
Stephen Cunliffe 
discovers an alluring 
alternative off the west 
coast of Africa

Island 
dreaming

Whenever you ask someone to name the island 
nations lying off the coast of Africa, you invariably 
hear the same names cropping up: Madagascar, 

Mauritius and the Seychelles. Some well-travelled island 
lovers may include the Comoros and Réunion or, at a real 
stretch, even mention the distant Maldives. However, for some 
inexplicable reason, everyone tends to overlook the Atlantic 
Ocean islands off Africa’s west coast. 

There is a small island paradise lying 600 kilometres off the coast of 
Gabon that has good reason to lay claim to the prestigious title of 
“Africa’s best-kept secret”. While this term has been bandied about 
with nauseating regularity, in the case of little-known São Tomé, 
this accolade is genuinely well-deserved.

The flight from Libreville to São Tomé was nothing more than a 
short hop from the mainland, but it opened the doors to a largely 
unknown island nation boasting a great climate and incredible 
natural beauty. 

My wife and I explored the streets of São Tomé and marvelled at 
the Portuguese architecture that still dominated a city overflow-
ing with dilapidated colonial era buildings and decaying coastal 
boulevards. The laughter of friendly Santomeans echoed through 
the old streets in a capital that exuded warmth and charm. 

On day one, I already had a strong premonition that we had arrived 
somewhere very special and that great adventures lay in store 

for us during the weeks ahead. 
With a combined surface area of 1 000 square 

kilometres and a population of around 
200 000, the Democratic Republic 

of São Tomé and Príncipe is 
Africa’s smallest state. Situated in 

the Gulf of Guinea below the bulge of 
West Africa, the country consists of two 
volcanic islands that were discovered 
and colonised by Portugal in the late 
15th century. 

Sugar was immediately intro-
duced to the islands and, by 
the mid-1500s, São Tomé was 
Africa’s foremost sugar ex-
porter. In the 19th century, 
sugar was replaced by 
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cacao and coffee plantations (known as roças), 
which were owned by large Portuguese com-
panies. By 1908, São Tomé had become the 
world’s largest producer of cacao and, to this 
day, it remains the country’s most important 
export crop. 

Although many of the old plantation houses 
have fallen into disrepair in recent decades, 
a few have been rebuilt and renovated into 
guest houses, providing tourists with an op-
portunity to step back in time and experience 
the old Portuguese grandeur of the roças.

After a couple of days of getting our bear-
ings in the capital, we felt sufficiently adjusted 
to island life and set off to explore São Tomé, 
the larger of the two main islands.

We headed south toward the island’s most 
well-known plantation house at Roça de 
Sao Joao.

En route we wanted to meet and interact 
with the local Santomean people, so we 
opted for the more adventurous choice of 
travelling south with local transport.

The minibus groaned audibly under the 
weight of its load. An endless stream of beer 
crates and 50 kilogrammes of sacks of rice 
were hoisted onto the roof, more people 
were crammed inside, chickens were pushed 

under the seats and a sounder of live pigs 
was even thrown in for good measure! To 
say the vehicle was overloaded would be 
the ultimate understatement; however, the 
mood on board was jovial, with big smiles 
and endless banter between the passengers 
and the driver as they tried to convince him 
to load even more cargo. 

It was a beautiful drive, with the road hug-
ging the east coast. Sandy beaches stretched 
into a deep blue sea to the left, while tall 
jungle-clad granite peaks climbed into the 
clouds away to our right.

As the bus bumped and shuddered its way 
across the picturesque terrain, our fellow 
travellers became inquisitive and engaged 
us in as much conversation as our broken 
Portuguese would permit.

The Roça was essentially a huge Portuguese 
farmhouse exuding history and charm with 
its stylish art and elegant décor. We were 
given a large, airy corner room with three 
enormous windows that bathed the abode 
in warm sunlight. It was a comfortable and 
romantic place, particularly as we happened 
to be the only guests staying at the time. 

During the day, we headed for the 
beach and there was no better place than 

Praia Micondo to while away a couple of 
picture-perfect days as we lazed on soft 
white sand under palm trees and swam in 
the warm azure ocean. We heard that many 
Santomeans regarded this to be the finest 
beach on their island; I would be hard-
pressed to disagree. 

After sharing ‘our’ beach with no one except 
a few curious local children, we picked up 
our masks and snorkels and headed into the 
small town of São João Dos Angalores for a 
seafood feast at the locally recommended 
Nelitos Restaurant. It was a charming place 
on the edge of town, which served a five-
course seafood extravaganza of calamari 
and grilled fish for almost nothing, which 
we washed down with gulps of ice-cold 
Creola Pilsner. 

After four days of rest and recuperation 
at Roça de São João, we decided to move 
on toward the island’s southern tip. This 
rustic beach camp was a three-kilometre 
walk from where the road terminated at the 
island’s southernmost town. 

The lodge offered accommodation to 
a handful of adventurous souls in rustic 
wooden cabins under a grove of shady palm 
trees, while its beachside location ensured 
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we were lulled to sleep by the sound of 
crashing waves at night. It was a wild, remote 
and desolately beautiful place. As I gazed 
out to sea, I had the feeling I was staring off 
the end of the earth. 

Jalé Ecolodge provided the perfect base 
from which to tour the surrounding man-
groves in search of monkeys, hike to hidden 
coves, swim at idyllic Praia Piscina (swim-
ming pool beach) and watch the nocturnal 
nesting of green turtles on Jalé beach. 

We had planned to stay a couple of days, 
but a entire week had passed by the time we 
dragged ourselves back to Porto Alegre! 

We then boarded a boat and headed for 
Ilhéu das Rolas, a small island a few kilome-
tres south. Rolas Island Beach Resort, also 
known as Pestana Equador Resort, was 
about as different to Jalé Ecolodge as you 
could get. Rolas (along with Bom Bom on 
neighbouring Príncipe) boasts the country’s 
premier tourist facilities.

We decided to splurge on the resort and 
indulge in a couple of days of luxury and 
scuba diving. The diving did not disappoint, 
with the 28-metre dive at Pedra Do Braga 
producing a diverse array of marine life from 
moray eels and octopus to barracuda and 
huge stingray.

In contrast, Furnas dive site, with its 
volcanic tunnels and underwater swim-
throughs, provided a fascinating insight 
into the volcanic origins of these islands, 
which actually are the highest peaks of a 
sub-oceanic mountain range.

After two days of excellent food, lazy hours 
on Praia Café and floating in the massive 

swimming pool, we paid a final visit to the 
equator monument (which marks the spot 
where the equator cuts across tiny Rolas 
Island) and jumped on a boat bound for 
São Tomé. 

With no road along the island’s inacces-
sible west coast, we backtracked through 
the capital and took the road around the 
north of the island toward Neves and Roça 
de Monteforte. This enchanting plantation 
house, overlooking the black sand beach at 
Praia Monteforte, was the final stop on our 
spectacular three-week tour.

We then joined forces with four Swiss-
German guests to explore the north by 
bicycle. A friendly staff member, Kuku, 
rented us some mountain bikes from the 
local inhabitants and we instantly became 
the talk of the town. Children danced in the 
streets, and when they recognised the bikes, 
they yelled out the bicycle owners’ names.

Ten exhilarating kilometres later, we ar-
rived at Lagoa Azul (Blue Lagoon) feeling like 
rock stars. Surrounded by ancient baobab 
trees, this picture-perfect bay offered 
without doubt the best snorkelling we had 
encountered anywhere on São Tomé.

After a morning spent marvelling at sea-
horses and trumpet fish, we climbed back on 
the bikes and rode on. We broke our journey 
for a refreshing swim at Praia das Conchas 
before travelling to Agostinho Neto. This 
former cocoa plantation showcases some 
of the country’s best examples of colonial 
period architecture, providing a unique op-
portunity to transport visitors back in time 
to its heyday.

Getting to São Tomé
São Tomé can be accessed with direct 
flights from either Europe or mainland 
Africa.  

TAP Portugal (www.flytap.com) and 
STP Airways (www.stpairways.st) offer 
regular flights between Lisbon and the 
island nation.  

From Africa, daily flights operate from 
Libreville, Gabon with Air Service (www.
airservice.aero) while TAAG (www.taag.
com.br) has a less frequent service to 
São Tomé from Luanda, Angola and the 
Cape Verde Islands.

All too soon it was time to bid farewell to 
an island paradise that had beguiled us 
with her many charms, arrested us with her 
natural beauty and entertained us with her 
varied activities. 

As we boarded the plane, I was struck by 
a powerful realisation that São Tomé is sim-
mering and it is only a matter of time before 
“Africa’s best-kept secret” explodes onto the 
tourist scene.

Tourists require a visa to visit São Tomé and 
this must be obtained in advance. Proof of 
yellow fever vaccination will be requested 
upon arrival from Africa and the use of malaria 
prophylaxis is strongly encouraged. 

The dry season runs from June to September 
and the wet season is from October to May.
 
Useful information, contact details and a 
comprehensive overview of all the accom-
modation options available can be found at: 
www.saotome.st/index.php or www.saoto-
meislands.com

Contacts
General
W e b :  w w w. s a o t o m e . s t / h o t e l s .
php?intHotelID=33  

Accommodation
Roca de Monteforte 
Web: http://saotomeprincipe.st/en/planta-
tion-house_87-roca-de-monteforte-.html

Roça de São João
Web: www.rocasaojoao.com/site_uk/roca.
htm 

Rolas Island Beach Resort
Tel: +239 2261 196
Web: www.pestana.com/hotels/EN
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