
You may have heard of the French paradox, well there is 
something equally confounding about being surrounded by 
continental culture in the South Pacific. New Caledonia is 
one of our closest neighbours, yet in places it feels like you 
could be on the French Riviera. 

By Mike Donaldson

It's sophisticated and yet chilled out at the same time. There are palm-fringed white sand beaches as well as boutique shopping and Parisian-style cafés serving escargot with 
fine Bordeaux wines. It’s chic, exotic and totally captivating. 

The beauty of a stay in the capital Nouméa is that you will have all this on your doorstep, while still being able to enjoy the stunning scenery and laid back island lifestyle. Air 
New Zealand flies to Nouméa three times a week and with a travel time from Auckland of just over 2.5 hours, it makes a perfect destination for either a weekend getaway or a 
longer stay. 

Nouméa has a population of approximately 100,000 and is located on the largest island in the New Caledonia archipelago, Grand Terre. The city sits on a peninsula, with a series 
of pretty little bays at its southern tip. Anse Vata bay is the place to stay, and in pole position with direct beach access are the resorts of Le Méridien and the Chateau Royal.

The recently refurbished Le Méridien is the only five-star accommodation in Nouméa, their rooms and suites are well appointed and the décor stylish. It also boasts an 
impressive array of facilities, with three bars, four restaurants, a palatial swimming pool and nature spa. In addition, there is a water sports centre where snorkelling equipment, 
paddleboards and kayaks are available free of charge for hotel guests. The lagoon in front of the hotel is calm and shallow, so it’s ideal for the whole family. 

Neighbouring Chateau Royal shares the same picturesque beach frontage, hosting two restaurants and three bars (including a pool bar). It also caters for functions, offering both 
a conference centre as well as tailored wedding packages. All the rooms at the Chateau Royal include a small kitchenette which makes self-catering possible here as well. Also 
located at the hotel is its renowned aquatonic pool, where you can relax overlooking the water, while being pampered by 12 hydro-massage stations. 
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Aerial view of Le Meridien Noumea Resort and Spa Suite and Chateau Royal Beach Resort and Spa

Seafood tapas on Le Ponton floating bar & restaurant

Le Roof restaurant

With its unique blend of French and Melanesian cuisine and over 150 restaurants to choose 
from, Nouméa is also foodie heaven. The local cuisine is fresh and bursting with flavour and 
not surprisingly there is plenty of seafood on offer. Barbecued prawns (crevettes), grilled mahi 
mahi and tuna tartare are all local specialties, along with the island’s own version of ceviche, 
marinated with coconut milk. The seafood buffet at Le Méridien’s La Faré restaurant is the 
perfect place for a long lunch, overlooking the glittering ocean, while enjoying one of their 
signature sparkling cocktails. 

Le Méridien also offers its fine dining L’Hippocampe restaurant, where the staff are attentive, the 
food exquisitely presented and the atmosphere low lit and intimate. Accompanying this is an 
equally impressive list of French wines.

For romantic dining with a difference, head to the upmarket Le Roof restaurant, which sits out on 
stilts overlooking the lagoon in Anse Vata bay, allowing diners to watch baby sharks and other 
marine life below, while enjoying some of the best fusion cooking that Nouméa has to offer. 

One of the most popular local places to eat in the city is Au P'tit Café, open for both lunch and 
dinner from Tuesday to Friday. Rather than a set menu, they offer four new mains and desserts 
each week, using local seasonal produce. The only thing that doesn’t change is their famous 
cheesecake. In the neighbouring Latin Quarter you’ll find another local institution, Chez Toto. 

If you’re looking for traditional French cuisine in an authentic Parisian style café, then this is the 
place to go. The interior is cosy and intimate and the menu is filled with French delights such as 
cassoulet, escargot, frog’s legs and foie gars.   

Although there are many fantastic restaurants in Nouméa, it’s also a delight to pack your own 
lunch, with boulangeries and epeceries that rival the best in France. The beachfronts of Anse 
Vata and neighbouring Baie des Citrons (Lemon Bay) are dotted with outdoor tables and chairs 
that provide the perfect location for a picnic.  L’Atelier Gourmand bakery on Route de l’Anse 
Vata is a local favourite, selling sweets and pastries as well as filled rolls and other savouries. 

A little further round in Orphanage Bay you will find La Maison Ballande, a specialist wine shop 
which also stocks a wide selection of French deli food, such as cheeses, olives, terrines and 
other cold meats. So why not create a gourmet hamper, grab a bottle of wine and chill out for a 
lazy afternoon at the beach.

A trip to the municipal market in the city centre near the port is also not to be missed. Open 
daily (except Monday), you will find clothing, arts, crafts and other souvenirs, as well as an 
extensive selection of fruit, vegetables, fresh fish and other produce. Grab a coffee and 
croissant and soak up the local atmosphere. Then, if you’re feeling indulgent, head to nearby 
pattisseries Les Petit Choux and Chocolats Morand, where you can experience some of 
Nouméa’s finest hand-crafted sweet treats. 



May/June 2018  islandtime 1110 islandtime May/June 2018 

#FollowMe to
New Caledonia

Less than three hours from Auckland

Flying to New Caledonia 
with Air New Zealand
New Zealand’s national carrier proudly serves the Pacific Islands, including the 
beautiful destination of New Caledonia. Air New Zealand flies non-stop to La 
Tontouta International Airport, Nouméa from Auckland twice weekly. A full range of 
inflight product choices are available including Seat, Seat + Bag, The Works and 
Works Deluxe. And connections are available from all Air New Zealand serviced 
domestic ports.

www.airnewzealand.co.nz

There is also plenty of nightlife on offer in Nouméa, mostly located around Lemon Bay.  The 
walk from Anse Vata is about 20 minutes and makes for a nice late afternoon stroll. There 
are boutiques to explore along the way and it's fun to watch the locals playing pétanque 
along the promenade. In Lemon Bay you will find the hip waterfront bars La Barca and Les 3 
Brasseurs, perfect for a sundowner and with live music most nights.  Further down the beach 
is L’Endroit, a bar and tapas restaurant right on the water that has DJs spinning tunes till the 
wee hours. Back in Anse Vata, La Bodega del Mar is located at the head of the jetty leading 
out to Le Roof restaurant and is also popular with locals after dark. 

If you’re feeling guilty about the prospect of all that eating and drinking, don’t worry, 
Nouméa has plenty on offer for those who want to keep active. There is a pleasant walk up 
the hill behind Le Méridien and the Chateau Royal, called Ouen Toro. It takes about 30 mins 
to reach the lookout at the top, and the views over Anse Vata and the surrounding bays are 
spectacular.  

For those interested in water sports, Nouméa is also a premier windsurfing and kiteboarding 
destination. Blessed with a constant breeze for most of the year, the lagoon in front of Anse 
Vata bay is an absolute playground, full of adrenalin junkies getting their fix. It’s fascinating to 
watch, and if you’re keen to give it a go there are places to rent along the beach. Not only is the 
daily breeze in Nouméa refreshing, it also has the added benefit of keeping any biting insects 
away, meaning you won’t have to worry about repellent.

Snorkelling is another favourite activity, with some world-class reefs located in close proximity 
to Nouméa’s southern bays. It’s possible to snorkel straight off the beach in Anse Vata, 
however better visibility and coral can be found offshore. Only 10 minutes by boat taxi in the 
middle of the bay is Duck Island, which makes for a lovely half-day trip (Photo 14). There are 
plenty of colourful reef fish, and if you’re lucky you might see a turtle. The island is tiny but 
charming, and has a rustic restaurant and plenty of loungers where you can easily while away 
a tranquil afternoon.

If you have time, a full day trip to Amedee Island, located about 45 minutes away by boat, is 
also a worthwhile outing. It's home to France’s first metal lighthouse, built in Paris by the same 
engineers who constructed the Eiffel Tower, and then relocated to New Caledonia in 1862. At 
almost 60 metres in height, the structure towers over the island and for those feeling brave, it’s 
still possible to climb the 247 steps to the top. 

A day package includes transfers and a buffet lunch, and there is also the possibility of paddle 
boarding, snorkelling some pristine reefs, or simply chilling on the island’s stunning white sand 
beaches. What’s not to like!

Another unique excursion that combines snorkelling and a seafood lunch is Le Ponton, a 
floating bar and restaurant at Tamanou Reef on the eastern side of Anse Vata. The journey time 
is only sevev minutes and they will arrange pick up on demand. The reef is teeming with fish 
and as you’d expect the seafood on board is about as fresh as it gets. 

With all the French influence in Nouméa, it’s easy to overlook the fact that New Caledonia also 
has a history rich in indigenous tradition and culture. The Kanak’s are the original Melanesian 
inhabitants and make up about 40 percent of the population, although most live outside the 
capital. The New Caledonia Museum is located in the city centre close to the municipal market 
and offers a fascinating insight into Kanak and Melanesian heritage.  

The Kanaks have a long association with the arts, and the Tjibaou Cultural Centre, located 
along a ridge line on a peninsula about eight kilometres northeast of Nouméa, also makes for an 
interesting visit. Designed to promote the linguistic and artistic heritage of the Kanak people, the 
complex contains 10 pavilions based on original indigenous design. It’s architecturally impressive 
and includes an art centre, exhibition spaces, multi-media library and a landscaped park. 

If the idea of a laid back island escape with beautiful beaches, water sports, amazing cuisine, 
culture and continental flair sounds appealing, then look no further ……. Nouméa might just be 
the destination you’ve been searching for.  

Sunset over Anse Vata Bay

Kite surfers in Anse Vata Bay
Sweet treats at Les Petit Choux

Sweet treats at Les Petit ChouxChateau Royal aquatonic pool

128, Route de L’anse-Vata 
Ph +687 28 48 00  www.europcar.nc

Let us guide you to the  
heart of New Caledonia


