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Introduction
Welcome to "Visiting São Tomé: A Guide for Tourists," your essential companion for
exploring the captivating archipelago of São Tomé and Príncipe. Located off the
western coast of Central Africa, these islands offer a unique blend of untamed natural
beauty, rich history, and a vibrant cultural tapestry. Often referred to as the "African
Galapagos," São Tomé and Príncipe promise an unparalleled experience for travelers
seeking a destination that is both exotic and unspoiled by mass tourism.

São Tomé, the larger of the two main islands, is the heart of the nation, home to the
capital and a host of attractions that will leave you spellbound. From its volcanic
landscapes dotted with cascading waterfalls and lush rainforests to its pristine
beaches lapped by turquoise waters, São Tomé is a haven for nature lovers and
adventurers alike. The island's rich biodiversity includes numerous endemic species,
making it a premier destination for eco-tourism and sustainable travel initiatives.

Understanding the nuances of visiting São Tomé is crucial for making the most of your
journey. This guide is designed to equip you with all the necessary information to
navigate the islands smoothly—from securing the best travel arrangements, learning
about local customs, to understanding the currency and effectively managing your
travel budget. Indeed, a visit to São Tomé offers more than just sightseeing; it is an
opportunity to immerse yourself in a culture where African and Portuguese influences
intertwine, a legacy of its colonial past.

Accommodation options on the islands cater to various preferences, from luxury eco-
resorts to charming guesthouses that offer a more authentic local experience. Taste
the flavors of São Toméan cuisine, which features freshly caught seafood, tropical
fruits, and traditional dishes that reflect the islands’ rich history and cultural melange.
Delight in exploring both São Tomé and Príncipe's thriving arts and crafts scene,
offering plenty of opportunities to bring home a piece of these enchanting isles.

Whether you're an adventure seeker eager to trek through dense jungles and summit
volcanic peaks, or a relaxation aficionado looking to unwind on sun-drenched beaches,
São Tomé has something to offer everyone. This guide will walk you through crafting
an itinerary that suits your interests, ensuring that your visit is as enriching as it is
enjoyable. 

Prepare to be captivated by the natural charm and warm hospitality of São Tomé and
Príncipe. Whether it’s your first visit or a return journey, this guide is here to enhance
your experience and help you discover the treasures of this hidden gem in the Gulf of
Guinea.
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CHAPTER ONE: Getting to Know São Tomé
Imagine a pair of verdant jewels shimmering in the vast blue expanse of the Atlantic
Ocean, seemingly adrift yet firmly rooted in their volcanic origins. This is São Tomé
and Príncipe, an archipelago nation nestled in the Gulf of Guinea, almost directly on
the Equator. Lying some 250 kilometres off the northwestern coast of Gabon, these
islands represent Africa's second-smallest country, yet possess a character and allure
far exceeding their modest dimensions. Their relative isolation has been a defining
characteristic, shaping not only their unique ecosystems but also the course of their
human history and culture.

The nation consists primarily of two islands: São Tomé, the larger and more populated
southern island, and Príncipe, its smaller, tranquil northern counterpart.
Accompanying them are several smaller islets, most notably Ilhéu das Rolas, perched
precisely on the Equator line just south of São Tomé, and Ilhéu Bom Bom off Príncipe’s
northern coast. São Tomé island, roughly 48 kilometres long and 32 kilometres wide,
is the nation's political and economic centre, hosting the eponymous capital city. Its
landscape is dominated by rugged volcanic mountains cloaked in dense rainforest,
sloping down towards coastal plains.

Príncipe, located about 140 kilometres northeast of São Tomé, presents a similar
volcanic geography but on a smaller scale, approximately 16 kilometres long and 6
kilometres wide. It exudes an air of profound serenity and has gained international
recognition as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, a testament to its exceptional natural
heritage and commitment to sustainable practices. While São Tomé bustles with more
activity, Príncipe offers a retreat into almost untouched wilderness, where nature
dictates the rhythm of life. Together, these islands form a cohesive whole, yet each
offers a distinct experience to the visitor.

Unlike many parts of the world, these islands were entirely uninhabited when
Portuguese navigators, Pêro Escobar and João de Santarém, first sighted them around
the year 1471, potentially on Saint Thomas's Day, hence the name São Tomé. Príncipe
was initially named Santo Antão, later renamed Ilha do Príncipe (Prince's Island) in
1502 in honour of the Portuguese prince who received the island's sugar duties. This
discovery marked the beginning of a profound transformation, turning empty lands
into a hub of colonial enterprise.

The Portuguese Crown quickly recognized the islands' strategic location and fertile
volcanic soil. Initially, settlement was slow, hampered by the challenging tropical
climate and diseases. To populate the islands and establish a viable colony, the
Portuguese brought settlers, often convicts and exiled Jews, but crucially, they began
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importing enslaved Africans, primarily from the mainland regions of Congo, Angola,
and Benin. This forced migration laid the foundation for the islands’ future
demographic makeup and complex social structure.

The initial economic focus was sugarcane cultivation. São Tomé briefly became one of
the world's leading sugar producers in the early 16th century, fueled entirely by
enslaved labour under brutal conditions. However, competition from Brazil, frequent
slave revolts, and the difficulty of maintaining control eventually led to the decline of
the sugar industry by the late 16th century. The islands then faded somewhat from
the centre of Portuguese colonial attention, though they remained important stopover
points and centres for the horrific transatlantic slave trade.

A second economic boom arrived in the early 19th century with the introduction of
coffee and, more significantly, cocoa. The islands' climate proved ideal for these cash
crops, and vast plantations, known as "roças," were carved out of the interior forests.
This era reshaped the landscape and society once again. To work these expanding
plantations, another wave of labour was required. Although slavery was officially
abolished progressively throughout the 19th century, a system of forced contract
labour (serviçais) brought thousands more Africans, primarily from Angola,
Mozambique, and Cape Verde, often under conditions barely distinguishable from
slavery.

The immense wealth generated by cocoa solidified São Tomé and Príncipe's reputation
as the "Chocolate Islands." By the early 20th century, tiny São Tomé was the world's
largest producer of cocoa. The roça system dominated island life, creating a rigid
social hierarchy with Portuguese plantation owners (patrões) at the top,
administrators, and a vast workforce of African labourers living in dedicated
compounds (sanzalas). The legacy of this period is still deeply etched into the islands'
landscape and social memory, particularly in the form of the remaining roça estates,
which are explored further in Chapter 12.

Discontent simmered beneath the surface for decades. The harsh labour conditions,
lack of political rights for the African population, and growing nationalist sentiments
across Africa eventually led to organised resistance. A pivotal, tragic event was the
Batepá Massacre in February 1953, where colonial authorities violently suppressed
protesting workers demanding better conditions, killing hundreds. This incident
became a galvanizing moment for the independence movement, led by figures like
Miguel Trovoada through the Committee for the Liberation of São Tomé and Príncipe
(later MLSTP).

Following the Carnation Revolution in Portugal in 1974, which ended the Portuguese
dictatorship, the path was cleared for the colonies to gain independence. São Tomé
and Príncipe achieved its sovereignty peacefully on July 12, 1975, becoming the
Democratic Republic of São Tomé and Príncipe. The post-independence period saw the
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MLSTP establish a single-party Marxist state initially, navigating the challenges of
nation-building, economic adaptation after the collapse of the plantation system, and
international relations during the Cold War.

The country transitioned to a multi-party democracy in the early 1990s and has since
maintained relative political stability compared to some of its neighbours, despite
occasional tensions and economic difficulties. The historical threads of Portuguese
colonialism, the reliance on plantation agriculture, the diverse origins of its population
drawn from various parts of Africa, and the journey to independence and democracy
all contribute to the unique fabric of São Toméan society today.

The people of São Tomé and Príncipe are a fascinating blend of these historical
currents. The population is predominantly of mixed African and European descent,
often referred to collectively as Creoles. Within this group, several distinct identities
exist, reflecting different waves of migration and historical circumstances. The Forros
(from "foro," meaning free man) are descendants of the earliest freed slaves and
mixed-race settlers, traditionally forming the landowning and administrative class.
They primarily inhabit São Tomé island.

Another significant group are the Angolares, believed by some to be descendants of
shipwrecked Angolan slaves from the mid-16th century who established communities
along the southern coast of São Tomé island. They maintained a distinct identity and
language (Angolar, a Portuguese-based creole) and were known for their fishing skills
and relative independence from the plantation system. Today, their communities
remain prominent in the south.

Descendants of the later contract labourers (serviçais) from Angola, Mozambique, and
Cape Verde, known as Tongas, also form a substantial part of the population. Their
ancestors arrived during the coffee and cocoa booms and often faced challenging
conditions on the roças. Over time, these groups have intermingled, contributing to
the complex cultural mosaic of the islands. There is also a small European population,
mainly Portuguese, and more recent migrants from other African nations.

This diverse heritage has given rise to a unique Creole culture, a vibrant synthesis of
African traditions (predominantly Bantu and West African) and Portuguese influences.
This fusion is evident in music, dance, storytelling, cuisine, and social customs.
Catholicism, introduced by the Portuguese, is the majority religion, but it often
coexists syncretically with traditional African beliefs and practices. This blend creates
a cultural landscape that is both familiar in its Lusophone connections and distinctly
São Toméan.

Central to understanding the rhythm of life here is the concept of "Leve Leve."
Translating roughly as "take it easy" or "slowly, slowly," it encapsulates a prevailing
attitude towards time and life. It's not about laziness, but rather a relaxed, unhurried
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approach that prioritizes personal relationships and avoids unnecessary stress. Visitors
may encounter this in service that moves at its own pace, or social arrangements that
are flexible with time. Embracing Leve Leve is key to appreciating the local culture and
avoiding frustration; it invites you to slow down and savor the moment.

This philosophy permeates social interactions, which are generally warm, welcoming,
and informal. Hospitality is highly valued, and while resources may be limited, sharing
what one has is common. Community ties are strong, particularly in rural areas and
within extended families. Respect for elders is paramount, often reflected in polite
forms of address. While Portuguese is the official language of government and
education, it's the Creole languages that truly capture the islands' soul in daily life.

São Tomé island is home to Forro (also called Santomense), the most widely spoken
Creole, a fascinating language blending Portuguese vocabulary with African
grammatical structures. On Príncipe, Principense Creole (also known as Lunguyê) is
spoken, though it has fewer speakers today. Angolar, spoken by the Angolar
community, is another distinct Portuguese-based Creole with a stronger Bantu
influence. Understanding the existence and importance of these languages offers
insight into the islands' specific identity, even if Portuguese will be your primary
means of communication with officials or those in the tourism sector.

Beyond its people and history, São Tomé and Príncipe's most striking feature is
arguably its dramatic natural environment. These are volcanic islands pushed up from
the depths of the Atlantic along the Cameroon Line, a chain of volcanoes extending
from Cameroon into the ocean. This origin story is written across the landscape in the
form of towering volcanic peaks, deep valleys, ancient craters, and striking geological
formations. The highest point is Pico de São Tomé, reaching 2,024 metres, often
shrouded in mist and draped in rainforest.

Príncipe, too, boasts impressive peaks like Pico do Príncipe. Perhaps even more iconic
are the phonolite towers – sheer, needle-like volcanic plugs that pierce the rainforest
canopy. The most famous of these is the imposing Pico Cão Grande (Great Dog Peak)
in southern São Tomé, a dramatic monolith rising hundreds of metres vertically from
the surrounding forest. Its smaller counterpart, Pico Cão Pequeno, stands nearby.
These formations are reminders of the powerful geological forces that birthed these
islands.

The equatorial location blesses the islands with consistently warm temperatures and
high humidity year-round, fueling the growth of incredibly lush vegetation. Dense
tropical rainforest, known locally as "obô," covers large swathes of the islands,
particularly the mountainous interiors. This forest is startlingly green and teeming with
life, characterized by giant trees, ferns, orchids, and a thick canopy that filters the
sunlight. Much of this forest remains primary, meaning it has never been cleared,
preserving ancient ecosystems.
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This combination of volcanic terrain and abundant rainfall results in numerous rivers
and spectacular waterfalls cascading down the steep slopes. Water is plentiful, carving
gorges and feeding the rich soil. The coastline is equally varied, transitioning from
dramatic cliffs plunging into the sea to idyllic bays fringed with golden or black
volcanic sand beaches, often backed by coconut palms and thick jungle. The contrast
between the deep green interior and the azure blue of the surrounding ocean is
breathtaking.

The islands' long isolation from mainland Africa, coupled with their varied topography
and stable climate, has fostered an extraordinary level of biodiversity with a high
degree of endemism. This means many species of plants and animals found here exist
nowhere else on Earth. While perhaps lacking the large mammals typical of mainland
African safaris, STP's richness lies in its unique birds, amphibians, reptiles, insects, and
especially its flora, including numerous orchid species and giant begonias.

This unique natural heritage has earned the islands the nickname "the African
Galapagos." While the comparison relates more to the evolutionary significance of
isolated endemic species rather than specific types of animals, it highlights the global
importance of São Tomé and Príncipe's ecosystems. Príncipe's designation as a
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve underscores the commitment to protecting this fragile
environment while promoting sustainable development, balancing the needs of the
local population with conservation goals.

Economically, São Tomé and Príncipe has faced significant challenges since
independence. The collapse of the cocoa-based plantation economy left a difficult
legacy. While cocoa and coffee are still grown, often by smallholders or cooperatives,
and efforts are underway to produce high-quality, organic varieties (particularly
chocolate), agriculture no longer dominates as it once did. Fishing is crucial for local
subsistence and a small export market, taking advantage of the rich marine resources.

In recent decades, tourism has emerged as a key sector with potential for growth. The
country's natural beauty, unique culture, and sense of being off the beaten path are
strong draws. The government and private investors, notably through sustainable
luxury developments on Príncipe, have focused on attracting eco-conscious travelers.
However, infrastructure development remains a challenge, and ensuring that tourism
benefits local communities broadly is an ongoing process.

The prospect of significant offshore oil reserves has also shaped recent economic
discussions and hopes, though large-scale production has yet to materialize. Balancing
the potential revenues from oil with the need to protect the pristine environment and
develop other sustainable sectors like tourism and agriculture remains a critical
national challenge. For the visitor, this translates into an experience of a country
grappling with its economic future, where traditional livelihoods exist alongside
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ambitions for modernization.

So, why choose São Tomé and Príncipe for your travels? It’s a destination that rewards
the curious and adventurous spirit. It appeals to those seeking authenticity over
manufactured experiences, tranquility over crowds. It's a place where you can hike
through primary rainforest in the morning and relax on a near-deserted beach in the
afternoon. It offers a chance to witness unique wildlife, delve into a complex history
reflected in crumbling plantations, and connect with a warm and welcoming Creole
culture.

It is not a destination defined by sprawling resorts or a checklist of world-famous
landmarks. Its charms are more subtle, revealed gradually. It’s in the taste of exotic
fruit picked straight from the tree, the sound of Creole chatter in a village market, the
sight of a jewel-toned endemic bird flitting through the forest canopy, or the simple
pleasure of watching fishermen haul in their nets as the sun sets over the Atlantic.
Visiting requires a certain mindset – patience, flexibility, and an openness to the
unexpected are valuable assets.

The infrastructure, while improving, is not comparable to mainstream tourist hotspots.
Roads can be challenging, internet access sporadic, and travel between islands
requires planning. This is part of the adventure. It’s a place that hasn't yet been
homogenized by globalization, retaining a distinct character that feels worlds away
from the everyday. It offers a genuine escape and an opportunity for real discovery.

Getting to know São Tomé and Príncipe begins with understanding this unique blend:
volcanic islands forged in isolation, shaped by centuries of fascinating, often painful,
history, populated by resilient people with a rich Creole culture, and blessed with
extraordinary, fragile ecosystems. It's a country of contrasts – immense natural beauty
coexisting with economic challenges, the legacy of colonialism intertwined with
vibrant independence, the easy rhythm of 'Leve Leve' set against the backdrop of a
changing world. The following chapters will delve deeper into the practicalities and
possibilities of exploring this remarkable archipelago.
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