out of your way, as things change. If you want dinner, do reserve.






SHOPPING

Normal shopping hours in Papeete are weekdays 0730–1130 and 1330–1730, Saturday 0730–1200. Papeete’s largest shopping complex is the Vaima Center, where numerous shops sell black pearls, designer clothes, souvenirs, and books. It’s certainly worth a look; then branch out into the surrounding streets. Galerie Winkler (17 rue Jeanne d’Arc, tel. 42-81-77), beside American Express, sells contemporary paintings of Polynesia. Galerie Antipodes (tel. 54-05-05, www.galerieantipodes.com), in Fare Tony, has several new shows a month.

Galerie des Tropiques (boulevard Pomare opposite Place To’ata, tel. 41-05-00, www.galeriedestropiques.com, weekdays 0900–1200 and 1400–1800, Sat. 0900–1200) has prints of paintings by famous local artists, plus many high-quality originals.

Don’t overlook the local fashions. Several shops along rue Paul Gauguin sell very chic island clothing.

If you want to look like a surfer, check Kelly Surf (Fare Tony behind Patachoux, tel. 45-44-00), near the market.

Nauti-Sport (tel. 50-59-59, weekdays 0730–1200 and 1300–1630, Sat. 0800–1200) in Fare Ute carries a good selection of quality snorkeling or dive masks at reasonable prices.

Tahiti Vanilla Market (tel. 83-74-83) in the Quartier du Commerce behind the Banque de Polynésie on boulevard Pomare sells an amazing range of products made with vanilla: extract, honey, incense, lotion, perfume, rum, soap, syrup, tea, and vinegar, as well as vanilla beans.

The Centre Philatelique (boulevard Pomare, tel. 54-18-00, www.tahitiphilatelie.com) downstairs at the main post office sells the stamps and first-day covers of all the French Pacific territories. Some are quite beautiful and inexpensive.


Souvenirs

The best handicraft shopping is upstairs in Papeete Market. The pareu are outstanding. Surprisingly, handicrafts are often cheaper in Papeete than on their island of origin.
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a basket merchant at Papeete Market




Tamara Curios (rue du Général de Gaulle, tel. 42-54-42), opposite McDonald’s, is a large craft shop with mass-produced objects.

Serious collectors should visit Galerie Ganesha (tel. 43-04-18, www.ganeshatahiti.com) in the Vaima Center. The top-quality handicrafts here include Fatu Hiva tapa, tikis, bowls, Marquesas nose flutes, and carved mother of pearl. There are also objects from other areas, such as Fiji. Prices are high but fair.

Tahiti Music (5 rue du Maréchal Foch, tel. 42-74-83), opposite the cathedral, has a selection of compact discs of Tahitian music. You can use headphones to listen to the music.




Pearls

Several dozen jewelers around Papeete, including Vaima Perles (tel. 42-55-57, www.vaimaperles.com) in the Vaima Center and Tahiti Perles (tel. 46-15-15, www.perlesdetahiti.net) at the Musée de la Perle, sell the famous black pearls, and it’s wise to visit several before making such an important purchase. Frédéric Missir Joaillier (boulevard Pomare just west of the Vaima Center, tel. 50-78-78) displays many original creations. Tahiti Pearl Market (25 rue Colette, tel. 54-30-60, www.tahitipearlmarket.com) shows a 12-minute film on pearl farming upon request. At all the black pearl outlets, remember to ask for a discount on the sticker price.




Tattoo Shops

Many visitors leave Tahiti with a fresh Polynesian tattoo on their hide, and you can too. The tattoo shops both in Tahiti and on the other islands have albums illustrating their designs, and the proprietors usually speak English. Inquire about sanitary precautions, including clean razors and disposable needles—a listing here is no guarantee. Buy the antiseptic cream they’ll tell you to buy, and don’t expose your tattoo to salt water or the sun until it has healed.

Mana’o Tattoo Shop (43 rue Leboucher, tel. 42-45-00, www.manaotattoo.pf, Tues.–Sat. 1000–1800), directly behind Hôtel Prince Hinoï, does tattoos. Established in 1980, Mana’o was the first professional tattoo shop in French Polynesia, and tourists are its main clientele.






MOUNTAIN CLIMBING


Aorai

Tahiti’s finest climb is to the summit of Aorai (2,066 meters), second-ranking peak on the island. (Some writers claim 2,110-meter Piti Hiti is the second-highest peak on Tahiti, but it’s actually a shoulder of Orohena.) A beaten 10-kilometer track all the way to the top of Aorai makes a guide unnecessary, but food, water, flashlight, and long pants are required, plus a sleeping bag and warm sweater if you plan to spend the night up there. At last report the refuges at Fare Mato (1,400 meters) and Fare Ata (1,800 meters) were in good shape, with drinking water available and splendid sunset views. Each refuge sleeps about 10 people on the floor at no charge.

The road toward the summit begins beside the Hôtel de Ville de Pirae, an outlandish mock-colonial building surrounded by 66 massive Doric columns constructed in 2002 at a cost of over 1 billion Pacific francs. It could be called “Gaston’s folly” for ex-mayor Gaston Flosse, who pushed the project through. Just inland from this building, take the first turn on the right and head up the hill to the access road on the left (if in doubt, ask). The trailhead is at Fare Rau Ape (600 meters) near Le Belvédère (tel. 42-73-44), a touted French restaurant seven kilometers up the narrow paved road from Pirae. Taxis want CFP 5,000 for the trip from Papeete, and few people live up there, so hitching would be a case of finding tourists headed for the restaurant, and weekends are best for this. You could rent a small car at the kilometer rate, but parking near the restaurant is limited.

The restaurant does provide its clients with free transportation in a traditional truck from most Papeete hotels, and this is the easiest way to get there. You can reserve the Belvédère truck at the Hôtel Tiare Tahiti reception and most other hotels in Papeete. Of course, in order to use it you’ll be required to buy a complete meal for CFP 5,600, including salad, main course, dessert, coffee, and wine. The specialty is fondue bourguignon, a meat fondue, but you can substitute mahimahi, steak, or shish kebab. The food is OK but definitely not gourmet. The truck departs most Papeete hotels at 1130 and 1630, leaving the restaurant for the return trip to Papeete at 1430 and 2000.
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The best view of Le Diadème in the center of Tahiti is obtained on the Aorai hike.




To make a day of it, catch the 1130 truck up to the restaurant on the understanding that you’ll be eating dinner and returning to town on the 2000 truck (make sure all of this is clearly understood before you pay—Tina Brichet at Le Belvédère speaks good English). This would give you all afternoon to cover part of the trail, although it’s unlikely you’d have time to reach the top (even if you only get as far as Fare Mato, it’s still well worth the effort). Take along a sandwich for lunch. You should be able to leave some clean clothes at the restaurant to change into for dinner, and be sure to bring your bathing suit and a towel so you’ll be able to take a dip in the swimming pool after the hike. If you can do all of this, the CFP 5,600 per person price becomes reasonable.

A large signboard outside the restaurant maps out the hike. Just above the restaurant is the French Army’s Centre d’Instruction de Montagne, where you can sign a register. From Fare Rau Ape to the summit takes seven hours: 1.5 hours to Hamuta, another two to Fare Mato (good view of Le Diadème, not visible from Papeete), then 2.5 hours to Fare Ata, where most hikers spend the first night in order to cover the last 40 minutes to the summit the following morning. Just above Fare Mato, cables have been fixed along the section of trail with the steepest drops on both sides. The hut at Fare Ata is in a low depression 100 meters beyond an open shelter.

The view from Aorai is magnificent, with Papeete and many of the empty interior valleys in full view. To the north is Tetiaroa atoll, while Moorea’s jagged outline fills the west. Even on a cloudy day the massive green hulk of neighboring Orohena (2,241 meters) often towers above the clouds like Mount Olympus. A bonus is the chance to see some of the original native vegetation of Tahiti, which survives better at high altitudes and in isolated gullies. In good weather Aorai is exhausting but superb; in the rain it’s a disaster. Very few people do the climb, and if you go in the middle of the week you can expect to have the mountain to yourself.




Thousand Springs Trail

A much easier hike with better parking at the trailhead leads along the side of Aorai’s neighbor Orohena. Turn off the coastal highway at the office of the Sheriff de Mahina, behind the Poissonnerie de Mahina (PK 11), and follow the paved road five kilometers straight up through Mahinarama subdivision. At the top of the ridge at about 600 meters elevation the road ends. Park here—the trail is straight ahead. Anyone at Mahinarama will be able to direct you to the “Route des Mille Sources.”

A jeep track built into the slope in 1975 follows the contour six kilometers up the Tuauru River valley to the Thousand Springs at 900 meters elevation. The trail to the 2,241-meter summit of Orohena itself begins at the Thousand Springs and climbs steeply to Pito Iti, where hikers spend the night before ascending Orohena the following morning. The Orohena climb involves considerable risks, and a guide is required, but almost anyone can do the Thousand Springs hike on his or her own, enjoying the good views of the rounded peaks of Orohena to the left and Aorai’s long ridge to the right. Since your car does most of the climbing, this is certainly the easiest way to see the island’s unspoiled interior. There’s nothing special to see at the Thousand Springs, so turn back whenever you like.




Mount Marau

The road inland from directly opposite Faa’a Airport goes under the RDO (Route de Dégagement Ouest) bypass road and up the side of the island to an excellent viewpoint over northwestern Tahiti. It’s a rough 10-kilometer drive, which should be attempted only by four-wheel drive in dry weather. You must drive through a horrendous municipal dump on the way. From the TV tower at the end of the track it’s only 30 minutes on foot to the summit of Mount Marau (1,493 meters). From here you’ll get another incredible view down into the Plateau of Oranges to the south, up the Fautaua Valley to the north, and along the ridge to Le Diadème and Aorai to the east. Several tour companies offer half-day four-wheel-drive trips up here, the easiest way to go.




Guided Hikes

Numerous hikes around Tahiti are organized by Vincent Dubousquet of Polynesian Adventure (tel. 43-25-95 or 77-24-37, www.polynesianadventure.fr.st). A couple of times a month, he takes visitors on an easy walk up the Fautaua Valley near Papeete. Vincent’s hikes to the lava tubes at Hitiaa, the Vaipoiri Cave or Te Pari Coast at Teahupoo, and the Three Coconut Trees on Moorea have a minimum group size of four people. Call or email to find out which hikes are scheduled during your stay. Prices range CFP 5,400–17,700 per person.

Tahiti Evasion (tel. 56-48-77, www.tahitievasion.com) does day trips to Fautaua Falls or the Orofero Valley at CFP 8,900/6,900/5,200 per person for two/three/ four people. A three-day trek along the Pari Coast is CFP 23,500/18,000/15,500 on foot or CFP 32,500/24,000/20,000 by outrigger canoe. To climb Aorai in a day, it charges CFP 7,500 per person (minimum of two people) including the shuttle and a picnic lunch. Tahiti Evasion also offers several excellent hikes on Moorea.

Tahiti Reva Trek (tel. 74-77-20, www.tahitirevatrek.com) specializes in day hikes on Tahiti and Moorea or overnight camping trips. A half-day hike to the Fautaua Valley or Mount Marau is CFP 4,500, otherwise a full-day trek to the lava tubes, Plateau of the Oranges, or Moorea is CFP 5,900. Overnight trips around the Pari Coast at the east end of Tahiti-iti or to Aorai are CFP 12,000 per person. Check their website for the monthly program.

Randonnées Pacifique (tel. 70-56-18, www.randopacific.com) organizes canyoneering at the lava tubes (CFP 12,000) and other locations around Tahiti.






OTHER SPORTS AND RECREATION

Surfers often stay at Pension Te Miti or Taaroa Lodge in Paea on Tahiti-nui’s west coast, or at Pension Le Bon Jouir or Te Pari Village at Teahupoo on Tahiti-iti.

The École de Surf Tura’i Mataare (tel. 41-91-37, www.tahitisurfschool.info) teaches surfing and body surfing to people aged eight and up. A half-day “discovery” package is CFP 4,800 per person, including a board, insurance, and transportation. A 10-lesson pass is CFP 27,000. For more advanced surfers, there are five-day group lessons that include video analysis, personal advice, and trips to the best spots (CFP 23,000). Surfboard and bodyboard rentals are also offered. Most activities require a minimum of three participants.

The Ski Nautique Club de Tahiti (on the waterfront at PK 7.5, Punaauia, tel. 77-22-62, www.tahitiwakeboard.com, Tues.–Fri. 1200–1800, weekends 0900–1800) offers waterskiing at CFP 320 per minute or CFP 18,000 per hour. Training sessions can be arranged.

Papeete’s municipal swimming pool (boulevard Pomare, tel. 42-89-24, Tues.–Fri. 1145–1645, Sat.–Sun. 0730–1645, admission CFP 400) is open to the public. Most evenings after 1800 soccer is practiced in the sports field opposite the municipal swimming pool.


Scuba Diving

Tahiti is best known for its steep drop-offs. Sharks are seen year-round, whales July–November only. The wrecks of a wooden interisland ship and a Catalina seaplane are in the lagoon near the airport runway. Most of the dive sites regularly visited are off Punaauia and Vairao. The companies listed below will usually take along snorkelers upon request.

Scuba Tek Tahiti (at the yacht club at PK 4, Arue, tel. 42-23-55, www.scubatek-tahiti.com, Tues.–Sat. 0900 and 1400, Sun. 0900) organizes outings to offshore faille (faults). Dolphin-watching is CFP 3,500 per person (minimum of four people). Whale-watching (CFP 6,000) is offered August–November.

Tahiti Charter Island (PK 5, Arue, tel. 41-38-33, www.tciplongees.com), in the Centre de détente de Moana, offers diving at rates far below those of most other operators (CFP 3,400/15,500/28,000 for 1/5/10 dives). However, one must pay a membership fee of CFP 30,000 a year per family, so it’s only useful if you’re planning a long stay.

On the other side of Papeete, Bathys Diving (PK 7, Faa’a, tel. 53-34-96, www.bathys-diving.com), at the InterContinental Resort Tahiti, offers scuba diving three times a day at 0800, 1030, and 1400. It’s one of French Polynesia’s best-equipped dive shops, charging CFP 7,900/14,000 for a one/two-tank dive or CFP 11,400 for night diving (at 1800). A three-day open-water scuba certification course with pool training runs CFP 59,000. They also organize two-hour guided snorkeling trips by boat at CFP 5,500 per person (at 1030 and 1400). Bathys can organize free pick-ups anywhere between Papeete and Hotel Le Méridien.

Tahiti Plongée (PK 7.5, Punaauia, tel. 41-00-62, www.tahitiplongee.pf), also known as “Club Corail-Sub,” offers scuba diving several times daily. The charge is CFP 7,500 per dive, all-inclusive. You can ocean dive Tuesday–Sunday at 0800 and on Wednesday and Saturday at 1400; lagoon diving is daily at 1000 and weekdays at 1400 (no diving on Monday). Dive master Henri Pouliquen was one of the first to teach scuba diving to children. The youngest person Henri has dived with was two-and-a-half years old; the oldest was a woman of 72 on her first dive. Since 1979 Tahiti Plongée has arranged more than 10,000 dives with children, certainly a unique achievement. Another specialty is diving with people with disabilities. A fish-filled site called the Aquarium near its base is safe for all divers.

Eleuthera Plongée (PK 9, Punaauia, tel. 42-49-29, www.dive-tahiti.com), at the Marina Taina beside McDonald’s, charges CFP 6,900/13,200/23,500 for one/two/five dives. Exploration dives are at 0900 and 1400 daily. Their introductory dive is at 1100 daily. They offer whale-watching in season (Aug.–Nov.).

Nearby at the Marina Taina are Fluid Dive Center (tel. 85-41-46, www.fluidtahiti.com), near the Casa Bianca Restaurant, offering scuba diving, PADI courses, and whale- and dolphin-watching; and La Vie en Bleu (tel. 77-90-99, www.tahiti-whales.com), with more whale-watching and some exceptional snorkeling trips.

If you want to set out on your own, Nauti-Sport (tel. 50-59-59, weekdays 0730–1200 and 1300–1630, Sat. 0800–1200) in Fare Ute sells every type of scuba gear and also rents tanks.




Day Cruises

Many of the yachts and catamarans tied up at the Quai des Yachts along boulevard Pomare opposite the Vaima Center offer excursions to Tetiaroa, deep-sea fishing, scuba diving, yacht charters, etc. Departures are often announced on notice boards, and a stroll along the waterfront will yield current information.

Croisieres L’Escapade (tel. 72-85-31, www.escapade-voile.pf), on the waterfront opposite the Hôtel Tiare Tahiti, does Tetiaroa day trips on a 14-meter yacht at CFP 13,000 per person including breakfast, lunch, and drinks. Weekend cruises (Fri. afternoon–Sun. night) are also possible. The catamaran Vehia, tied up nearby, does this same trip on Wednesday, Saturday, and Sunday 0700–2000. Only nine passengers are accepted per trip, so book early.






ACCOMMODATIONS

Many of the places to stay are in the congested Punaauia-to-Mahina strip engulfing Faa’a International Airport and Papeete, and they offer poorer value for money than comparable accommodations on Moorea. The hotel listings that follow are arranged clockwise around Faa’a and Papeete in each category. In recent years a number of medium-priced places have sprung up on the Tahiti-iti peninsula and the south side of Tahiti, offering the chance to break up your trip around the island.


US$50–100

Chez Fifi (tel. 82-63-30), aka Pension Dahl, is directly across the street from the airport terminal (the fourth house on the left up the hill beside Blanchisserie Pressing Mea Ma), a three-minute walk. It offers four basic rooms without lockable doors at CFP 5,000/6,700 single/double, plus several open four- and five-bed dormitories at CFP 2,300 per person. Breakfast is included, but only if you ask for it. Communal cooking and bathing facilities are available, but bring insect repellent. Check out time is 1000. The location is noisy because of the nearby industrial laundry and airport, but a bed at Chez Fiji beats sitting up all night in the airport.

Family-style Chez Myrna (106 Chemin vicinal de Tipaerui, tel. 42-64-11. dammeyer.family@mail.pf) is almost opposite Limonaderie Singapour, two kilometers southwest of central Papeete. Myrna offers one small shared-bath room at CFP 4,450/6,150 single/double and one room with private bath at CFP 6,100/7,855 (minimum stay two nights). Breakfast and barnyard sounds are included. The dormitory is CFP 2,050 per person without breakfast. Her husband, Walter, is a German expat who has been on Tahiti for decades. Book this one far in advance.

Many backpackers head for Teamo Hostel (8 rue du Pont Neuf, Quartier Mission, tel. 42-47-26, www.teamoguesthouse.com), a century-old house hidden behind a four-story building near the Archbishop’s Palace, just a short walk east of downtown. If the door is locked when you arrive, look for the owner at No. 3 across the street. To get there from the market, head inland on rue François Cardella, which soon becomes rue Charles Vienot. It’s a little hard to find the first time, but convenient once you know it. Dormitory-style accommodations are CFP 2,500 per person in six-bed dorms. The four rooms with shared bath are CFP 7,500 double, while the one with private bath is CFP 8,000. Bring your own towel. The shared cooking facilities can be used only 1800–2000. A grocery store is nearby, and there’s a veranda with French TV. A CFP 1,000 key deposit is required (and don’t forget to ask for it back, as they may not remind you). Checkout time is 1000, at which time you’ll be asked to vacate the premises, although the receptionist will hold your luggage for CFP 300 per day. If you arrive before 1000, the full fee for the previous night will be payable. It’s all rather basic, but Teamo remains the choice of those in search of the cheapest possible option.

Pension Puea (87 rue du Pasteur Octave Moreau, tel. 85-43-43, www.pensionpuea.com) is off avenue du Prince Hinoï, 500 meters east of the Gare Maritime. The six rooms with shared bath in this two-story building are CFP 6,990 double or CFP 9,550 for a studio, breakfast included. A shared microwave and fridge are available, but no alcohol is allowed on the premises. Polynesians from the outer islands often stay here.




US$100–150

The Heitiare Inn (PK 4.3, Faa’a, tel. 83-33-52, sylvie.faafatua@mail.pf) near the Mairie de Faa’a, one kilometer east of the airport, has 12 rooms at CFP 7,500/8,500 single/double without air-conditioning or CFP 8,500/9,500 with air-conditioning. Communal cooking facilities are provided, and the location isn’t great. Free airport transfers are provided if you call.

[image: e9781598807387_i0074.jpg] Fare Suisse (tel. 42-00-30, www.fare-suisse.com) is in Quartier Buillard, off rue Venus just up from rue des Poilus Tahitiens, three blocks inland from the harbor—very convenient to town. From Champion Supermarket on rue du Commandant Destremeau, go inland on the street beside the building marked “Vaimoanatea” and continue up the hill on a smaller street, turning right at the first lane. Beni, Fare Suisse’s friendly manager, will collect you from Faa’a International Airport at no additional charge provided you book ahead through his website. The four clean rooms at Fare Suisse start at CFP 9,500 double (CFP 15,000 triple for a family room with cooking facilities). If you’re willing to share your room with another traveler, the price is CFP 5,000 per person. Breakfast is extra, but you can easily prepare your own in the communal kitchen. There’s also a lounge where you get to meet other travelers. In case you don’t have a chance to book online, Beni asks that you call ahead because Quartier Buillard (where Fare Suisse is located) is a gated community, and you’ll need to know the security code to enter.

In 2010 three large hotels in this price category on boulevard Pomare near the new Marine Terminal were closed. The fates of the six-story Hôtel Prince Hinoï and the timeworn Hôtel Royal Papeete are still unknown, but the 36-room Hôtel Kon Tiki Pacific may have reopened under new management by the time you get here. If it does and you decide to stay there, don’t accept one of the noisy rooms near the elevator, which are always offered first, and avoid rooms on the lower floors, which are subjected to disco noise. Instead, get one with a balcony on the upper front side of the building. You’ll have an excellent view straight into the adjacent French naval base.

On a back street a block behind Pension Puea and under the same ownership, Pension Ahitea Lodge (avenue Vairaatoa, tel. 53-13-53, www.ahitea-lodge.com) is similar but nicer. This two-story pension opened in 2005, and the manager is quite friendly. There are four rooms at CFP 8,500 single or double, six rooms at CFP 9,500, one family room at CFP 10,800, and two rooms at CFP 11,600. Some rooms have shared bath, so ask to see a few and compare. Air-conditioning costs extra, but a continental breakfast is included. Facilities include a nice swimming pool (open 0630–1900 only), a microwave and fridge, and left luggage (CFP 500 per day or for free if you’ll be staying here again). Pension Ahitea Lodge is in a residential area, so be prepared for rooster noise in the early morning, and bring insect repellent. The streets leading here are inadequately lit at night, with dogs roaming freely. Five-star it’s not, but it is good value if you’re on a budget.




US$150–250

The seven-story Sofitel Tahiti Maeva Beach Resort (PK 7.5, Punaauia, tel. 86-66-00, www.sofitel.com) was built by UTA French Airlines in 1969. The 216 air-conditioned rooms in this pyramidal high-rise cost CFP 15,286 single or double mountain view, CFP 17,429 lagoon view, CFP 31,000 superior suite, plus 14 percent tax (children under 12 free). Discounts can be obtained by booking through the Sofitel website. Although the rooms are reasonably priced for a large hotel, the meal package isn’t worth it, and you’ll do better ordering à la carte or eating out (several good restaurants are just down the road). The service at the hotel restaurants and bars leaves much to be desired. The Sofitel faces an artificial white beach, but with pollution on the increase in the adjacent Punaauia Lagoon, most swimmers stick to the hotel pool. Tennis courts are available. The rooms at the Maeva Beach are small and rather dated, so if you’re at all fussy, you should spend a little more and stay at the InterContinental.

Tahiti Airport Motel (tel. 50-40-00, www.tahitiairportmotel.com), a large five-story building on the hillside above the airport, opened in 2006. It’s clearly visible directly across the highway from the terminal, a short if steep climb away. By car, head inland from the airport on the road that goes below an underpass and turn right up the side road marked Cite de l’Air. Taxi drivers clip you for CFP 2,000 for the short drive here. The 46 spacious rooms with TVs and fridges start at CFP 13,398 single or double, tax included. All of the rooms are nonsmoking, but the air-conditioners are inadequate. There’s no restaurant, but pizza delivery can be arranged, and there’s a popular Chinese restaurant by the underpass down the hill. This somewhat overpriced motel will suffice for your first or last night in French Polynesia.

Opened in 1997, the six-story [image: e9781598807387_i0075.jpg] Hôtel Tiare Tahiti (417 boulevard Pomare, tel. 50-01-00, www.hoteltiaretahiti.info) is the best downtown hotel in its price range. It’s right on the waterfront, and while the rooms on the side facing the post office are the quietest, those on the upper floors in front have the best views. The 38 air-conditioned rooms with TVs begin at CFP 12,620/14,338 double/triple, including tax. The rooms are large enough but not spotless. An ice machine in the corridor compensates for the lack of refrigerators. Coffee makers are also missing. Still, for Papeete, the Tiare Tahiti is value for money.


[image: e9781598807387_i0076.jpg]

The flashy Hôtel Tahiti Nui opened near downtown Papeete in 2008.




The six-story Hôtel Le Mandarin (51 rue Colette, tel. 50-33-50, www.hotelmandarin.com), in the heart of the market area, dates from 1988. The 37 air-conditioned rooms, costing CFP 12,354/14,312 single/double (children under 12 CFP 1,000 each), have TVs and minibars but no coffee-making facilities. The levels of service and cleanliness at Le Mandarin leave much to be desired. Friday to Sunday there’s live music in the restaurant downstairs (get a room on one of the top floors to be well away from it). Travel agents often book their clients here because it’s easy for them to do.

Papeete’s finest downtown hotel is currently the three-star Hôtel Tahiti Nui (avenue du Prince Hinoï, tel. 46-38-99, www.hoteltahitinui.com), just east of rue des Remparts. This sleek, modern, seven-story hotel under the same ownership as Hôtel Le Mandarin opened in 2008. The 45 standard rooms are CFP 18,380/21,920 double/triple, the 40 junior suites CFP 21,205/24,745/28,285 double/ triple/quad, and the six executive suites CFP 25,160/28,700/32,240. All rooms have air-conditioning, TVs, minibars, and balconies. None of the rooms has much of a view, so ask for one on the back side of the building to be away from the noisy traffic. Continental breakfast is CFP 2,040 per person. Two swimming pools, a gym, La Velvet Restaurant, and the Chocco Latte Lounge Bar are on the premises.




US$250 and Up

The [image: e9781598807387_i0077.jpg] InterContinental Resort Tahiti (west of the airport at PK 7, Faa’a, tel. 86-51-10, www.tahitiresorts.intercontinental.com) is a former Travelodge built in 1974. This smart international hotel with a Polynesian flair is the largest resort in French Polynesia. The 270 air-conditioned rooms in the eight main buildings begin at CFP 27,941 single or double; it’s about double that for one of the 32 over-water bungalows. Children under age 15 sharing the room with their parents stay for free, so this resort is a favorite with families. A breakfast and dinner meal plan is CFP 11,300 per person extra (half price for children under age 12). The InterContinental’s over-water Le Lotus Restaurant is reputed to be among the best on the island. Tahitian dancing and crafts demonstrations are regular features at the Tiare Restaurant. The lunch buffet there is overpriced, and room service is a viable alternative. A huge Carrefour supermarket is only a 15-minute walk away, and you can save a bundle by stocking your minibar with snacks and drinks. The InterContinental’s beach is artificial, but the swim-up bar is fun (the mixed drinks tend to be warm and weak). Stingrays and colorful fish swim freely in a saltwater “lagoonarium” directly below the main pool at the InterContinental (fish feeding at 0900 and 1500). The hotel pools are reserved for guests. The InterContinental has a Deep Nature Spa by Algotherm. Paid activities include waterskiing, snorkeling trips, and scuba diving with Bathys Diving (tel. 53-34-96, www.bathys-diving.com).


[image: e9781598807387_i0078.jpg]

over-water bungalows at the InterContinental Resort Tahiti




The former Hilton Hôtel Tahiti (PK 2.6 between Papeete and the airport) opened in 1999 after being completely redeveloped by Louis Wane, brother of pearl baron Robert Wan. This site was once the residence of Princess Pomare, daughter of the last king of Tahiti, and from 1961 to 1996 a historic colonial-style hotel stood here. Outrigger Hotels of Hawaii managed the property initially but withdrew in 2000 after disagreements with Wane. Sheraton then assumed management, only to be replaced by Hilton in 2009. In March 2010 the Hilton Hôtel Tahiti closed due to a slump in tourism, and it was reported that the building would be converted into a private clinic. If so, clinic patients will find the 200 air-conditioned rooms in a series of four-story American-style buildings functional but not luxurious. The property features a large beachside freshwater swimming pool with a whirlpool tub on the knoll just above the waterfall, a spa, a 500-seat banquet hall, and an over-water restaurant with splendid sunset views of Moorea. TOPdive (www.topdive.com) handled scuba diving at the Hilton, but they’ve now moved to the InterContinental and merged with Bathys Diving. The former Hilton is just west of Papeete, and you can walk into town along the waterfront in half an hour. The frequent Outumaoro buses pass the Hilton, InterContinental, and Sofitel until 2000.

Hôtel Le Royal Tahitien (off avenue du Prince Hinoï at PK 3.5, Pirae, tel. 50-40-40, www.hotelroyaltahitien.com) is a peaceful two-story building facing beautifully kept grounds on a litter-strewn black-sand beach. You’re unlikely to see anyone swimming here, as the water is murky with no coral, but the windsurfing is good. The hotel does have a pool with a drippy waterfall. The 40 air-conditioned rooms are CFP 20,644 single or double, plus 14 percent tax. The rooms and furnishings are showing their age (one-channel TV, tired air-conditioners, faulty plumbing, etc). On the plus side, ManaSPOT wireless Internet access is available at this hotel. Breakfast and dinner are served on the attractive terrace overlooking the lagoon (in general, the food prices here are exorbitant). Seats in the restaurant become scarce after 1930 on Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday, when the live music begins. It’s a long, boring walk into town dodging cars parked on the sidewalk (and no public transport back after 1700)—you’ll get better-value beach accommodations on Moorea for this kind of money.

In late 2004 the Radisson Plaza Resort Tahiti (PK 7, Arue, tel. 48-88-88, www.radisson.com/aruefrp) opened on the black sands of Lafayette Beach facing Matavai Bay, seven kilometers east of central Papeete. This resort is just east of Arue, at the foot of the hill bearing the former Hotel Tahara’a. The 86 ocean-view rooms, 53 suites, and 26 duplex suites in seven blocks start at CFP 26,800 single or double, plus 14 percent tax. You can get a better price if you book ahead through the Radisson website (there are often special deals for families). Food, drink, and activities here are expensive. The core of the resort is a huge lagoon swimming pool with a sloping beach entry and waterfall edge. Be aware of the waves and currents here if you swim in the sea. All the facilities of a resort hotel are provided, including a spa and health club. Smoking is not allowed anywhere on resort property. In terms of public transportation, it’s not as convenient as the resorts west of Papeete, as bus service ends at 1700 and is always sporadic on weekends.






FOOD


Tahua Vaiete

Portable food vans called les roulottes set up on [image: e9781598807387_i0079.jpg] Tahua Vaiete between the Gare Maritime and the Office du Tourisme nightly from 1800–0200. Here you’ll find everything from couscous, pizza, waffles, crepes, and brouchettes (shish kebab) to steak with real pommes frites. There’s no better place to sample poisson cru. The most crowded roulottes generally have the best food, but you may have to wait, as lots of people bring large bowls to be filled and taken home. Ah Léon is notable for its Chinese dishes and shish kebab, while La Crêperie de la Boule Rouge is famous for its crepes and galettes au sarrasin (buckwheat wafers). Meals cost CFP 1,100–1,600 per plate. The biggest drawback is that beer is not available.




Tahua To’ata

At Tahua To’ata, a 15-minute walk west along the waterfront, a similar atmosphere prevails. Here a row of outdoor terrace restaurants, including Snack Vaimiti, Chez Jimmy, Snack Moeata, Chez Mado, and Toa Sushi, are always crowded with local residents. Pick the one that is most crowded. Opening hours vary, but there are usually a couples of places serving lunch from 1100–1400 and dinner from 1800–2200. Expect to pay CFP 1,000 and up per plate. Alcohol is not served here, but this area is a ManaSPOT Wi-Fi hotspot.




Snack Bars

To sample the cuisine of the people, check out the Chinese/Tahitian eateries on rue Cardella right beside the market. Try ma’a tinito, a mélange of red beans, pork, macaroni, and vegetables on rice (CFP 1,250).

Upstairs in the market under a thatched awning, La Cafétéria de Marché (tel. 42-25-37, Mon.–Sat. 0500–1600) serves a typical Tahitian lunch at CFP 1,000–1,500, accompanied by a local trio. Ma’a Tahiti (CFP 2,000 complete) is available at noon on Fridays. Starting at 0400, you can get coffee at stalls downstairs in the market for CFP 100.

Snack Julienne (rues Clappier and Leboucher, tel. 42-86-49, Mon.–Fri. 0500–1700, Sat.–Sun. 0500–1100) is an unpretentious local place with some of the best prices in town. Its morning café au lait with bread and butter is CFP 350, while the cooked lunch plates go for CFP 800–1,050. The large casse-croûtes (baguette sandwiches) can’t be beat.


CENTRAL PAPEETE RESTAURANTS AND BARS
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Having dinner on Papeete’s Tahua Vaiete is a not-to-be-missed experience.




Some of the freshest baguette sandwiches in town (around CFP 300) are sold over the counter at Master Sandwiches (26 rue du Maréchal Foch, tel. 43-03-43), near the market. It has a CFP 100 coffee machine in back.

A more trendy, upscale lunch place is La Saladière (9 rue Gilbert, Mon.–Sat. 0600–1700), behind Maison de la Presse and opposite Café des Négociants, with sandwiches (CFP 300–500), paninis (CFP 450–500), and salads (CFP 700–1,200).

For fruit juices, sandwiches, crepes, waffles, and ice cream cones, search no further than Le Motu Tahiti (corner of rue du Général de Gaulle and rue Georges Lagarde, tel. 41-33-59, Mon.–Sat.), behind the Vaima Center. The stand-up tables on the corner are very Parisian. Vitamine Saladerie (tel. 43-37-70, Mon.–Sat.), just upstairs from Le Motu, has a happy combination of salads (CFP 950–1,350) and draft beer.




Asian

[image: e9781598807387_i0084.jpg] Poly-Self Restaurant (8 rue Gauguin, tel. 43-75-32, weekdays 0500–1330), behind the Banque de Polynésie, dispenses unpretentious, filling Chinese-style plate lunches at less than CFP 1,000. Beer is CFP 300, cold water and bread are free. Most of the food is gone by 1300. Poly-Self is always jammed with locals at lunchtime, but additional seating is available upstairs.

Other inexpensive Chinese restaurants are along rue Colette east from the market. Snack Méméne (27 rue Colette, tel. 43-09-26, Mon.–Sat. 0500–1700) is a nice open-air locale with poisson cru, sashimi, chicken, beef, and chow mein priced CFP 1,000–1,400. Wash it down with draft beer.

Restaurant Jimmy (rue Colette at rue des Écoles, tel. 43-63-32, Mon.–Sat.), near Hôtel Le Mandarin, features a clean, simple dining room with specialties such as Thai curries, Vietnamese rice, Chinese plates, Chinese seafood, and filet mignon. Lobster is available at the market price. The extensive menu is posted outside, and most dishes are under CFP 2,000.


[image: e9781598807387_i0085.jpg]

Le Motu Tahiti and Vitamine Saladerie at the entrance to the Vaima Center are among Papeete’s most popular snack bars.




Restaurant La Saigonnaise (67 avenue du Prince Hinoï, tel. 42-05-35, Tues.–Sat. 1130–1330 and 1930–2130) has moderately expensive but fresh Vietnamese food served in a quiet setting. The Saigonese soup (CFP 1,450) makes a good lunch. The surly service is hard to explain, and the air-conditioning is turned up too high. There’s live music the last Friday of the month.

Finally Papeete has its own Sushi Bar (tel. 45-35-25, Mon.–Tues. and Sat. 1100–1400, Wed.–Fri. 1100–1400 and 1900–2000) near the Qantas office in the Vaima Center. You choose from the typical Japanese specialties floating in wooden bowls in a trough along the bar, and you’re charged per dish depending on the color of the bowl (CFP 400–800 each). What better place to have sashimi?




French

For the aspiring gourmet, Papeete has much to offer. For example, Café des Négociants (10 rue Gilbert, tel. 48-08-48, www.cafedesnegociants.pf, Mon.–Thurs. 0530–2200, Fri. 0530–midnight, Sat. 0600–midnight), in the Quartier du Commerce behind La Maison de la Presse, is a Parisian bistro offering a huge selection of beers and French and Tahitian dishes on a pleasant outdoor terrace. There are seafood dishes (CFP 2,100–2,800), meats (CFP 2,200–2,800), and poisson cru (CFP 1,850). The plat du jour is CFP 2,000. There’s live Tahitian music beginning at 1800 weekdays and 1600 on Saturday and continuing until closing.

La Villa Gourmande (rue des Remparts, tel. 42-23-42, Mon. 1200–1430, Tues.–Fri. 1200–1430 and 1800–2230, Sat. 1800–2230) has an elegant colonial-style dining room featuring French cuisine: salads (CFP 1,800), fish (CFP 2,500–2,900), meat (CFP 2,000–3,200), and the plat du jour (CFP 1,950). There’s live music here every Thursday 1730–2100.

Le Grillardin (rue Paul Gauguin, tel. 43-09-90, Mon.–Sat.), opposite the Air Tahiti Nui office, offers fine French cuisine in a traditional country inn. Fish dishes are CFP 2,700–4,500, meat CFP 2,600–4,500.

La Petite Auberge (Pont de l’Est, tel. 42-86-13, Mon.–Sat.) is a fancy French country inn with linen tablecloths. The menu includes seafood, grilled meats, and traditional house specialties priced CFP 2,450–3,400.

Restaurant Au Piment Rouge (30 rue du Maréchal Foch, tel. 85-64-64, Tues.–Fri. lunch, Fri. lunch and dinner) serves specialties from southwestern France in the CFP 2,100–2,850 range. It’s always crowded with French football fans who come to eat, drink, and be merry. Try the Basque lamb stew (txilindron) at CFP 2,400, and be sure to ask for a small dish of ground-up peppers. They only open for lunch, and reservations are recommended.

The [image: e9781598807387_i0086.jpg] Mango Café (rue Jeanne d’Arc, tel. 43-25-55, Mon.–Tues. 1100–1500, Wed.–Fri. 1100–1500 and 1730–2300, Sat. 1730–2300), below the Vaima Center, features white walls with mirrors all around and bright new furnishings. The huge glass atrium façade on rue Jeanne d’Arc is strikingly modern. The French gourmet dishes with local ingredients served up by owner-operator Patrick Brunel are among the most original you’ll find in Papeete. Be prepared; a three-course meal with wine will set you back around CFP 4,000 if you order carefully, but all reports to date say the food and service are well worth the money. Fish mains are CFP 2,500–2,600, meat CFP 2,400–3,600. The Mango Café is also one of the only Papeete restaurants where smoking is not allowed at the tables (smoking is allowed at the bar). There’s a DJ with disco dancing Thursday and Friday nights at 2000.

Restaurant L’O à la Bouche (tel. 45-29-76, weekdays 1130–1400 and 1915–2130, Sat. 1915–2130), up passage Cardella opposite Air New Zealand, is an elegant French restaurant with funky blue decor. The nouvelle cuisine includes mouthwatering seafood and meat at CFP 3,300–3,950. Specialties include lamb brains, duck in honey, and mahimahi in passion fruit sauce. It’s popular with trendy young French locals.
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The chic Mango Café serves original French gourmet dishes with local ingredients.




Restaurant La Romana (3 rue de Commandant Destremeau, tel. 41-33-64, Mon. and Wed.–Fri. 1130–1500 and 1830–2200, Tues. 1130–1500, Sat. 1830–2200) is an elegant air-conditioned restaurant popular with bureaucrats from nearby government offices. It has meat dishes priced CFP 2,550–2,800 and seafood at CFP 2,500–2,800. Italian and French cuisine is served.

La Corbeille d’Eau (571 boulevard Pomare, tel. 43-77-14, weekdays 1200–1330 and 1900–2130, Sat. 1900–2130), west of the center a block beyond the Protestant church, is an elegant French restaurant with main plates costing CFP 2,700–3,900.




Italian

For a taste of the Mediterranean, [image: e9781598807387_i0088.jpg] Pizzeria Lou Pescadou (rue Anne-Marie Javouhey a long block back from the Vaima Center, tel. 43-74-26, Mon.–Sat. 1100–1430 and 1830–2200) is friendly, unpretentious, breezy, inexpensive, and fun. The pizza pescatore (CFP 980) makes a good lunch, and a big pitcher of ice water is included in the price. Owner Mario Vitulli may be from Marseilles, but you won’t complain about his spaghetti—a huge meal for about CFP 1,000. And where else will you get unpitted olives on a pizza? Nonalcoholic drinks are on the house while you stand and wait for a table. The service is lively, and Lou Pescadou is very popular among local French—a high recommendation.

La Squadra Café (tel. 41-32-14, Mon.–Tues. 1100–1400, Wed.–Sat. 1100–1400 and 1900–2200, Sun. 1900–2200), on Passage Cardella around the corner from Lou Pescadou, is a sports bar–style restaurant. The menu includes meat dishes (CFP 1,950–3,150), Italian dishes (CFP 1,800–2,400), and seafood (CFP 1,900–2,500).

L’api’zzeria (44 rue de Commandant Destremeau, tel. 42-98-30, Mon.–Sat. 1130–2200), near the Protestant church, also prepares real pizza in a brick oven. This garden restaurant is a bit more expensive than Lou Pescadou (spaghetti CFP 830–1,650, pizzas CFP 990–1,950, fish CFP 1,950–2,850), but still a very good value. Draft beer is available.
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Les 3 Brasseurs, a microbrewery on boulevard Pomare facing Papeete’s waterfront, is an inexpensive and fun place to eat and drink.







Pub Food

[image: e9781598807387_i0090.jpg] Les 3 Brasseurs (boulevard Pomare near avenue Prince Hinoï, tel. 50-60-25, www.3brasseurs-pacific.com, daily 0700–midnight), with a fashionable sidewalk terrace overlooking the Gare Maritime, is very popular. This northeastern French-style microbrewery, which produces its own unpasteurized pure malt beer, specializes in flammekueche (like a pizza made with unleavened bread and no tomato sauce). The “classique” with onions and ham is CFP 1,200 with a small beer. A hamburger is CFP 700–850, poisson cru is CFP 1,650. It’s all spelled out in a menu resembling a French newspaper. There’s often live music on Thursday–Saturday nights from 2000. It’s always jammed with hip young locals drinking beer until late.

Brasserie des Remparts (Pont de l’est, tel. 42-80-00, weekdays 0630–2200, Sat. 1000–1500), on rue des Remparts between La Petit Auberge and Tiki Soft Café, is a Belgian-style pub. The meals range CFP 1,950–2,990. It’s very popular with local French expats at lunchtime. Wireless Internet is available here.

La Terrasse API (rue du Général de Gaulle and rue Georges Lagarde, tel. 43-01-98, Mon.–Fri. 0500–1800, Sat. 0630–1600) is a world better than the McDonald’s across the street. The plat du jour here is CFP 1,980, and if it’s sold out, you can get hamburgers (CFP 960) or grilled meats. It’s a good place to enjoy an afternoon beer as the world walks by, and ManaSPOT wireless Internet is available. A Tahitian orchestra is often here Fridays 1600–2000.

Café de la Gare (rue du Général de Gaulle, tel. 42-75-95, Mon.–Wed. 0900–2200, Thurs.–Fri. 0900–0100), opposite McDonald’s, is a typical French pub with draft beer. The only meal served here is lunch (CFP 2,100).




Other Restaurants

Market Coffee (rue Edouard Ahnne, tel. 45-60-70, Mon.–Sat. 0530–1430), behind Air Tahiti, is a lively unpretentious place with dancing on Friday night. A full breakfast here will cost CFP 1,200. Also try the salads.

Café Restaurant Ute Ute (45 rue Colette, tel. 53-46-46, Mon.–Fri. 1100–0100, Sat. 1800–0100), opposite the City Hall, is a swanky place serving meals on an outdoor terrace at CFP 1,800–2,900. There’s live music here some nights, and the Jack Daniels Road bar is upstairs. Bar and Restaurant Gaia (tel. 53-15-00), two doors down, is similar.

The Papeete equivalent of a Hard Rock Cafe is Morrison’s Café (tel. 42-78-61, http://myspace.com/morrisonscafe, Mon.–Tues. 1100–1430, Wed.–Fri. 1100–1430 and 1800–0100, Sat. 1800–0100), upstairs in the Vaima Center. Use the elevator on the side of the building just outside Air New Zealand. Morrison’s offers grilled dishes or a plat du jour on a breezy rooftop terrace with a view of Tahiti. Some readers have reported that the lunch is of variable quality. There’s an extensive wine list, a happy hour from 1630–1830, and live music Thursday and Friday from 1700 and on Saturday from 2200.

Moana Iti Le Bistro (boulevard Pomare, tel. 82-26-00, www.moanaiti.com, Mon.–Sat. 0930–2300), a trendy new wine bar next to Club 106, has club sandwiches at CFP 1,100–1,800 and other mains at CFP 1,850–2,850. A tapas buffet is available weekdays 1800–1900. There’s live jazz some nights.




Cafés

Le Retro (tel. 42-86-83, Sun.–Tues. 0500–2000, Wed.–Sat. 0500–2300) on the boulevard Pomare side of the Vaima Center is the place to sit and sip a drink while watching the passing parade. The fruit-flavored ice cream is intense, and for yachties, a banana split after a long sailing trip can be heavenly.

Cheaper meals and drinks are available at Snack Hollywood (on pedestrians-only rue Georges Lagarde, tel. 54-59-51, weekdays 0600–1900, Sat. 0630–2030, Sun. 1000–1900), around the corner from Le Retro. The menu includes fruit salads (CFP 400), poisson cru (CFP 1,000), omelet sandwich (CFP 320), grilled cheese (CFP 280), chicken and chips (CFP 800), and steak frites (CFP 1,100). Coffee, tea, and chocolate are CFP 220. It’s a good bet on Sunday when many other places are closed.
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Snack Hollywood and adjacent Patachoux give you a taste of Paris with your café au lait.




Next door to Hollywood on rue Georges Lagarde is [image: e9781598807387_i0092.jpg] Patachoux (tel. 83-72-82, weekdays 0600–1730, Sat. 0600–1600), owned by the same people as the more upscale Mango Café. The grilled fish or chicken plat du jour is good value at CFP 1,750, and the menu also features salads (CFP 1,080–1,640), quiche (CFP 545–610), sandwiches, poisson cru, tacos, fajitas, pizza, and desserts. Their coffee and tarte normande (CFP 390) are superb.

Aux Delices Chez Louisette (passage Cardella, tel. 45-46-46, weekdays 0600–1600), on the narrow street running inland almost opposite Air New Zealand, is good for ice cream, pastries, quiche, and coffee. It’s clean and chic with most items displayed in the window and nothing over CFP 1,500.

When the heat gets to you, Pâtisserie La Marquisienne (29 rue Colette, tel. 42-83-52, weekdays 0500–1700, Sat. 0500–1200, Sun. 0500–1000) offers coffee and pastries in air-conditioned comfort. It’s popular among French expats.

Tiki Soft Café (rue des Remparts at rue du Maréchal Foch, tel. 88-93-98, weekdays 1100–0100) is a venue for local French gays, especially on Friday nights. ManaSPOT wireless Internet is available.

Le Manava Café or “MC” (avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa at Commandant Destremeau, tel. 42-02-91, weekdays 05300–1800, Sat. 0630–1100) has a nice open-air sidewalk terrace ideal for a coffee and a bar perfect for a draft beer.




Groceries

Downtown there’s Champion (rue du Commandant Destremeau, tel. 54-29-29, Mon.–Sat. 0700–1930, Sun. 0630–1200), a large supermarket. Get whole barbecued chickens and chow mein in the deli section.

Just south of the junction of the auto route to Papeete is the Centre Commercial Moana Nui (PK 8.3, Punaauia), Tahiti’s first enclosed shopping mall, which opened in 1986. Some of the cheapest groceries on the island are available at the large adjoining Carrefour supermarket (tel. 46-08-08, Mon.–Sat. 0800–1950, Sun. 0800–1150). The deli section has a good selection of take-out items, including barbecued chicken, and there’s also a fancy snack bar on the mall. The supermarket doesn’t sell only groceries but also clothing and mass-produced souvenirs at the best prices on the island. Carrefour is easily accessible from Papeete on the frequent Outumaoro bus, which finishes its route across the highway.

Other big supermarkets around the island include Supermarche Venustar (PK 10, tel. 48-10-13, Mon.–Sat. 0630–1930, Sun. 0600–1130), at the turnoff to Point Venus on the circle island highway, and Champion (tel. 57-36-36, Mon.–Sat. 0600–1900, Sun. 0600–1200) in Taravao. All of these are good places to pick up picnic supplies.






INFORMATION

The Office du Tourisme (tel. 50-57-12, weekdays 0730–1730, Sat. 0800–1600) is at Fare Manihini, a neo-Polynesian building between boulevard Pomare and the Quai d’honneur where the cruise ships tie up. The staff can answer simple questions and supply a free map of Papeete, but they don’t make phone calls or reservations on behalf of visitors.

The Institut de la Statistique de la Polynésie Française (1st floor, Immeuble Uupa, rue Edouard Ahnne, tel. 47-34-34, www.ispf.pf, Mon.–Thurs. 0730–1330, Fri. 0730–1200), next to Honolulu, puts out a useful annual abstract titled La Polynésie en Bref.


Bookstores

You’ll find Papeete’s biggest selection of books in English at Libraire Archipels (68 rue des Remparts, tel. 42-47-30). It has a good Pacific section.

The Libraire du Vaima (tel. 45-57-44) in the Vaima Center carries antiquarian books about the South Pacific, topographical maps, and posters.
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The Office du Tourisme on the Papeete waterfront is a good first stop before setting out to explore the city.




Papeete’s largest bookstore is Odyssey (rue Jaussen behind the Catholic cathedral, tel. 54-25-25), although most of the books are in French.

There’s a news kiosk (tel. 41-02-89) with magazines in English in front of the Vaima Center by the taxi stand on boulevard Pomare.




Maps

Topographical maps (CFP 1,500 per sheet) of many islands are available from the Section Topographie of the Service de l’Urbanisme (4th floor, Administrative Center, 11 rue du Commandant Destremeau, tel. 46-80-33).

La Boutique Klima (13 rue Jaussen, tel. 42-00-63), behind the cathedral, sells nautical charts (CFP 3,350) and many interesting French books on Polynesia.

Nauti-Sport (tel. 50-59-59) in Fare Ute also retails the same French nautical charts of Polynesia at CFP 3,450 per sheet.




Library

A public library (646 boulevard Pomare, tel. 54-45-44, www.maisondelaculture.pf, Mon.–Thurs. 0800–1700, Fri. 0800–1600) is in the Cultural Center. Visitors cannot take books out, but you’re welcome to sit and read. The padded chairs in the air-conditioned reading room are great for relaxing.




Airline Offices

Reconfirm your international flight at your airline’s Papeete office. Many of the airline offices are in the Vaima Center: Air New Zealand (tel. 54-07-47), LanChile (tel. 50-30-10), and Qantas (tel. 46-42-80). Air Tahiti Nui (61 rue Gauguin, tel. 46-03-03) is near the Hôtel de Ville. Air France (tel. 47-47-47) is on rue Georges Lagarde inland from the Vaima Center. Aircalin (tel. 85-09-04) has an office upstairs above the international check-in counters at the airport, while Hawaiian Airlines (tel. 86-60-00) is next to the Banque de Polynésie at the airport. If the clerk tells you it’s not necessary to reconfirm, check your seat assignment and leave a local contact phone number to ensure that your booking is still in the system.






SERVICES


Money

MG Finances Broadway (boulevard Pomare, tel. 42-34-39, Mon.–Thurs. 0700–2200, Fri.–Sat. 0700–0100, Sun. 0800–2200), adjacent to Les 3 Brasseurs, changes cash at odd hours without commission. They’ll also change traveler’s checks, but only in the morning when the cashier is present. MG Finances is good if you’re changing a small amount; otherwise the banks give a better rate that you must line up to receive. It’s an excellent place to change excess CFP back into euros at the fixed official rate (the bank at the airport may be out of euros).

The Banque de Polynésie (355 boulevard Pomare, tel. 46-66-66, Mon.–Thurs. 0745–1530, Fri. 0745–1430), directly across from the Office du Tourisme, takes CFP 474 commission. This branch has an Automatic Currency Exchange machine outside their office that changes the banknotes of six countries for the usual commission. The Banque de Tahiti (boulevard Pomare west of the Vaima Center, tel. 41-70-00, weekdays 0800–1145 and 1330–1630, Sat. 0800–1130) charges a whopping CFP 1,306 commission.
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an automatic banknote changing machine in Papeete




Several banks around town have ATMs where you can get cash if the machine’s software recognizes your card. Banque Socredo (411 boulevard Pomare, tel. 41-51-23), on the waterfront just east of the post office, has an ATM accessible 24 hours a day. There have been numerous complaints about Tahiti ATMs that didn’t work, so using one of these machines at a time when the bank itself is closed is not recommended. The ATM at the Banque de Polynésie opposite the back side of the Vaima Center seems to take most cards. If you need to have money wired to you, the Banque de Polynésie has a connection with Western Union.




Post and Telecommunications

The main post office (weekdays 0730–1700, Sat. 0730–1100) on boulevard Pomare next to Parc Bougainville is usually packed with locals paying bills. Rather than waiting an eternity to buy your stamps at the counters upstairs, try getting them at the Philatelic Bureau downstairs, where there will be no line. Pick up poste restante (general delivery) mail downstairs, with a collection fee per piece. Around Tahiti, small branch post offices with public telephones are found in Arue, Faa’a Airport, Mahina, Mataiea, Paea, Papara, Papeari, Pirae, Punaauia, and Taravao.

If you have an American Express card, you can have your mail sent c/o Tahiti Tours, B.P. 627, 98713 Papeete, French Polynesia. Its office (15 rue Jeanne d’Arc, tel. 54-02-50, www.americanexpress.pf, Mon. 1330–1600, Tues.–Fri. 1230–1600) is next to the Vaima Center.




Courier Services

The DHL Worldwide Express agent (tel. 83-73-73, Mon.–Thurs. 0730–1600, Fri. 0730–1500) is near Faa’a Airport, just up the road running inland from the coastal highway.
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Papeete has many Internet cafés, but they’re hard to use due to the prevalence of French keyboards.




Cowan et Fils (tel. 80-37-37), upstairs above the Air Tahiti freight office in the airport itself, is the United Parcel Service agent.




Internet Access

La Maison de la Press (343 boulevard Pomare, tel. 50-93-93, Mon.–Thurs. 0800–1900, Fri.–Sat. 0800–2000, Sun. 0830–1200 and 1630–2000), opposite Tahua Vaiete, has a nine-computer Internet café upstairs (CFP 16 per minute). Ask for a machine with an English keyboard.

Tiki Copy (run Jeanne d’Arc, tel. 85-54-55, Mon.–Thurs. 0800–1700, Fri. 0800–1600, Sat. 0800–1200), opposite the Vaima Center, offers cheap Internet access at CFP 12 per minute, but they only have confusing French keyboards.

Cyber Esp@ce Cibernesia (tel. 85-43-67, www.cybernesia.pf, weekdays 0800–1700, Sat. 0900–1300), in the Vaima Center, also charges CFP 12 per minute.

X-Factor Internet (avenue de Marechal Foch, Mon.–Sat. 0800–2000, Sun. 0900–1900), just off Pont de l’Est, offers the cheapest Internet access in Papeete at CFP 10 per minute, but all of their computers have French keyboards. Cyber Spot (48 rue des Remparts, tel. 45-16-61, daily 0800–2000), around the corner, is also CFP 10 per minute and also has French keyboards only.

The Mana Agency (9 avenue de Marechal Foch, Pont de l’Est, tel. 47-99-99) sells the MiPASS for dial-up Internet access and the Carte ManaSPOT for Wi-Fi access. These cards can also be purchased at most post offices and ManaSPOT wireless hotspots.




Immigration Office

If you arrived by air, visa extensions are handled by the Police Aux Frontières (tel. 80-06-00, weekdays 0730–1200 and 1330–1700) at the airport (up the stairs beside the snack bar). Drop by at least a week before your current visa will expire. Yachties are handled by the Bureau des Yachts (tel. 42-40-74) at the new Gare Maritime in the center of town. If you wish to extend a three-month visa, ask the Office du Tourisme where you need to go to apply. Be patient and courteous with the officials if you want good service.

For those uninitiated in the French administrative system, the police station (in emergencies tel. 17) opposite the War Memorial on avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa deals with Papeete matters, while the gendarmerie (tel. 46-73-73) at the head of avenue Pouvanaa a Oopa is concerned with the rest of the island. The locally recruited Papeete police wear blue uniforms, while the paramilitary French-import gendarmes are dressed in khaki.




Consulates

The Consular Agency of the United States (tel. 42-65-35, www.usconsul.pf, Tues. 1000–1200 or by appointment) is upstairs in the Centre Tamanu Iti near the US Info computer store and not far from Hôtel Le Méridien Tahiti in Punaauia. This office does not issue U.S. visas.

Other countries with honorary consuls in Papeete are Australia and Canada (tel. 46-88-53), Austria (tel. 43-91-14), Belgium (tel. 50-65-65), Chile (tel. 43-89-19), China (tel. 45-61-79), Denmark (tel. 54-04-54), Finland (tel. 46-76-58), Germany (tel. 42-99-94), Israel (tel. 42-41-00), Italy (tel. 43-45-01), Japan (tel. 45-45-45), Korea (tel. 43-64-75), Netherlands (tel. 42-49-37), Norway (tel. 42-89-72), Spain (tel. 77-85-40), Sweden (tel. 47-54-75), and the United Kingdom (tel. 70-63-82). New Zealand is not represented here.




Launderettes

Lavomatic du Pont de l’Est (64 rue Gauguin, tel. 43-71-59, Mon.–Fri. 0700–1730, Sat. 0700–1200) charges CFP 2,500 to wash and dry seven kilograms.

Laverie Automatique Majamat (303 boulevard Pomare, tel. 41-26-65, weekdays 0700–1500), opposite the Gare Maritime, charges CFP 1,200 to wash and dry two kilograms.




Public Toilets

Public toilets are found on Tahua Vaiete near the Office du Tourisme, beside the Flower Market, at the bus stop on rue Colette beside the city hall, and at the Tahua To’ata west along the waterfront. Bring your own toilet paper. Restaurants and bars often have toilets available to patrons, though you might have to request the key.
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The public toilets on the waterfront at Tahua Vaiete are convenient and clean.







Yachting Facilities

Yachts pay a daily fee to anchor at the Marina Taina (PK 9, Punaauia, tel. 41-02-25), accessible via the Faa’a Channel without exiting the lagoon. Otherwise visiting boats can use one of the anchor buoys at the Yacht Club of Tahiti (PK 4, Arue, tel. 42-78-03) for a monthly fee. Another popular anchorage is Port Phaeton at Taravao. Tahiti’s sunny west and south coasts are excellent cruising grounds, while there are few good anchorages on the windward, rainy, and often dangerous east and north coasts.




Health

In early 2010 Mamao Territorial Hospital on avenue Georges Clemenceau was closed and all of its facilities were moved to the new Centre Hospitalier de Polynésie Française (tel. 46-62-62) in Pirae, just east of Papeete. As was the case in the old hospital, the state-of-the-art Centre Hospitalier is always crowded with locals awaiting subsidized treatment, and unless you’ve been taken to the recompression chamber (caisson hyperbare) located there or it’s an emergency, you’re better off attending a private clinic.

At the Clinique Paofai (boulevard Pomare, tel. 46-18-18) you can see a doctor anytime in the emergencies (urgences) department on the first floor (brief consultations CFP 3,600 0700–1700, CFP 7,600 1700–0700). The facilities and care are excellent.

In case of emergencies around Papeete, call S.O.S. Médecins at tel. 42-34-56. To call an ambulance, dial 15.

A dentist, Dr. Michel Ligerot (415 boulevard Pomare, tel. 43-32-24), is on the second floor of the building next to the Hôtel Tiare Tahiti.

The Pharmacie de la Cathedrale (tel. 42-02-24, weekdays 0700–1830, Sat. 0700–1230) is across the street from the Catholic cathedral. There are many other pharmacies around Papeete.






GETTING THERE AND AROUND

For information on air and sea services from Papeete to the other islands, see Getting Around in the Essentials chapter.


Bus

You can go almost anywhere on Tahiti by bus. RTC (Reseau de Transport Collectif) buses to Arue, Mahina, Papenoo, Taravao, Tautira, and Teahupoo leave from both sides of boulevard Pomare near the Office du Tourisme. Those to the airport, Outumaoro, Punaauia, Paea, and Papara are found in front of the Banque de Tahiti on rue du Maréchal Foch. Local services to Motu Uta (infrequent), Mission, Titioro, and Tipaeriu depart from rue Colette near the Hôtel de Ville.

Buses marked “Outumaoro” run from Papeete to Faa’a International Airport and the traffic circle near Marina Taina daily every few minutes 0400–2000. Weekdays, the last trip from Papeete to Mahina, Paea, and points beyond is around 1700, with reduced frequency on Saturday and no buses on Sunday.

Buses to Teahupoo and Tautira, both via Paea, leave from boulevard Pomare on the same side of the street as the Office du Tourisme. They depart Papeete weekdays about every hour 0630–1730 and less frequently on Saturday. The bus to Taravao via Papenoo leaves from across the street from the Office du Tourisme weekdays almost hourly 0515–1800 but on Saturday only at 0930, 1130, and 1430. There are no buses to the southeast side of Tahiti on Sunday.

Destinations and fares are posted on the side of the vehicles: CFP 130 to the airport (CFP 200 after 1800), CFP 200 to Punaauia or Paea, CFP 250 to Arue, CFP 280 to Mahina, CFP 300 to Papenoo, CFP 250 to Papara, CFP 400 to Taravao, Teahupoo, and Tautira. After dark, all bus fares increase. Outside Papeete some buses will stop anywhere if you wave, but others only stop at marked bus stops.
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Air-conditioned buses link Papeete to the east end of the island several times a day.







Taxis

Taxis in Papeete are extremely expensive, and it’s important not to get in unless there’s a meter that works or you’ve agreed to a flat fare beforehand. The basic fare is CFP 1,000 during the day (0600–2000) or CFP 1,200 at night (2000–0600). Add to that the per-kilometer fee of CFP 120 by day or CFP 240 at night. The flat rate per hour is CFP 4,000 during the day or CFP 6,000 at night. Waiting time is CFP 2,000 per hour by day, CFP 3,000 at night. Baggage is CFP 50–100 per piece.

During the day, expect to spend at least CFP 1,000 for a short trip within Papeete, CFP 1,500 to the airport, or CFP 1,700 to the InterContinental or Sofitel. A trip around the island costs CFP 16,000. Taxi stands are found at the Vaima Center (tel. 43-72-47), Mana Rock Café, and airport (tel. 86-60-66). Official set fares are listed on a board at the Vaima Center taxi stand. If you feel cheated by a taxi driver, take down the license number and complain to the Office du Tourisme, although what you consider a rip off may be the correct amount. We’ve received numerous complaints about Papeete taxi drivers, and they’re best avoided if at all possible.




Car Rentals

If you want to whiz around the island, packing in as many side trips as you can in a day, an unlimited-mileage car rental is for you, and with a few people sharing, it becomes affordable. Don’t rent on a per-kilometer basis unless you plan to keep the car for at least three days and intend to use it only for short hops. Most agencies impose a 50-kilometer daily minimum on their per-kilometer rentals to prevent you from traveling too slowly; most rentals are for a minimum of 24 hours. Almost all the car rental companies have kiosks inside Faa’a Airport, and most offer clients a free pickup and drop-off service to the hotels and airport. An additional CFP 700 tax is charged on car rentals at the airport instead of a downtown location.

Check the car as carefully as they check you; be sure to comment on dents, scratches, flat tires, etc. All the car rental agencies include third-party public liability insurance in the basic price, but collision damage waiver (CDW) varies CFP 1,000–3,500 extra per day with CFP 50,000 and up deductible (called the franchise in French). Most agencies charge the client for stolen accessories and damage to the tires, insurance or no insurance, and Tahiti insurance may not be valid if you take the car to Moorea by ferry (ask). You’ll also pay for towing if you are judged responsible. On Tahiti the car comes full of gas, and you’ll see Mobil and Total gas stations all around the island.

Avis/Pacificar (56 rue des Remparts, tel. 54-10-10, www.avis-tahiti.com, Mon.–Sat. 0730–1700, Sun. 0730–1200) is on pont de l’Est, at the east end of rue Paul Gauguin. It also has a desk at the airport. Avis/Pacificar has unlimited-kilometer cars from CFP 9,600/17,659/26,489 for one/two/three days, including insurance. You’re responsible for the first CFP 88,000 in damages. Insurance to eliminate that risk is CFP 2,200 a day.
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