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Introduction
Visiting São Tomé and Príncipe is an opportunity to experience a destination full of
beauty, history, and culture, often undiscovered by the typical tourist. As an
archipelago off the west coast of Central Africa, this nation promises adventure and
peace in equal measure. Whether you’re a seasoned traveler or planning your first big
journey, this book is your guide to navigating and enjoying all that these islands offer.

Despite its small size, São Tomé and Príncipe is resplendent with natural wonders,
from verdant rainforests to serene beaches. The volcanic landscapes provide the
backdrop for a host of outdoor activities, making it a dream destination for nature
lovers. The country’s unique history as a former Portuguese colony merges with its
vibrant local traditions to create a cultural tapestry that is both rich and inviting.

The journey to São Tomé and Príncipe begins as soon as you step onto the plane. With
limited international flights arriving at São Tomé International Airport, reaching the
islands is part of the adventure. Understanding visa requirements is crucial for a
smooth entry, and this book will guide you through the necessary steps for travel
preparation.

Timing your visit is also key to optimizing your experience. The tropical climate offers
year-round warmth but comes with distinct dry and wet seasons. Choosing the right
season can enhance your activities, whether trekking through rainforests or lounging
on a secluded beach. This guide will assist in selecting the best time to align with your
plans.

As one delves deeper into São Tomé and Príncipe, the islands reveal an array of
activities catering to diverse interests—from historical tours of old plantations to
intimate encounters with marine life in crystal-clear waters. Local culinary flavors
await, providing an adventure in taste with dishes that tell the story of the islands’
heritage.

This guide is designed to ensure that your visit is both enjoyable and respectful of the
local environment and culture. Sustainable tourism is becoming increasingly important
for the preservation of São Tomé and Príncipe's natural beauty and cultural integrity.
By choosing eco-conscious accommodations and engaging with local communities,
you contribute to the islands’ sustainable future. Our hope is that this book will serve
as both a practical guide and an inspiration to explore this remarkable destination with
open eyes and an open heart.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding São Tomé and
Príncipe
Welcome to São Tomé and Príncipe, a nation floating serenely in the Gulf of Guinea,
almost directly on the Equator. Often described as Africa's 'Galapagos' due to its
unique biodiversity, this archipelago nation remains relatively unknown to the wider
world, a pair of emerald jewels set in the vast blue expanse of the Atlantic Ocean.
Understanding this place – its geography, its past, its people, and its present rhythm –
is the first step towards truly appreciating the unique travel experience it offers.
Forget bustling metropolises and crowded resorts; São Tomé and Príncipe promises
something different, something slower, something altogether more intimate.

Geographically, the nation consists of two main islands, São Tomé and Príncipe,
separated by about 140 kilometers (87 miles) of ocean, plus several smaller, mostly
uninhabited islets. São Tomé, the larger southern island, is home to the capital city,
also named São Tomé, and the vast majority of the country's population. Príncipe,
smaller and less populated, lies to the northeast and holds the title of UNESCO
Biosphere Reserve, a testament to its pristine natural environment. Situated
approximately 250 kilometers (155 miles) off the northwestern coast of Gabon, these
islands are purely volcanic in origin, remnants of the Cameroon Volcanic Line that
extends from the mainland out into the Atlantic.

This volcanic heritage gifts the islands their dramatic topography. Lush rainforests
cloak steep mountainsides, ancient volcanic plugs pierce the canopy like geological
exclamation marks, and countless streams cascade down towards coastlines fringed
with golden or black sand beaches. São Tomé boasts the highest peak, Pico de São
Tomé, reaching 2,024 meters (6,640 feet), often shrouded in mist within the heart of
Obo National Park. Príncipe, though smaller, has its own rugged peaks, including Pico
de Príncipe. The landscapes here aren't just beautiful; they are intensely green, fertile,
and teeming with life, a direct result of their fiery birth and equatorial location.

The story of human settlement on these islands begins relatively recently in historical
terms. Portuguese explorers João de Santarém and Pêro Escobar are credited with
finding the islands, likely uninhabited, around the feast days of St. Thomas (December
21st, 1471) and St. Anthony (January 17th, 1472), hence their names: São Tomé and
Santo António (the latter becoming Príncipe later). Located strategically near the
African coast and on the Equator, the Portuguese crown quickly recognized their
potential value, initially envisioning them as a crucial waypoint and trading post.
Establishing a viable settlement, however, proved challenging.
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The early colonists faced isolation, tropical diseases, and difficulties in establishing
agriculture. The Crown resorted to sending undesirable elements from Portugal,
including convicts and orphaned Jewish children forcibly converted to Christianity, to
populate the islands. The turning point came with the introduction of sugarcane in the
early 16th century. The fertile volcanic soil and abundant rainfall proved ideal, and São
Tomé rapidly became a significant sugar producer. This prosperity, however, was built
on a brutal foundation: the forced importation of enslaved people from the African
mainland, primarily the Kongo Kingdom and the Bight of Benin.

The sugar boom was relatively short-lived. Competition from Brazil, slave revolts, and
pirate attacks gradually undermined the industry by the late 16th and early 17th
centuries. The islands entered a prolonged period of economic stagnation, shifting
focus towards provisioning ships involved in the transatlantic slave trade rather than
primary production. Many Portuguese settlers departed, leaving behind a mixed-race
population and a society grappling with its complex origins. Príncipe, initially more
prosperous due to its smaller size and easier manageability, also suffered decline.

A second economic transformation began in the early 19th century with the
introduction of coffee and, more significantly, cacao (cocoa). Once again, the volcanic
soil and humid climate proved perfect. Large agricultural estates, known as 'roças',
were established, often on the foundations of older sugar plantations. These roças
became the defining feature of São Tomé and Príncipe's landscape and society for the
next century and a half. Controlled by Portuguese companies or absentee landlords,
they operated as vast, self-contained entities, complete with grand estate houses,
workers' quarters (senzalas), hospitals, schools, and even private railways.

To work these new coffee and cacao plantations, the Portuguese implemented a
system of contract labor, known as 'serviçais'. While ostensibly different from slavery
(which Portugal officially abolished in its colonies in stages during the 19th century),
the conditions for serviçais, recruited mainly from Angola, Mozambique, and Cape
Verde, were often exploitative and harsh. Poor pay, long hours, restricted movement,
and brutal oversight led to continued international criticism and internal unrest
throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Despite these issues, São Tomé
briefly became the world's largest producer of cacao around 1908, earning the
nickname "The Chocolate Islands."

The mid-20th century saw the rise of nationalist sentiments across Africa, and São
Tomé and Príncipe was no exception. The Batepá Massacre in 1953, where colonial
authorities violently suppressed striking plantation workers demanding better
conditions, became a pivotal moment, galvanizing the independence movement. The
Movement for the Liberation of São Tomé and Príncipe (MLSTP), operating initially
from exile, led the struggle. Following the Carnation Revolution in Portugal in 1974,
which overthrew the authoritarian Estado Novo regime, the path to decolonization
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opened. São Tomé and Príncipe achieved independence peacefully on July 12, 1975.

Post-independence, the nation faced significant challenges. The Portuguese colonists
departed en masse, taking technical expertise and capital with them. The roças,
nationalized by the new MLSTP government, suffered from mismanagement and lack
of investment, leading to a sharp decline in cocoa production. The country initially
adopted a socialist, single-party state model, aligning itself with the Eastern Bloc.
However, economic difficulties persisted, and by the late 1980s and early 1990s,
spurred by global shifts and internal pressure, São Tomé and Príncipe moved towards
economic liberalization and multi-party democracy, enshrined in a new constitution in
1990. Since then, the country has maintained a relatively stable democratic system,
characterized by peaceful transitions of power, despite occasional political turbulence
and ongoing economic hurdles.

The people of São Tomé and Príncipe today, known as Santomeans, are a vibrant
blend of ancestries. The majority are descendants of the various African peoples
brought to the islands over centuries, primarily from West and Central Africa, mixed
with European (mostly Portuguese) heritage. This mixing has created distinct Creole
groups and cultures. The largest group are the Forros (from 'foro', meaning 'free'),
descendants of freed slaves and early mixed populations, primarily on São Tomé.
Other groups include the Angolares, traditionally fishermen inhabiting the southern
coast of São Tomé, believed by some to be descendants of shipwrecked Angolan
slaves who maintained a distinct identity; the Tongas, descendants of serviçais who
remained after independence; and a smaller group of Principenses on Príncipe, with
their own cultural nuances.

This blend of African roots and Portuguese colonial influence permeates every aspect
of life. Portuguese remains the official language, essential for administration,
education, and international communication. However, daily life and local culture are
often expressed through Portuguese-based Creole languages. Forro is widely spoken
on São Tomé, while Principense (or Lunguyê) is used on Príncipe, and Angolar is
spoken within that specific community. While distinct, these Creoles share significant
mutual intelligibility and reflect the islands' unique historical fusion. Understanding a
few basic Portuguese phrases will undoubtedly enhance your interactions, though
you'll find English spoken in tourist establishments and increasingly among younger
generations.

Religion plays a visible role, with the vast majority of the population identifying as
Roman Catholic, another legacy of Portuguese colonization. Churches, ranging from
the colonial-era Sé Catedral in São Tomé city to smaller chapels in rural communities,
are common sights. However, traditional African beliefs and practices often coexist
subtly with Christian faith, influencing certain customs and perspectives, particularly in
more remote areas. This syncretism is a quiet testament to the resilience of ancestral
heritage.
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Perhaps the most pervasive cultural trait is the philosophy of 'Leve Leve' (pronounced
'leh-veh leh-veh'). Translating roughly as 'lightly lightly' or 'take it easy,' it signifies a
relaxed, unhurried approach to life. This isn't laziness, but rather a cultural disposition
towards patience, avoiding unnecessary stress, and prioritizing human connection
over strict schedules. For visitors accustomed to a faster pace, adjusting to Leve Leve
can be part of the charm, encouraging you to slow down, observe, and appreciate the
moment. Trains might not run on time here (mainly because there are no trains), but
life flows at its own gentle, rhythmic pace. Expect things to take a little longer,
embrace the flexibility, and you'll find yourself syncing with the island tempo.

Santomeans are generally known for their warmth, friendliness, and welcoming
attitude towards visitors. Hospitality is ingrained, and while resources may be limited
in many communities, generosity is often abundant. Don't be surprised if you're
greeted with smiles and curiosity, especially outside the main city. Engaging
respectfully with local people, showing genuine interest in their culture, and perhaps
sharing a friendly 'Bom dia' (Good morning) or 'Boa tarde' (Good afternoon) can open
doors to rewarding interactions and a deeper understanding of the place.

Economically, São Tomé and Príncipe remains one of Africa's smaller economies,
heavily reliant on external factors. Agriculture, though no longer the powerhouse it
once was, is still significant. Cocoa remains the primary export crop, but production
levels are far below historical peaks. Recent years have seen a focus on reviving the
sector by promoting high-quality, organic, and fair-trade cocoa, often linked to
artisanal chocolate production which attracts niche international markets and
discerning tourists. Coffee, coconuts (for copra), and palm oil are also cultivated,
alongside subsistence farming of staples like bananas, breadfruit, taro, and cassava.
Fishing is vital for local consumption and offers some export potential.

Tourism is increasingly viewed as a crucial pillar for future economic development.
The government and private sector are investing in infrastructure and promoting the
islands' unique selling points: pristine nature, endemic biodiversity, historical sites,
and cultural richness. The focus is largely on low-impact, high-value ecotourism and
niche markets like birdwatching, diving, and cultural heritage tours. This approach
aims to provide sustainable income while preserving the very assets that attract
visitors, ensuring that tourism benefits local communities and minimizes
environmental damage.

The prospect of offshore oil reserves in the Gulf of Guinea has also been a recurring
theme in discussions about the country's economic future. Exploration agreements
have been signed, and while significant commercial finds remain elusive or
undeveloped to date, the potential for oil revenue continues to influence long-term
economic planning and stirs debate about managing potential wealth responsibly to
avoid the 'resource curse' seen elsewhere. Balancing the allure of oil with the need for
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sustainable development in sectors like tourism and agriculture is a key challenge for
the nation's leadership. For now, however, the economy remains grounded in its
traditional sectors and the growing visitor economy.

Beyond the human story, the islands' natural environment is arguably their greatest
treasure. Isolated in the Atlantic for millions of years, São Tomé and Príncipe have
evolved unique ecosystems brimming with life found nowhere else on Earth. The level
of endemism – species unique to a specific geographic location – is extraordinarily
high, particularly for islands of their size. This includes numerous species of plants
(especially orchids and begonias), insects, snails, reptiles (like the São Tomé giant tree
frog), and, most famously, birds. The islands are a paradise for ornithologists,
harbouring dozens of endemic species and subspecies, making birdwatching a prime
attraction.

Recognizing the global significance and vulnerability of this natural heritage,
significant portions of the islands have been designated as protected areas. Obo
National Park, covering roughly 30% of São Tomé island, encompasses vital rainforest
habitats, montane forests, mangrove swamps, and savannas. Príncipe, along with its
surrounding islets, forms the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, highlighting the integrated
approach needed to balance conservation with sustainable human activity. These
protected areas are crucial for safeguarding the unique flora and fauna, preserving
water sources, and mitigating climate change impacts.

Conservation efforts are ongoing, often involving partnerships between the
government, international organizations, and local communities. Challenges include
habitat pressure from agriculture, potential impacts of development, invasive species,
and the need for sustainable resource management. Ecotourism plays a vital role
here, providing economic incentives for conservation and raising awareness among
both visitors and locals about the importance of preserving this irreplaceable natural
legacy. When you visit the national parks or participate in nature-based tours, you are
often directly contributing to these vital conservation initiatives.

The surrounding ocean waters are also rich in marine life. Sea turtles, including Green,
Hawksbill, Leatherback, and Olive Ridley species, nest on the islands' beaches,
particularly between October and April. Conservation projects monitor nesting sites
and work to protect these endangered creatures. The waters are also migratory routes
for humpback whales, typically seen between July and October, offering spectacular
whale-watching opportunities. Dolphins are frequent visitors year-round. Healthy coral
reefs, though not as extensive as in some other tropical regions, support diverse fish
populations, making snorkeling and diving rewarding activities, especially around
Príncipe and the smaller islets like Ilhéu das Rolas.

Understanding this context – the interplay of volcanic geography, a complex history
marked by colonization and the pursuit of freedom, a resilient Creole culture defined
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by 'Leve Leve', an economy seeking sustainable paths, and an extraordinary natural
environment demanding careful stewardship – provides the foundation for exploring
São Tomé and Príncipe. It’s a country of contrasts: immense natural beauty juxtaposed
with economic challenges, a laid-back atmosphere alongside the echoes of a
tumultuous past. It invites exploration not just of its physical landscapes, but also of its
stories and its spirit. Preparing for your journey involves more than just packing bags;
it involves opening your mind to a place that operates on its own unique frequency, a
place that rewards curiosity and rewards slowing down. This small nation offers a
depth of experience that belies its size, promising encounters with nature and culture
that linger long after you've departed its shores.
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