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The beating heart of our little paradise will capture yours.

RAROTONGA
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ne of Rarotonga’s most striking 
features are the epic jungle clad 
mountains rising majestically from 
the centre and cascading to the 

surrounding sparkling aquatic playground. 
Imagine Jurassic Park, but without the 
dinosaurs. The highest peak, Te Manga is 
658 metres. It is these towering mountains 
that distinguish this island from the others. 
Rarotonga is a jewel of an island blessed with 
a spectacular natural beauty. You’ll find the 
roughly 10,000 locals to be warm, friendly 
and happy, which is no wonder why they call 
this lovely island their home. 

Little doesn’t mean backwards however. 
Rarotonga has all the advantages of modern 
technology and is a well-informed society. It 
is sophisticated, yet so easy to navigate. The 
coastal road measures just 32 kilometres in 
circumference, is deliciously undemanding 
and boasts a year round tropical climate. 
Cooler months are May to October when 
temperatures are between 64ºF (18ºC) and 
82ºF (28ºC), summer temperatures range 
between 70ºF (21ºC) and 87ºF (31ºC). 

AVARUA - THE HUB

Through the bright little waterfront township 
of Avarua, colourful pareu (sarong), dresses 

and T-shirts flutter in the breeze as locals 
go about their business in their laid back 
manner. This clean, tidy town has much to 
offer in terms of gifts, souvenirs, cafes, bars 
and restaurants. Up-market or inexpensive, 
Avarua can meet every budget. Be sure 
to drop in at one of the local black pearl 
jewellery outlets – you’ll appreciate the 
quality, price range and variety of exquisite 
designs. 

At the western end of Avarua, Punanga Nui 
Market, the biggest in the country really 
comes to life on a Saturday. In the morning 
it’s a colourful, lively hub of activity full of 
music and laughter. Stalls selling locally made 
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coconut cream, grilled flying fish caught 
that morning, or super tasty free range local 
chicken also slow cooked in fresh coconut 
cream – there are many choices. Sip on 
refreshing smoothies made from local fruit as 
you meander around the market soaking up 
the sights and sounds. Almost always there 
is a live band or dance team performing at 
the market rotunda, just to add to the relaxed 
atmosphere. 

THE MAGIC OF MURI 
 
Muri Beach is a two kilometre long white 
sandy beach. A leisurely stroll and along your 
way and to one side, the reef and four easily 

food, fresh organic produce, arts and crafts, 
clothing and a wide range of souvenirs are an 
experience not to be missed.

Visitors should also look for craftwork from 
the islands of Penrhyn, Manihiki and Mangaia 
and the vast array of pareu (sarong) designs. 
The pareu is ideal holiday attire for the beach 
or relaxing … go local and wear one! The two 
metre lengths of colourful material can be 
worn by men and women in many different 
ties. Ask the stall holder to show you a couple 
of ideas for the beach. 

Eager to try some local food? Look out for 
goat meat slow cooked in wild ginger and 
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from the crew, they’re 
a fun filled day out. Muri 
lagoon is also the best 
location for windsurfing 
and kitesurfing, while 
kayaking is possible 
just about everywhere 
around Rarotonga. 
Windsurfers, kayaks, 
kitesurfing and stand-
up paddleboards can be 
hired from water sports 
outlets and most hotels 
located on the foreshore 
around the island.

FAST OR SLOW?
 
There’s a wide world of both onshore and 
water activities to choose from throughout 
the year to suit all ages and fitness levels. 
The first decision you will need to make in 
Rarotonga is how busy or relaxed you want 
your stay to be. Rarotonga is an island like 
no other and there are many special island 
experiences for visitors. Romantic sunset 
cruises on board a catamaran, dining ankle 
deep in warm water lapping on a beautiful 
beach, or guided treks into the mysterious 
cloud mountains, to name a few options. Or 
simply take a walk along a beach and watch a 
golden sunset. All make wonderful memories 
to take home. 

accessible tiny islets, known as motu, nestle 
invitingly in the lagoon – Ta’akoka, Koromiri, 
Oneroa and Motutapu. To the other side the 
lush hills and mountains are visible through 
trees which offer shady respite from the 
tropical sun. 

There are also restaurants, bars and several 
places to hire water sports equipment. Marine 
life is abundant in the lagoons of Rarotonga, 
making for great snorkelling, or lessons can 
be booked with all scuba-diving operators. 

On Saturdays the Rarotonga Sailing Club 
(operating from Sails Restaurant) has lagoon 
races and welcomes visitors. Sunday to 
Friday lagoon cruises on glass bottom boats 
operate in Muri lagoon. Offering snorkelling, 
barbeque lunches and great entertainment 
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GETTING WET IN THE SUN 
 
One of the things nearly always visible from 
anywhere on Rarotonga, and one which 
visitors long remember, is the sight and 
sound of white crested waves breaking on 
the living coral reef that circles the entire 
island. 

Beautiful beaches and safe, clear lagoons 
makes swimming and snorkelling the 
most popular activities. Being surrounded 
by water, Rarotonga has a wide range of 
water activities to suit everyone. Lagoon 
sailing, outrigger canoeing, stand-up paddle 

boarding, kiting, wind-surfing, scuba diving, 
snorkelling, surfing, lagoon and ocean cruises, 
deep sea fishing and reef walks are some to 
choose from. 

BEYOND THE REEF 
 
There are several scuba diving operators 
who offer both beginner’s lessons inside the 
reef and dive trips for the more advanced to 
interesting sites beyond the reef. 

Experienced anglers and even the keen 
learner will discover that game fish such as 
marlin, tuna, sailfish and wahoo are plentiful 
in the deep, blue waters off Rarotonga. 
Fishing boats can be chartered for groups, or 
individuals can join a trip being made by one 
of several boats moored at Avatiu wharf. 

For a more sedate ocean outing, well-
equipped boats can be chartered for ocean 
and sunset cruises. Why not opt to be taken 
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Come for the warmth of the sun, remember the warmth of the locals.
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past the reef on board a glass bottom Reef 
Sub, to see a huge range of marine life in its 
natural environment. This beats an aquarium 
any day! 

Outrigger canoeing is a popular local sport 
which can be watched from the comfort of 
Trader Jacks’ deck on the Avarua waterfront, 
or at Muri lagoon most days. 

During August to September humpback 
whales can often be seen from the Rarotonga 
foreshore. The whales come from Antarctica 
to the warmer waters of the Cook Islands 
to mate and calf. The Cook Islands Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ) has been formally 
declared a whale sanctuary.

Seeing Rarotonga from the air is highly 
recommended as it gives a real appreciation 
for the remarkable beauty of the island and 
its mysterious centre of mountains and hills. 
This can be done on Air Rarotonga’s scenic 
flights which operate most week days.
 
INLAND EXCURSIONS
 
Want to get off the beaten track? Join thrilling 
island adventure treks on four-wheel drive 
jeeps. Tours are interactive and lunch is 
provided after taking in breath-taking views 
of the interior and coastal areas. Quad bike 
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(four wheel motorcycles) or dune buggie 
tours take you on inland tracks and places of 
cultural interest. Hire a bicycle to explore the 
island, or get off the main road and join in the 
fun on an Eco Cycle tour. Or for an island tour 
that is a little more sedate, join a guided island 
bus tour to local highlights. 

Visitors who enjoy hiking should experience 
guided ‘Cross Island’ treks, or bush walks to 
the Takitumu Conservation Area. Both are 
highly informative and visitors will be taught 
about local medicinal plants, flora and fauna. 

Walking across the island through the 
mountains is possible on a track that starts 
in Avatiu valley and ends at Papua Waterfall 
in Vaima’anga, the ideal spot for a refreshing 
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Set your watch to island time.
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Warm lagoons, sunny days and colourful locals.
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swim. This and other unaccompanied walks 
and treks in a variety of locations, require a 
good degree of fitness, but should not be 
attempted without first informing others of 
your intentions. Maps are available.
  
Sore muscles from all the island activity? Treat 
yourself to a full massage and spa treatment 
at any of the well-equipped professional 
health and beauty spas, or look for roadside 
signs of locally run private massage clinics.

FAMILY FUN IN PARADISE 
 
Our little paradise of the Cook Islands is 
perfect for a great family holiday. Beaches of 
clean white sand fringing shallow lagoons are 
ideal playgrounds for children. Overhanging 
coconut trees offer shady spots in which to 
simply relax while the children go off to hunt 
hermit crabs, build sand-castles, discover 
unique shells, or swim and snorkel in the 
warm lagoons.

Many of the resorts have their own ‘Kids 
Club’ which provide a multitude of activities 
for children, including face painting, crab 
racing, coconut husking and learning local 
craft skills. There are many activities on the 
islands well suited to children such as mini-
golf, glass-bottom boat cruises, mountain 
walks, quad-bike adventures, reef fishing and 
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snorkelling to name but a few. Children are 
never bored in this exciting new environment 
and are especially welcomed by family loving 
locals.

SPORTS
 
Cook Islanders love their sport and are 
especially passionate about rugby, rugby 
league, netball, soccer and cricket. Each 
major code has a set season during the 
year and the inter-village games are mostly 
held on Saturdays at the host village sports 
ground. 

There are squash and tennis courts, lawn 
bowls at the Bowling Club in Avarua, and the 
Rarotonga Golf Club has a nine-hole course. If 

you’re looking for something smaller – there 
are two miniature golf courses.  
The Rarotonga Game Fishing Club welcomes 
all visitors and has a well patronised bar that 
is open Monday to Saturday. 

DINING, DANCING AND NIGHTLIFE 
 
The Cook Islands is renowned for its vibrant 
culture – our traditional dancing and 
drumming is second to none in the world! 
A highlight for visitors are the exhilarating 
performances by local dance teams during 
island nights staged around the island by the 
resorts, hotels and some restaurants. 

Delicious buffet meals featuring favourite 
local dishes like ika mata (marinated raw 

fish salad) are included in the island night 
packages. There are also the island nights 
where an umu kai is featured. This buffet 
style feast of food cooked in a traditional 
earth oven or umu is a wonderful experience. 

Check with your hosts or local visitor 
publications to decide on which night you 
wish to experience an island night. And do 
be ready to be randomly chosen for the ura 
piani, that’s when the local performers each 
choose a visitor as a partner to dance a slow 
and fast drumbeat. Guaranteed to get the 
heart beating faster!

If you’re keen to try something culturally 
fun and different during your stay, you can 
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always learn “ura” (traditional dance) that 
occurs daily located on the ground floor at 
the Staircase in Avarua.

Whatever your style of cuisine, you’re sure 
to be tempted from an eclectic offering of 
satisfying dishes, many with distinctive 
island ingredients or characteristic flavours. 
Most restaurants are licensed and there is a 
great selection to choose from on Rarotonga 
with a growing number in Aitutaki. From well 
renowned establishments offering superb 
international cuisine, to cafés serving light 
meals and great coffee. 

Some restaurants specialise in Cook Islands 
or ‘Nesian’ fusion cooking, a wonderful 
combination of European and Polynesian 
flavours. Eating out in Rarotonga is a 
rewarding and satisfying experience and one 
can dine out every night for two weeks and 
still not experience all of the great places 
on offer.

Progressive dinners offered by local 
tour companies are a fun experience 
that combines dining, touring and local 
entertainment. Guests enjoy a delicious 
three course meal and accompanying 
wines - each course served in a different 
local home. Visitors are picked up from their 
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accommodation by bus, and local string-
bands entertain the dinner group at each 
home.
 
Locals here love nothing more than a good 
boogie. Nightlife on Rarotonga warms-up on 
Wednesday and peaks on Friday evening. 
Saturday entertainment closes at midnight 
to observe the Sabbath. There are many 
bars and clubs, mostly located in Avarua that 
feature live entertainment or DJ’s that are 
pumping till the wee small hours.

ARTS, CRAFTS & BLACK 
PEARLS
 
Rarotonga has a thriving 
arts fraternity and 
pieces by local artists 
can be viewed and 
purchased from small 
outlets which are found 
around Rarotonga by 
their roadside signs. 
Two well-established 
galleries that specialise 
in original works by 
leading local artists are 
the Beachcomber Art 
Gallery in town and The 
Art Gallery in Arorangi. Regular exhibitions 
are held in both galleries featuring local and 
international artists.

Visitors will be pleasantly surprised at the 
variety of unique handicrafts, jewellery, art 
and clothing on sale. There is an excellent 
choice of retail outlets, all offering a friendly 
welcome and a word of local expertise, when 
it comes to selecting that special item to take 
home. 

One of the finest examples of local 
handicraft, are rito (coconut fronds, stripped 
into fine fibres and weaved) hats. Intricately 

woven and in many appealing styles, they 
are a vital part of every Cook Island woman’s 
dress. Another item of clothing is the pareu, 
the colourful fabric is often tie-dyed in an 
infinite variety of colours and patterns. Cook 
Islands Fashion has excelled over the past 
5 years with many local designers featuring 
throughout the Pacific and further afield. 

Among the most popular items of choice are 
wooden carvings, the most renowned being 
”Tangaroa”, an iconic figure representing 
history, strength and prosperity. Clubs, 
spears, canoes and a wide variety of drums 
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pearl shell is also fashioned into lovely yet 
inexpensive jewellery and ornaments.

CELEBRATING OUR CULTURE
 
At the beginning of August, the Ministry 
of Cultural Development hosts the annual 
Te Maeva Nui Festival – a festival of Cook 
Islands culture featuring spectacular dance 
and music performances at the National 
Auditorium. The festival has been held every 
year since 1965 to celebrate Cook Islands self 
governance. It is held over a week combining 
outstanding cultural performances, sporting 
events, trade and food shows. 

The November Tiare Festival celebrates 
flowers and the natural beauty of the country 
and fittingly, young Cook Islands girls and 
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(pate) and ukulele are also prized purchases.
Authentic handicrafts often come from 
islands that specialise in a particular item. For 
instance, ornate shell, seed hatbands and 
‘ei come from Mangaia, whilst finely woven 
pandanus mats are a souvenir of Pukapuka. 
Tapa decorated with traditional cultural 
patterns are made in Atiu and Mangaia.

The women of the Cook Islands are well 
known for their needlework, particularly 
the hand-stitched quilts known as tivaivai. 
Each quilter has her own distinctive colourful 
patterns and one piece may take several 
months to make, which is reflected in the 
cost.

Like the rest of the Cook Islands, the most 
romantic souvenir is small but perfectly 
formed. In fact the Cook Islands prides 
itself as being a leading producer of the 
cultured black pearl. Small pearl ‘farms’ 
on the northern atoll of Manihiki dot the 
huge lagoon and harvesting takes place 
around every 18 months. These gems are 
exported to Rarotonga where they are set 
into high fashion jewellery pieces that can be 
purchased from outlets around Rarotonga. 

There are several up-market pearl retail 
outlets in Avarua which specialise in fine, 
elegant black pearl jewellery. The black 
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In a little paradise, we dance to the beat of our own drum.
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SEE OUR RAROTONGA ADVERTISERS
ON PAGE 74

STAY WITH US!
Relax by the pool with a cocktail, soak up 
the sun, rejuvenate your soul and indulge 
in romantic evenings under the stars, with 
exotic foods and fine wine. Whatever 
your South Pacific holiday dream consists 
of, it becomes reality in our islands, with 
accommodation to suit all tastes and 
attentive staff to help make your dreams 
come true. From luxury beach resorts to 
budget accommodation you can choose 
your own standard or quality and plan 
according to your budget. Most facilities 
offer a choice of room categories and 
rates. A diverse range of self-catering 
options are available as well as private 
houses and backpacker-style options. It 
is however recommended that you book 
your accommodation in advance, as it can 
often be at a premium during busy periods. 
Pre-booked guests are usually greeted 
at the airport by their hosts with a fresh 
flower ‘ei’. These colourful flower garlands 
are worn around the neck and are one of 
our gracious customs. When making your 
reservation, check to see if airport transfers 
are included.

boys aged between 13 and 17 are encouraged 
to enter Te Mire Tama - Maine Tiare for the 
girls and Tama Aito for boys. An important 
aspect of both pageants is that contestants 
must be passionate and knowledgeable 
about Cook Islands culture.

Also in November is the Cook Islands 
International 7s which includes both a men’s 
and women’s division. The tournament held 
during the first week of November each year 
has grown to now feature 16 men’s teams 
and 8 women’s teams competing over three 
days. It’s also come to be known as “Sevens 
In Heaven” because of the idyllic location and 
the beautiful people of the Cook Islands. 

SUNDAYS
 
Sunday church services are held between 
10am and 12pm and visitors are made to 
feel most welcome. To experience uplifting 
traditional church singing, attend a Cook 
Islands Christian Church service. Each village 
church was hand built of limestone and hand 
hewn timber by the forefathers of today’s 
Cook Islanders. Light refreshments are 
served after the church service.
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Louise Hathaway



