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Soft-sand beaches, zingy African flavours — and yet the
delicious little islands of Sao Tomé and Principe are still
almostempty. Fill your boots, says Stanley Stewart
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ometime past midnight, with little
but starlight to guide us, we crept
along the sands of Praia Grande in
search of a miracle.

‘We have several every night,’
our guide was saying. ‘Many have
come thousands of kilometres to
get to this beach, some from the
other side of the Atlantic.
- Somewhere behind the line of
waves we found a green turtle. She had created a nest by
digging a hollow in the sand and laid a cache of eggs like
a collection of white marbles. Now she was trying to hide
them, her back flippers slowly flicking sand. She seemed
exhausted, and must have felt clumsy and heavy on this
beach. She worked in fits and starts, pausing after each
exertion to catch her breath, until the eggs began to
disappear. The guide located a tracking tag and checked
the details. She was over 100 years old, born when men
were still dying in the trenches of the First World War.

The long peregrinations, the return to their place of
birth, the danger, the courage... The whole sea-turtle
story was what had brought me here. It appealed to my
romantic instincts. For millions of years, they were the
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chief visitors to Sdo Tomé and Principe, two small
islands roughly 150km apart, lying in the Gulf of Guinea,
320km off the coast of West Africa.

The lush, verdant islands were a terrestrial paradise —
an Eden without Adam and Eve to bugger things up.

No one lived here until colonialisation began in 1470,
when the islands became an outpost of that creakiest
of enterprises, the Portuguese empire — powered by the
sweat of slaves imported from the African mainland.

They may be two small outcrops in the mid-Atlantic
that few people have heard of — yet, sure enough, with
their gorgeous natural assets, Sdo Tomé and Principe
have begun attracting barefoot-in-the-sand paradise-
seekers in recent times, the kind of escapees who’ve
fallen for Thailand and Goa in the past, but now fancy
a couple of weeks of tropical R&R untainted by burger
bars, nightclubs and suave-mixologist-dominated
hangouts. And all without stinting on stylish, comfy,
world-class places to rest their heads.

S0 Tomé and Principe have beaches that would
impress a Brazilian; dance steps (the kizomba, the
tarrachinha) that would make a Cuban blush; vegetation
more riotous than the Amazon’s; the world’s best
chocolate; and a fascinating bird — sadly only seen by a

handful of people and known by locals as a goo-goo,
which apparently eats eggs and poos gold. Oh, and did I
mention the sprinkling of elegant boutique-y hideaways?

In S&0 Tomé they say ‘Léve-léve’ — literally ‘Softly-
softly’, in the sense of ‘Take it easy’. It makes sense.
Disembarking in Sao Tomé after my six-hour flight
from Portugal, Twas soon immersed in a leisurely swirl
of life: mothers carried 50kg of bananas on their heads
and babies on their backs, ‘commuters’ pushed bicycles
uphill with fish hanging from the crossbar. Dogs slept in
the middle of the road. Goats jaywalked. Pigs snuffled
along the verges. But this stopover was merely a taster
— itwas Principe that delivered me to heaven. All it
took was a half-hour onward flight by propeller plane.
In Principe they say ‘M6li-moli’ — advice for people
who find ‘Léve-léve’ just that little bit too rushed.
Unsurprisingly, I was soon drowsing in a haven of
hammocks and tropical plants, empty beaches and
islanders living in rural tranquillity.

I checked in at Roga Sundy, an old plantation house
reworked as a boutique hotel of high-ceilinged rooms,
four-poster beds and polished floorboards, where I
slipped effortlessly into a less brutal version of the
colonial lifestyle. By the first evening I had established

Sao Tomé and Principe

something of a routine: sipping rum Daiquiris on the
terrace and dining alone in candlelit splendour, as if
I'were a hill-station planter.

Rogas, as these plantation houses are known, fell into
disrepair after 1975, when the Portuguese realised their
empire was well past its sell-by date, and packed up
and left, taking everything moveable, including all the
country’s currency. Today, across the northern half of
the island, the properties stand largely as overgrown
monuments, riddled with dry rot and ghosts. But there
are impressive restorations, such as Roga Sundy, a ruin
saved and made beautiful by a wealthy South African,
Mark Shuttleworth, who spent a week aboard the
International Space Station in 2002. On Principe they
call him the Man on the Moon.

For me, Sundy’s seductions went far beyond the
Daiquiris. Parts of the roca are still inhabited by
Principean families, and the terreiro — the long central
grassy courtyard around which the old plantation
buildings were set — was as lively as an Italian piazza in
the hour of the passeggiata. For a couple of days [ was
content to do nothing more than watch children chase
footballs, twirl skipping ropes and scatter chickens.
Toddlers clambered over a defunct steam engine.
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Sao Tome and Principe
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‘People say we are far away, that this is a remote place,
he told me as we talked. ‘But this island is the closest
land to where the equator meets zero degrees longitude.
This is the centre. It is everyone else who is far away.’

The old plantations occupy the northern half of

EXPLOE,{,\ﬁE b Principe. The southern half (the whole island is barely

Boattripsaren'tonly :
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30km long) is virgin forest. To islanders it is as remote

as Outer Mongolia. To me, it felt like a lost world halfway
between Tolkien’s Middle Earth and Gauguin’s South Sea
paradise. Volcanic towers — spectacular basalt phonolites
— thrust their way through the jungle canopy, rising
hundreds of metres above the treetops. Flat-topped
mesas and mountains dominate the skyline.

I took a boat to this outback, flying fish darting
beneath the bows, and went ashore to trek along jungle
trails, keeping an eye out for the elusive goo-goo. The
astonishing birdlife (there are 28 species on Principe)
was as tame as in the Galdpagos, lending a strange,
dream-like quality. A kingfisher perched a mere metre

away, cocking its head to get a good look at me. Finches
gathered about me, settling on nearby branches. A golden
weaver alighted near my elbow, a piece of grass in its
beak, ready to slot into its nest.

I donned a mask and snorkel and the dream continued.
With warm currents and excellent visibility, Principe’s
seas are as pristine and as little explored as the land.

An expedition here in 2006 discovered 60 new fish,
inchiding 10 from completely unknown species. | gazed
down at nurse sharks 2.5 metres long, hovering over beds
of sea grass in aqueous light. I watched silvery barracuda,
stationary with the merest flick of their tails. Beyond
a reef of pale rock, I spotted a spectacular Atlantic
sailfish, its huge dorsal fin hoisted to the currents.
With a turn of my head, [ saw colourful parrotfish
grazing on algae, bloated pufferfish comically struggling
to keep themselves upright in the wash above the reefs,
and shoals of yellowtail sardinella, wheeling this way
and that like well-drilled regiments.

The sea turtles swam earnestly towards their birthplaces, thgir
little startled faces gazing at me through shafts of refracted light
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And finally, in Mosteiros Bay, I found the sea turtles,
swimming earnestly towards their birthplaces, their
little startled faces gazing up at me through shafts of
refracted light. On these islands, turtles are creatures
of legend and myth. They are seen as heroic, symbols of
loyalty and determination. On Principe people speak
of someone with courage as having the heart of a turtle.

On that beach at Praia Grande, just after midnight, the
heroism was evident. Having covered her eggs, my green
turtle began the trek back to the ocean. It wasn’t that
far unless you were an exhausted 110kg turtle trying
to walk on flippers after a 1,500km swim having just
produced 100 eggs. It took her half an hour, levering herself
forward a pace at a time, pausing to recoup her strength.

I'spent a couple of hours at Praia Grande with a guide
from Marapa, a marine-conservation charity protecting
the nesting sites. Half a dozen turtles were laying their
eggs that night, after making the epic trip up the beach.
The largest was a leatherback probably two metres across.
Its offspring, hatching weeks later, would need that turtle
heart. Not many would even make it to the ocean; fewer
than 1% would live to maturity. But those that did would
eventually return to this same beach on Sao Tom¢é and
Principe: paradise found - for all discerning travellers. =
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TAP AirPortugalflies to Sdo Tomé,
viaLlisbon, from £742 return. Daily
charters betweenSdo Tomé and
Principe costabout £168 return
(stpairways.st).

Where to stay

Sdo Tomé: Atthe simple, charming
Omalihotel (omalitodge.com) prices
startat£222 anight, B&B.Togeta
flavour of the old colonial lifestyle,

trythe RocaSao Jodo dos Angolares,
adelightful plantation house further
downthe coast, whichhas been
transformedinto alovely, rustic-style

boutique hotel with restaurant. Make
areservationthrough booking.com
(doublesfrom £60, B&B).

Principe: The old plantationhouse
RocaSundy (hotelrocasundy.com;
doubles from £186 a night, half
board) offers contemporary
eleganceandstyle,andhasa
restaurantthatserves dishes made

fromits own homegrown organic
gardens. Itorganises a selection of
4WD andboattours of theisland,

exploring the plantations, National Park,
beaches and, of course, monitoring the
laying and hatching of the seaturtles
(Septemberto April). Villas at Bom Bom
{(bombomprincipe.com) startat£367
anight, halfboard, while luxury tented
villas atthe five-star Sundy Praia resort
(sundyprincipe.com) startat £580

a night, halfboard.

Go packaged

Steppes Travel (steppestravel.com)
has a12-day itinerary to S30 Tomé and
Principe from £4,495pp, half board,
includinginternational andinternal
flights, stayingin some of the best
accommodation (featured) onthe
islands (Omali, Sundy Praiaand

Roga Sundy). Ortry Rainbow

Tours (rainbowtours.co.uk).

Further information

Visitors from the UK can currently stay
forupto 15 dayswithoutavisa. For
longerbreaks apply for a visa online.
Formoreinformationontheislands,
seethe Sdo Tomé and Principe tourism
website atturismo.gov.st/en.
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