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Members’ Contribution – Sailing to Vanuatu – Jessica Wyers 
 
A special article from Jessica Wyers for members to enjoy.  Reading this and seeing Jessica’s photos 
brought back fond, distant memories of being in Vanuatu – I’m sure you will enjoy this as much as I did.  
Neil 
 
Pete and I spent most of last year on Caravanserai (our 12 metre sailing catamaran) cruising New 
Zealand and the Pacific.  Our travels included visits to two French-speaking countries - Vanuatu and New 
Caledonia.  The following are some of the highlights of our time in Vanuatu. 
 
We spent four weeks in Vanuatu 
during August-September.  It was our 
first visit to Vanuatu and it was 
probably our favourite destination of 
the trip.  The people were very friendly 
and getting around was relatively easy.  
Everywhere we stopped, we were 
given a wonderful reception by the 
locals, who were always keen to show 
off their local sights and tell us about 
their village.  
 
The villages we saw were all very well 
kept and buildings were generally 
traditional style huts built with 
thatched roofs and woven matting 
walls.  Concrete buildings were quite 
rare.  Bislama is the official language but many villages have both English and French speaking primary 
schools.  Families generally send some of their children to each school, so they have a mix of French and 
English spoken in the home though French is more widely spoken than English, particularly in the 
southern islands.   
 
It took us a while to get used to some of the French ways which still operate in Vanuatu, particularly the 
shops and some tourist attractions closing for lunch. The swimming was wonderful and although the 
water was a little cooler than Fiji and Tonga, the water clarity was fabulous.  We did have to be careful 
where we swam though as there are areas where there are lots of sharks.  We also had to adjust to the 
kava, which was quite a bit stronger than that served in Fiji.  We had some very relaxed sailors at the end 
of the feasts put on for us by the locals.   
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One of the absolute highlights of our 
entire cruise was an evening trip in a 
4WD to the Mount Yasur volcano on 
Tanna Island.  Although by the time 
we arrived we couldn’t see the 
surrounding ash field, the volcano 
itself was spectacular in the dark.  We 
saw a wonderful show as the lava 
bubbled away in the crater and steam 
and lumps of hot rock were 
occasionally spat out by the pressure.  
We were even treated to a giant 'grand 
finale' blow as we were leaving. 
 
We thoroughly enjoyed the capital, 
Port Vila, though it got very busy on 
days when a cruise ship was in town.  
Port Vila has a wonderful array of places to eat.  My favourite was Au Péché Mignon a wonderful French 
patisserie from which we had to have at least one delicious morsel per day.  Port Vila also has an 
excellent market open weekdays and Saturday mornings.  We were there during the raspberry season and 
got quite a few punnets of fabulous wild raspberries – yum yum.  On Wednesday nights the Holiday Inn 
puts on a fire dancing show which anyone can attend.  The dancing is done by a local youth group and set 
to modern hip-hop music.  The choreography was very well matched to the music and we had a great 
night, helped no doubt by happy hour!  From nearby Mele Bay we walked to the Mele-Maat Cascades.  
We also hired a car for a day trip around Efaté Island.  Others hired taxis for the day to take them to the 
local sites. 

 
Espirito Santo Island was home to many US Troops 
during WWII and there are many remains scattered 
around the island.  We anchored in Palikulo Bay, in 
clear water amongst beautiful coral reefs.  The main 
town of Luganville was not a lot to look at though it 
had a number of supermarkets, basic shops and services 
where we could get supplies and is where those 
wanting to dive the USS President Coolidge could 
make bookings.  We didn't do the dive, or snorkel 
nearby Million Dollar Point, though those who did 
thought both sites were great.   
 
We also spent a few very pleasant days anchored at 
nearby Oyster Island. The resort here has a wonderful 
menu and we tried a number of the house specialties: 
oysters for which the island is named, which although 
good were not up to the standard of our local fare; chilli 
chocolate ribs - yummy; but the highlight were the 
Vanuatu beef steaks.  We didn't spend the entire time 
eating.  After a lunch of chilli chocolate ribs our group 
took two person kayaks up the river to the blue hole.  It 
was a lovely paddle up the river with the water getting 
fresher as we made our way upstream.  We arrived to 

find a number of locals enjoying Sunday afternoon picnics.  The hole itself is quite deep, but the water is 
so clear you can still see the bottom.  The water was cool, but fresh and we enjoyed a brief but pleasant 
swim.  Some of the more daring amongst our group tried swinging off the rope on an overhanging tree 
into the water. 
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Another must was a trip to Champagne 
Beach, Hogs Bay on the eastern side of 
Espiritu Santo.  The sand is so fine and 
soft that the water bubbles up through 
it, hence the name.  We went for a 
swim and a snorkel and though the 
coral and fish weren’t fabulous, we did 
see quite a few turtles, which was a 
bonus.  Dinner that night was at the 
Oyster Island resort where we were 
privileged to see a water music 
performance.  The music makers are all 
women who stoop or squat in the water 
and make the most amazing sounds 
simply by the way they move their 
hands underwater.  I joined in at the 
end, got thoroughly wet but was unable 
to make the sounds the performers did. 
 
We spent a couple of nights in Lolowai Bay on Ambae Island.  Ambae Island is the Bali Ha'i of the 
musical South Pacific where the local women were sent during WWII to keep them out of reach of the 
US soldiers.  We also anchored overnight at a couple of anchorages on the western side of Pentecost 
Island.  This is home of the land diving, though we were too late to see any.     
 
At Maewo Island we anchored in Asanvari Bay.  In company with most of the local children, we climbed 
the hill behind Asanvari village to the more traditional village next door.  Along the way we saw a couple 
of huge banyan trees.  In the past locals used the trees for shelter, camping in amongst their roots.  The 
children also picked some local apples, which they shared with us – quite delicious.  From here the track 

wound down the hill towards the 
waterfall and water terraces where they 
grow water taro.  The terraces are cut 
into the hillside with a series of 
bamboo pipes to control water flow.  
They are very well made.  At the right 
time of the year fresh water prawns are 
caught here.  All the sailors stopped at 
the upper waterfalls for a dip.  The 
water was a little cool, but once in it 
was very refreshing and it was always a 
treat to have a dip in fresh (rather than 
salt) water.  An added bonus to our 
time here was the daily visit from 
Columbus who came by every morning 
in his canoe with still warm freshly 
baked bread for sale. 
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During our stay at Asanvari we were 
also treated to a display of local custom 
dances.  This was followed by a 
ceremony where all the rally crews 
were adopted into different village 
families.  As part of the ceremony we 
were given handmade baskets, leis and 
a basket full of fresh fruit and 
vegetables.  We then had a delicious 
meal of local curry, vegetables and 
yummy local fresh water prawns. We 
also did quite a bit of snorkelling at 
Maewo. The water clarity was truly 
amazing.  There was a huge coral head 
in Asanvari Bay which was home to 
lots of different fish.  The locals no 
longer fish in the bay so the fish stocks 
are good and of quite a good size.   
 
Ambrym Island is characterised by black sand, an active volcano (which put on a great show one evening 
as we passed on an overnight sail) and Rom dancing, though we didn't see any of that.  Ambrym is also 
known for its wood-carving and is apparently the original home of sand drawing.  Whilst there we bought 
a locally made traditional carved flute (that I am yet to be able to make any proper sound from).  We also 
saw a sand drawing demonstration, which was fascinating.  The artist starts by making a grid in the sand 
and uses this as the basis for drawing a design.  We finished our tour of the village with a visit to both the 
primary and secondary schools where we were pleased to see children’s drawings on the wall – they’d 
been learning the sand drawing designs.  It was nice to see some of these traditional crafts still being 
taught.   

 
At Lamen Bay, Epi Island it is 
possible to swim with the local turtles.  
There are quite a few of them and they 
are generally not particularly 
frightened by humans.  By being 
patient and careful, it was possible to 
swim alongside them and watch them 
eat which was a real treat.   
 
We hope to be able to get back to 
Vanuatu in the future and spend most 
of the season there seeing some of the 
sights we missed and enjoying some 
of those we've already seen again.   
 
 


