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T ahiti.  Bora Bora.  Moorea.  
Don’t the names alone 
just conjure up images 
of  a place so beautiful, 
so exotic, you wonder if  

they can possibly be as magnificent as they 
sound?  They are.  Actually, they’re even 
better than anyone can possibly imagine.

The greater area that houses these 
almost mythical islands is French Polynesia, 
an archipelago in the South Pacific, 
about halfway between Los Angeles 
and Australia—far enough away to feel 
completely isolated, yet close enough to 
easily get to, and start feeling perfectly 
happy within a short amount of  time.  

The best way to experience this most 
awe-inspiring of  places is to island hop, and 
the best way to island hop, by far, is aboard 
Paul Gauguin Cruises, the award-winning 
luxury cruise line that offers itineraries that 
are specifically tailored to the exploration 
of  French Polynesia and the South Pacific.  
If  the word “cruise” stopped you in your 
tracks, and you’ve never been interested in 
that sort of  travel, think again—in many 
ways, the m/s Paul Gauguin is the anti-

cruise cruise ship.  It’s more like a floating 
5-star-plus boutique hotel, and passengers 
on board this unparalleled ship find that 
all preconceived notions of  cruising are 
immediately dispelled.  

Being a smaller ship, the The Gauguin 
is able to navigate the smaller islets and 
explore areas that no other cruise ships can.  
It’s also the longest continually operating 
year-round luxury cruise ship in the South 
Pacific—testament to the standard of  
quality and excellence that is unique to 
this cruise line.  Since 1998, Paul Gauguin 
Cruises have been bringing world travelers 
to the most stunning area in the world, and 
have been somehow matching the beauty on 
board the ship with the beauty seen in its 
ports of  call.  

Owned by Pacific Beachcomber S.C., the 
leader in French Polynesia luxury destination 
resorts (with 25 years of  experience in 
French Polynesia), Paul Gauguin Cruises is 
the best way to visit the best vacation spot 
this side of  paradise.  I spent a week aboard 
the The Gauguin, and it was, by far, one of  the 
best weeks of  my life.

Paul Gaugin Cruises offers seven 

different itineraries: Tahiti and the Society 
Islands (seven nights, with five destinations); 
Tahiti and the Society Islands (seven nights, 
with six destinations); Society Islands and 
Tuamotus (10 nights, seven destinations); 
Cook Islands and Society Islands (11 nights, 
seven destinations); Australs and Society 
Islands (11 nights, eight destinations); 
Marquesas, Tuamotus, and Society Islands 
(14 nights, 10 destinations); and the South 
Pacific Discovery, a 17 night cruise plus 
three nights in Sydney, with ten destinations.  
With this flexibility, cruisers can decide how 
long they would like to be away for, how 
many islands they would like to visit, and 
where they would like to go.  Additionally, 
passengers have the option of  extending 
their trip with stays, pre- and post-cruise, at 
various InterContinental resorts, which are 
among the best in all of  French Polynesia.  

For my vacation aboard the The Gauguin, 
I chose the seven night Tahiti and Society 
Islands itinerary, which brought me to 
Tahiti, Raiatea, Taha’a, Bora Bora, and 
Moorea—each of  which were the most 
glorious, amazing, spectacular places I have 
ever seen, and probably ever will.  

Sailing to Heaven
Aboard French Polynesia’s Most Luxurious Cruise

I t all began with a flight aboard 
Air Tahiti Nui that landed late 
at night in Papeete, Tahiti, the 
largest of  the French Polynesian 
islands.  I was quickly whisked 

away to my temporary home in Tahiti, the 
InterContinental Tahiti, where a fragrant lei 
of  fresh flowers was placed around my neck, 
a fresh fruit cocktail was served to me, and 
I slept peacefully, listening to the sounds of  
the ocean outside my room, eagerly awaiting 
the morning, when I knew I would awaken 
to the sights of  Tahiti in the daylight for the 
first time.  I dreamed of  island paradise, but 
had no idea just how wondrous it would 
actually be.

Upon awakening, the view that met me 
from my balcony, of  turquoise waters and 
the island of  Moorea in the distance, was 
stunning.  The only thing that made it easier 
to leave was knowing that the The Gauguin 
was waiting for me.  I boarded the glorious 
ship, thrilled at the prospect that the next 
seven days would just keep getting better 
and better.

It’s hard to know how to describe all of  
the things that made the cruise so special.  
Perhaps it was the intimacy, the fact that 
it was small enough to get to know many 
people on board and quickly make friends—
yet big enough to never get bored.  Perhaps 
it was the service, the fact that before I could 
blink, someone was helping me carry my 
plate, pulling out my chair, opening a door 
for me, or just giving me a genuine, friendly 
smile.  It might have been my cabin, which 
was spacious, luxurious, and supremely 
comfortable.  In fact, all of  the 166 rooms 
are oceanfront, and 70% of  them have 
balconies.  There might be nothing better 
than waking up in the morning, sipping 
coffee on your balcony, and seeing the 
mountains of  Moorea and Bora Bora, or the 

greenery of  Taha’a.  
The Owner’s Suites, GS Grand Suites, 

Veranda Suites and Veranda Staterooms 
include butler service; all suites and 
staterooms feature bathrooms with full tubs 
and showers, bathrobes, slippers, TV’s, 
CD/DVD players, personal safes, fully 
stocked (and fully included!) refrigerators, 
and more.  I was shocked by just how 
comfortable and complete my stateroom 
was.  

Dining on the The Gauguin is a surprising 
experience—it’s hard to believe how 
magnificent the food is aboard this ship.  
There are three restaurants: Le Grill, 
which serves buffet breakfast and poolside 
lunch, as well as an indoor/outdoor dinner 
serving grilled specialties; La Veranda, 
serving indoor/outdoor breakfast and 
lunch, followed by a refined, French dinner; 
and L’Etoile, serving exceptional French 
cuisine with Polynesian accents.  Each meal 
I had was truly superb, and again made me 
realize how much The Gauguin is in a class 
all its own.   Additionally, unlike almost all 
other cruise lines, everything is included; all 
alcoholic beverages, all soft drinks, all room 
service, and everything in the minibar is 
included, meaning you can eat and drink 
to your heart’s content, and never have to 
open your wallet.  I spent many a night on 
the deck of  the ship, under the stars and 
the giant moon, drinking champagne as if  
it were going out of  style.   

One of  the guests’ favorite aspects of  the 
cruise is the nightlife; here you can choose 
to spend the evening at one of  several 
bars, including a piano bar and a lounge/
nightclub that features live music and an 
indoor/outdoor dance floor; there’s also a 
casino.  In Le Grand Salon, the onboard 
entertainers (including the lovely Gauguines, 
beautiful Polynesian performers) treat 

their audience to various traditional songs 
and dances.  The cruise director, Michael 
Shapiro, is a genial, utterly charming 
and talented man who delighted me each 
night with both his conversation and his 
performances.  Also unlike other cruises, the 
entertainment is not corny or clichéd—it’s 
pure fun.  And in keeping with the spirit of  
The Gauguin, it’s all very Polynesian.  

There are so many more aspects that 
make this ship so special.  There’s the award-
winning luxury spa offering an array of  
choices, alongside a state-of  the-art fitness 
center.  There are the onboard experts who 
passionately teach guests about the islands, 
including renowned marine biologists, 
anthropologists specializing in Polynesia, 
and marine and wildlife educators.  There’s 
the Ambassadors of  the Environment Youth 
Program, started by Jean-Michel Cousteau, 
which introduces young explorers to the 
wonders of  Polynesia’s marine life and 
environment.  There is also the unique 
watersports marina, a highlight of  the ship, 
featuring a specially designed retractable 
watersports platform. Here guests can 
descend to sea level where they can hop 
aboard a windsurfer, launch a kayak, go 
waterskiing, or set out for a SCUBA diving 
adventure. A SCUBA certification program 
is offered on board.

Finally, there are the islands themselves, 
visions of  paradise so perfect, there are 
simply no words to convey their majesty.  
Each of  them has something unique and 
wonderful to offer, and each of  them can 
be explored while sailing The Gauguin.  At 
each destination, I thought that island was 
the most beautiful possible place, until 
I headed to the next one.  And with the 
seemingly countless excursions offered by 
the Paul Gaugin, I was able to venture out 
and experience the best of  each one.  

Beyond...

The pool on board The GauguinGrand Suite on The Gauguin

Local scenery

B y  P a m e l a  J a c o B s

The m/s Paul Gauguin
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B o r a  B o r a
If  heaven is, indeed, a place on earth, 

that place is most likely Bora Bora.  With 
its volcanic mountain peak standing as 
the centerpiece, and its crystal clear, calm, 
technicolor waters, it’s the word “paradise” 
embodied.  As you tour around the island, on 
whichever excursion you choose, you’ll find 
yourself  saying “wow” and “unbelievable” 
more than you ever have before. 

On one of  my days in Bora Bora, I chose 
to do the “Rays and Snorkeling by Jetboat” 
expedition (it was not an easy choice, as 
there were over 25 expeditions from which 
to choose).  I was taken to the dock in Bora 
Bora, where I boarded a unique speed boat, 
or jetboat, which took me around the entire 
island.  I was stunned and awed by the beauty.  
We finally stopped at an area of  shallow 
water, where my friendly guide pointed to 
a group of  stingrays with whom we would 
be snorkeling.  He also pointed to a group 
of  curious—and thankfully harmless—reef  
sharks who decided to join in on the fun.  It 
took a bit of  willpower for me to get into 
the water with the sharks, but I was thankful 
I did, as it was an incredibly unique and 
exciting experience for me.  After this close 
encounter, the guide led us to another area 
of  snorkeling, where I witnessed the most 
colorful, extraordinary assortment of  coral 
I’ve ever seen, and tropical fish that were 
mesmerizing.  The waters of  Bora Bora, 
and all of  the islands, are brimming with the 
most gorgeous sea life imaginable.  

On my second day in Bora Bora, I opted 
to go to Paul Gauguin’s private beach, which 
was simply sublime: soft, white sand, warm, 
tranquil water, swaying palm trees, and the 
feeling that life doesn’t get any better than 
this.  

T a h a ’ a
Taha’a is known as the vanilla island—

this is where the world’s most delicious 
vanilla comes from.  You’ll experience this 
throughout your stay in the area, as many 
dishes and desserts are made with this 
delicious flavoring (think grilled lobster 
tail with Tahitian vanilla sauce followed 
by vanilla crème brulée).  Taha’a is also 
incredibly lush, with green, rolling hills, 
quiet, peaceful tranquility, and rainbows 
aplenty.  On this island, you can choose from 
several expeditions, each of  which gives you 
a chance to explore and learn what makes 
it such a special place.  I chose to spend 
a morning at a Black Pearl Farm, where 
world-famous Tahitian pearls are grown and 
cultivated.  Our group took a boat to a small 
pearl farm on the water, where we learned 

the entire process of  black pearl making, 
from oyster to necklace, and were given the 
opportunity to purchase pearls, both loose 
and in jewelry.  From here, we were taken 
to an area to snorkel and explore Taha’a 
from below the water.  On this tiny island, I 
saw colorful crabs, fish in every color, and a 
Polynesian family enjoying what looked like 
a Sunday barbeque—for them, just another 
day in paradise.  

After the morning excursion, we were 
dropped off  at a place where no visitors 
to Taha’a, other than Paul Gauguin 
guests, will go—the ship’s private motu 
(an island within the lagoon), called Motu 
Mahana.  This tranquil, heavenly private 
island, with still blue waters and hundreds 
of  palm trees and coconuts, plays host to 
an island barbeque the likes of  which I’ve 
never seen.  I drank tropical drinks out of  
coconuts and ate delicious grilled foods, 
and enjoyed one of  the tastiest dishes I’ve 
ever eaten, Poisson Cru, which is Polynesian 
ceviche.  The ship’s executive chef  gave a 
demonstration of  how this delicious dish 
is prepared: freshly caught tuna is soaked 
in seawater for an hour, then tossed with 
fresh-squeezed lime juice, tomatoes, 
onions, shredded carrots, cucumbers, and 
coconut milk that was squeezed from an 
island coconut.  It was amazing.  On Motu 
Mahana, we lucky guests also enjoyed 
local Polynesian entertainment, open-
air massages, and snorkeling.  I strolled 
to the other side of  the small island and 
found myself  completely alone with my 
thoughts—thoughts of  how lucky I was to 
be in such a place as this.  

The night we sailed away from Taha’a, I 
waved a final goodbye to the idyllic island, 
and caught a glimpse of  a perfect rainbow 
in the distance.

m o o r e a
Moorea is known as the green island.  

It’s all about embracing, savoring, 
and protecting the environment, an 
environment so perfect, you wonder how 
something so magical can exist here on 
earth.  In Moorea, you can choose from 
dozens of  expeditions, including a dolphin 
watching expedition, a photo adventure, 
and an off-road safari.  I opted for the 
“Waverunner Adventure,” which was a 
thrilling way to tour the island.  With my 
two friends and a guide, we each drove 
our waverunners around the entire island, 
marveling at its colors, its geography, and 
its picture-perfect waters.  We stopped 
at a small island where we fed playful 
stingrays and ate local pineapple, said to be 
some of  the sweetest, most delicious fruit 

in the world.  While in Moorea, you can 
also visit the InterContinental Moorea, 
and spend the afternoon at the Moorea 
Dolphin Center, learn about their sea 
turtle rehabilitation program, and even opt 
to spend a night in one of  their overwater 
bungalows, followed by a canoe breakfast.  

Moorea’s spectacular mountain 
peaks, abundant flowers and fruits, and 
breathtaking waters will remind you (as if  
you need any reminder) why Paul Gauguin 
was so inspired by this area of  the world. 

D uring my time onboard 
the m/s Paul Gauguin, 
I befriended couples, 
honeymooners, singles, 
and various explorers 

from around the world, all coming together 
aboard French Polynesia’s best cruise, in 
the Pacific’s most glorious paradise.  I also 
happened to befriend a dolphin, some 
stingrays, several reef  sharks, and a few 
dozen baby turtles.  As you set sail on 
this lovely vessel and explore the islands, 
whether you visit five, six, seven, or ten of  
them, you’ll wonder why it took you so long 
to get here, and pray that it doesn’t take you 
that long to return.  In January 2012, the 
ship will undergo a massive renovation (I 
was privy to the renovation plans, and they 
are exquisite).  I just might have to go back 
and see the changes for myself.  

G e T T i n G  T h e r e :
Fly nonstop from Los Angeles to Tahiti 

aboard Air Tahiti Nui
www.airetahitinui-usa.com
For more information

or to book your stay, visit
www.pgcruises.com
For information on the 

InterContinentals in the area,
visit www.tahiti.intercontinental.com

On-deck dining, with a view of  Moorea

Paul Gauguin's Motu Mahana

Stingray feeding Tahitian sunset


