
W HETHER it’s a wedding, a honeymoon 
or just a vacation, Tahiti and the 
islands of French Polynesia are open 

and welcoming to everyone. There aren’t Pride 
flags or strips of gay bars, but instead, there is an 

abundance of acceptance. As a French overseas 
collectivity, same-sex marriage became legal 
in French Polynesia (of which Tahiti is the most 
well-known and populous island) in May 2013. 
For American couples to marry there, a marriage 

application and a few other forms must be 
completed prior to travel, but it’s definitely now an 
option to get hitched here.

French Polynesia may not seem like your 
typical vacation spot, but it has some of the best 
hotels in the world, insanely gorgeous waters 
and a wide range of activities to occupy your time 
when you’re not sipping from a coconut. And 
paradise isn’t as far as most 
would imagine—just eight hours 
from Los Angeles. Currently, the 
only option for getting to the 
islands from the U.S. is Air Tahiti 
Nui. And with their recent cabin 
redesigns (now offering angle 
lie-flat seats), flying there can 
be extremely comfortable and 
affordable, as their business-
class prices are very reasonable 
compared to other airlines.

We had about five hours 
between our connections—poor 
planning in retrospect—but we 
arrived in Tahiti at last. The air 
was thick and fragrant, a mixture 
of tiare flowers from the gracious 

welcome leis and body odor from tired travelers 
(in all fairness, any international flight here is a 
long one, and it was hot outside). I changed some 
dollars in the automatic cash converter without 
knowing the exchange rate, but that didn’t matter, 
I now had the local currency to grab a bite. I 
attempted to place an order in my version of French 
at McDonald’s. The woman behind the counter 

smiled and responded in English after I ordered 
“deux Croque McDo,” and made me feel a bit 
more welcomed. In French Polynesia, French and 
Tahitian are the official and primary languages, 
and most locals speak a mixture of both—but 
often reserve Tahitian for greetings and niceties 
when conversing with tourists.

I had been to some of the islands of  
French Polynesia before, but my previous trip 
was more focused on hitting the most popular 
destinations. This time around, I was here to 
explore a bit more, with plans to visit a couple of 
the more hidden islands while still indulging in 
the luxury—because luxury is synonymous with 
French Polynesia.

Leaving Fa’a’a Airport on Air Tahiti to the 
island of Raiatea was quick and easy once on 
the plane. Forty minutes after boarding the 
72-passenger ATR turboprop, we landed. Hoping 
to start the trip off with a twist, I ditched the 
hotel and was instead greeted at the airport by 
Tahiti Yacht Charter. I was traveling with another 
gay man, and we wanted to test the comfort 
levels of the locals during our trip. Each time he 
wore his tight Speedo, all eyes were surely on 

him—but mainly because he looked amazing. The 
four-bedroom catamaran that included a skipper 
and a private chef was going to be something 
lavish for us, and in retrospect, it was the best 
part of the trip. We left the marina and sailed 
along the coast of Raiatea to where the ocean 
met a natural river. We took a skiff and navigated 
our way through 
the lush jungle 
atmosphere. Seeing 
local vahines 
(women)—I just 
love using that 
word—fishing off 
their makeshift 
piers or passing 
by in canoes was 
surreal, as if I’d 
suddenly been 
transported to a 
different world, 
which apparently I 
had been.

We spent the rest of the afternoon 
snorkeling and kayaking near crystal clear water 
off a picturesque motu (small islet). These private 
yacht charters are an interesting alternative, 
especially if with a group of friends. I could only 
imagine what it would be like to have more 
friends with us, 
because just the two of 
us had a ball! Sailing 
from island to island 
feels pretty fancy, and 
sailing is exactly what 
we did the next day 
when I was delivered 
directly to Taha’a, 
the sister island to 
Raiatea, which is 
only accessible by 
seacraft. It was time 
for some resort time, 
and the secluded and 
extremely private Le 
Taha’a Island Resort 
and Spa was the place 
to be.

Taha’a is already remote, but the resort 
is situated on a motu and is only accessible by 
boat. Arriving to the property, the over-water 
bungalows stood out—they’re what we envision 
when we think of Tahiti. The lagoon water 
surrounding the resort was a mixture of turquoise 
and deep blue. The bungalows were large and 

had soaking tubs, 
private access to the 
water and lounge 
decks. But the most 
impressive feature 
was the view. Waking 
up each morning to 
pristine blue water 
views was the perfect 
way to start the day.

Le Taha’a is 
known for having 
one of the best coral 
gardens in the area. 
With a strong current 
pushing through, 

it’s easy to float from one end to the other while 
feeding the fish and cautiously avoiding being 
scraped by the unforgiving coral. (And from 
personal experience, those scrapes hurt—a lot.)

Dining was always a fun experience, one 
reason being that Tahitians are easygoing and  Tropical 
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WELCOME ABOARD!
Tetiaroa: the atoll of Marlon Brando 
located near the main island of 
Tahiti (above); boat arriving at the 
Four Seasons Bora Bora lobby.

JUNGLE JAMMING
Exploring the natural rivers 
off the cost of Raiatea by skiff.

REFLECTIVE POOL
Poolside view from the 
Four Seasons Bora Bora.

BORA BORA SHARK DIVES
A Tahitian shark guide shows his 
dominance before diving in.

UNDERWATER WONDER
Snorkeling the private reefs at  
Le Taha’a Island Resort and Spa.

Tahiti And The Islands Of French Polynesia—Luxury And Adventure Await  
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stingrays. These rays were apparently 
accustomed to guests, because they 
had no problem with invading personal 
space. We also saw a few blacktip 
reef sharks, which would prepare 
us for a swim with them later in the 
day. Jumping into the deep blue to be 

surrounded by about 20 reef sharks 
was thrilling and, of course, made for 
great photos. But the moment the 
massive lemon shark showed up, we all 
had our Jaws moment. Lemon sharks 
are harmless to humans, but their 
resemblance to the shark we grew up 

seeing in the movies caused everyone 
in the group to have their own personal 
freak-out. 

I might have screamed a bit, and 
I definitely held the hand of an Italian 
woman next to me. But eventually I 
found my courage to free-dive as far as 
I could to snap that perfect GoPro pic.

 Bora-Bora has some of the most 
beautiful displays of color variance in 
ocean water, and the resorts are all 
located within the perfection. After 
a day of having my heart race while 
swimming with nature, I ran to the  
spa for a relaxing traditional Polynesian 
massage. The next day it was time to 
say goodbye to the resort and fly back 
to Fa’a’a Airport in Tahiti. Flights in and 
out of Tahiti are limited, and that  
made for the perfect excuse to 
stay a night on the main island and 
reintroduce myself to civilization—the 
island is full of cars, people, markets 
and, well, reality. The Manava Suite 
Resort, with one of the most beautiful 
infinity pools on the island, played host 
for the night. After a quick trip to town 
for dinner at the famous roulottes (a 
collection of food trucks) and a drink 
at the local gay piano bar, it was time 
to prepare for the trip home in the 
morning. The gay bar is the one and 
only bar on the island that we could 
find, and it usually gets going later in 
the evening. It’s mostly locals, so go 
with an open mind.

French Polynesia was an over-
the-top vacation mixed with a bit of 
adventure, but mostly pampering. And 
while it’s not a destination one can 
arrange and execute without serious 
financial planning, it is a destination 
that shouldn’t be dismissed just 
because of its cost. Because what you 
get in return for this trip of a lifetime 
can be truly transformative.

welcoming, and resorts don’t discriminate when 
hiring their employees. I was reintroduced to the 
phenomenon of the Tahitian rae rae, who might be 
described as transsexuals, but whose significance 
in the cultural history of the Pacific Islands 
warrants more than a simple label. Many rae raes 

are employed in the service industries; they are 
part of the mainstream. They were treated like 
everyone else, and most of the awkward looks 
came from me—I was just fascinated by the 
fact that nobody seemed to give them a second 
thought. As a gay man in a foreign country, it was 

almost a reassurance that I was also 
welcomed there.

One of the days I was there, I 
opted to skip my daily kayaking and 
snorkeling to take a boat to Taha’a for 
an all-terrain 4x4 cultural tour. I was 
quickly immersed in island living as I 
learned all the different uses for some 
of the indigenous trees and plants. We 
ate exotic fruits, used hollowed branch 
stems for straws and even slapped 
leaves all over our bodies, leaving a 
white temporary tattoo effect. At this 
point in my trip, I was feeling far, far 
away from reality, and I loved every 

moment of it.
Departing Taha’a was tough, but 

as I boarded the small plane headed 
to Bora-Bora, I knew the adventure 
was ready to continue. The Bora-Bora 
airport is on a tiny motu, and the 
only way off was by boat (catching 
a theme here?). The runway usually 
has private jets parked alongside the 
older ATRs that carry most people to 
the island, and all of the major resorts 
provide transportation to the secluded 
properties you often see on television 
or in travel magazines. I had arranged 
to go directly to the Hilton Bora-Bora 

Nui to pay a visit to the property where I had 
previously stayed and have my welcome dinner.

After dinner, in the darkness of the night, 
I received word that the Four Seasons’ private 
speedboat was at the dock and waiting to take 
me to my home for the next couple of nights. 
It was a mode of travel like something out of 
a James Bond movie—passing by megayachts 
and over-water bungalows in the dark. Once 
arrived and checked in, I began to settle into my 
bungalow only to have to pick my jaw up off from 
the floor upon catching a glimpse of the open-air 
bathtub. I was officially in paradise.

But with such luxury, adventure beyond 
Bond-style boats needed to be tossed into the 
mix—and I was literally tossed to the sharks. The 
resort arranged for a day trip for a small group of its 
guests, and we began our morning swimming with 
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Tahiti Yacht Charter
www.tahitiyachtcharter.com

Le Taha’a Island 
Resort and Spa
letahaa.com

Four Seasons 
Hotel Bora-Bora
fourseasons.com/
borabora

Manava Suite 
Resort Tahiti
manava-suite-resort-
tahiti.com

EAT

Bloody Mary’s 
Bora-Bora
bloodymarys.com

Matira Bar 
Bora-Bora
restaurantmatirabeach.com/
en/welcome.html

Les Roulottes 
Tahiti
On the waterfront – 
gourmet food trucks

Captain Bligh 
Restaurant 
and Bar Tahiti
Punaauia, Tahiti

PLAY & BE MARY

Poerani Tours
poeranisafari.com

Lagoon Service
lagoonservice.com

Tahiti Expedition
tahitiexpeditions.com

Le Piano Bar
Rue des Ecoles, central Papeete

ISLAND DELIGHTS
Come for the sun, stay for the 
food (photos courtesy of Polynesia 
Travel Agency).

TURQUOISE WATERS
The beautiful shades of blue waves 
crashing on the barrier reef of 
Bora Bora (by Pierre Lesage).

SIT BACK AND SMILE 
Take in the view from the beach villa at 
Le Taha’a Island Resort and Spa; (below) 
Protestant church on the island of Taha’a 
(by Chris McLennan).

MARVEL AT THE BEAUTY 
Le Taha’a Island Resort and Spa, 
taken from yacht on approach. 


