
 

 

South Pacific islands, tucked between French Polynesia and Australia, a collection of micro States 

under high supervision from New Zealand. 

 

 

Tropical or subtropical weather systems?  

Alerted by many yachties on the difficulty of the passage from French Polynesia to New Zealand due 

to weather conditions we might encounter. We spent some times reading documents and working 

over weather forecasts. Hereafter, some elements that convinced us to sail west all in October and 

thus visiting unknown island States keeping the second part (Tonga / New Zealand) for the first two 

weeks of November.     

 

1 – The passage from French Polynesia to New Zealand is submitted to two principles:   

- Getting out of the cyclone zone before meeting the first tropical storms (starting from 

November) – the occurrence of an El Nino year increases the probability. 

- Arriving in New Zealand after the last winter storms (west storms out of the roaring 50ies 

(fifties) via Tasmania), so in the middle of the austral spring (November also).    

 

2 – Under these two constraints, a straight passage (Tahiti / Auckland) is hardly a good idea and the 

recommendation is to sail all the more west from the start. The ideal then being to aim for the Tonga 

(175°W), or even Fiji (178°E). Once in the Tonga archipelago, the advice is to keep sailing west (at 

least to 2° west of the longitude of Auckland), before heading south to the kingdom of Kiwis (Opua).  

 



The consequence is a longer route:  

- Straight route Bora Bora – Opua: 2 160 nm or 15 days at a speed of 6 knts.  

 

- Westing route Bora Bora – Opua: 1 360 nm to Tonga + 1 210 nm to Opua, so 2 750 nm 

total or 10 + 8 = 18 days at a speed of 6 knts.  

This last option enables to separate the 2 weather systems (tropical and subtropical) and to choose 

the best weather windows for each part. It is also better to avoid the dangerous and badly signaled 

Kermadec ridge.    

 

 

3 – Departing from French Polynesia to Tonga depends on the latitude of the SPCZ (South Pacific 

Convergence Zone: a kind of local doldrums), its eventual fragmentation and the virulence of its 

fronts. The objective is to avoid crossing squalls with heavy rains, sailing headwinds in high swell and 

to be particularly cautious when a cold front from Australia interacts with a branch of the SPCZ which 

combine for the worse.  

4 – In the meantime, we will try to take profit of the Easterly trades still present at the end of 

summer, which will guarantee a quick and comfortable passage. This is another reason to leave 

French Polynesia early.    

5 – Once in Tonga, it is time to observe South weather systems. According to the frequency of the 

lows from the West, one every 6 days, one is certain to at least meet one before arriving. It is then 

useful to try to determine at which latitude the front will be crossed and estimate its strength. It will 

be weaker above 30°S and stronger under.   

6 – One must look carefully at Lows and Highs positions and the presence of fronts or troughs. On 

average, it will take 4 days for a high at the longitude of Tasmania to be over the northern Island 

Northland. A low will do the same in just 2.5 days.    



 

7 – One must try to arrive in Opua when a front is not passing and choose the departure date 

accordingly. It is better to anticipate meeting the front with the wind rotations around the 30°S when 

it will be weaker. It will then remain 300 nm or 2 or 3 days of Northerly which enables to arrive 

before the passing of the next front that can be spotted on the gribs files which become precise.    

 

 

For all of us that learned where Tonga is in the Bible, going there 

is like putting on his flip flop: easy 

 

For others, poor sailors, it is more difficult to reach the Kingdom of Tonga than getting into Heaven, 

which is not all wet (that’s what we hope for the lucky ones and if not, it would be holy water for 

sure). For us, poor unbelievers, this passage French Polynesia / Tonga was full of surprising sailing 

conditions from which the crew took advantage with sagacity. Only one thing remains true: in this 

season, weather out there is profoundly unstable and the only guaranty is the long and strong south 

swell.  

It took us 16 days in total, with nice stops in places we had never heard about … 

- Bora Bora / Palmerston : backwinds, boomed genoa, nice surfs then no wind at all +swell 

= 24 hours motor sailing and a two nights opportunity stop in Palmerston (Cooks), 

waiting for the wind. 

 

- Palmerston / (Beveridge reef) Niue(to pronounce niou-hé) : an heavy squall forced us to 

detour from our prior objective, Beveridge reef ( the reef in the middle of nowhere) and 

to land in Niue for four days during  a new calm period.  

 

- Niue / Vava’u (Tonga): unexpected squalls: 30 – 35 knts south wind from southwest to 

southeast, main sail 2 reefs / staysail, “a donf” in the south swell among nice choppy 

waves. A bucket of salted water every 10 minutes in the cockpit (pong, splaaasssshh), we 

were like wet tied cats, unhappy all night. With squalls, rain came along, fresh or salted 

water,… what a luxury. Even good things do not last; it got better when arriving in 

Vava’u, with the wind turning east…     



It all started with a Polynesian take away (17° S 15 – 156° W 25) 

 

 
 

A Mahi-mahi or tropical bream. 

We fought for more than an hour and a half to get it out of the water, genoa rolled and a reef in the 

main sail; we still were going 5 knts. Too much, it was still pulling too much. We ended putting the 

engine on…reverse. Speed dropped to 3.5 knts. It was better; “Yo !” was not understanding what was 

in process, reversing with wind and waves pushing on the other side. The beast was harpooned a first 

time but jumped back into the water without breaking the line, once again harpooned and jumping 

back; lastly the beast is projected into the cockpit, blood everywhere, a real carnage. Rum in the ears 

and that’s over. We were exhausted.  



Palmerston – Cooks Islands (18° S 02 – 163° W 10) 

 

Palmerston anchorage – Cooks Islands 

 

The anchorage, if it can even be called one, is located outside the atoll. A small pass, so 

narrow that only local fishing boats can go inside the lagoon, leads to the village. 5 to 6 

buoys were put on the reef 15 meters deep, as the brisk of the continental platform which 

goes suddenly from 1000 meters to 12 meters. With wind shift, and low tide, the surf rise just 

under the stern and roars to the reef some 50 meters further. The kind of anchorage that 

makes you nervous.  

 

Simon took care of us and came to check our tying to the buoy. Following his advices, we add 

the anchor to the already settled two ropes… It was suspended 2 meters above the bottom: if 

the ropes would break, we hope that the anchor would grip on the reef awaking the crew 

(which sleeps like a log)… we are dubious about that, but as there is no wind.  

 

 

Palmerston: hardly 12 motus surrounding a lagoon, maximum height 15 meters, population 

60, 21 kids, 6 teachers (among which an English lady whose father was shipwrecked here in 

1954, had kept contact with his best friend and who wanted to see for herself); a nurse from 

Fiji, an anti-cyclone shelter, the possibility to use internet if needed, 50 yachts a year, the 

parrotfish filet the only export product.  

The whole population descends from one English man, William Mastres who landed in 1863 

with his 3 Polynesian wives. A former marine carpenter, he organized the life of his family to 

prevent intermarriages, encouraging the input of foreigner blood from close islands (and 

New Zealand) as much of possible. It seems that results are not too disappointing.  

English sailors like to land here as Williams had an accent from Gloucester and the whole 

family perpetuates it.



Niue (19° S 02 – 169° W 56) 

 

Landing zone – Alofi Harbour - Niué 

 

Once again, 20 mooring buoys are rigged 30 meters deep. They are taken away during the 

cyclone season.  

The landing process is famous: it can be impossible (high swell from the west), challenging 

(fair weather) or interesting (the rest of the time). We are supposed to approach the quay 

with the dinghy and to use a crane to get it out of the water, to put it on a slide and park it 

further to prevent any inconvenience.    

 

Elements to keep in mind before landing: a concrete platform 30 meters long, the surge 

breaking on the reef, few slippery steps, 50 to 80 cm swell, a cargo on anchor with 50 meters 

ropes to the quay, a tug pushing a barge unloading containers and kerosene tanks, rain, a 

crane for the containers, a small one for dinghies, fishermen boats… 

In this environment, where the only fixed element is the remote control panel of the crane, 

you are supposed to get the crane hook, to attach it to a rope on your dinghy, to disembark, 

to lift the dinghy, to put it on the quay and move for the next ones to proceed, all this under 

the smiling supervision of the (ready to help) men working to unload the cargo, the custom 

officials, immigration and quarantine officers. 

 

The fun never stops !      



 

Down town Alofi – Capital city of the State of Niué.  

The city is regularly visited by cyclones. In 2004, parts of the city were destroyed by 50 feet high 

waves. A few miles from the Tonga trench (-10 000m), the volcanic activity is permanent increasing 

the risk of tsunamis.   

 

 

 

 
 

House of parliament – Alofi Niué. 

 

Niué is the smallest independent State of the world (1 600 inhabitants). He is in free association with 

New Zealand which takes care of Foreign Affairs and Defense. All inhabitants are British subjects and 

citizens of New Zealand. There are more residents living there than on the mother island.  

 



 

 
 

Duty free shop – Alofi Niue 

The selling of duty free products to tourists who come here for fishing is one of the main income 

resources. The only accepted money is $ NZD. This shop also do credit card cash advance.  

 

 

Tag Alofi – Niue  … and Flash Gordon. 



 

 

 

Boats on Niue anchorage. 

 

The « Rock » of the Pacific is the biggest raised atoll in the world and t is very proud of its yacht club 

which has the most members…. The captain became member n° 91 171. 



The Kingdom of Tonga (18° S 40 – 174° W 00) 

The Kingdom of Tonga lies over 250 nm. It has 3 main islands groups: Vava’u to the north, Ha’apai in 

the middle and Tongatapu in the south where the capital of the Kingdom is (the island of 

Niuautoputapu is called “New Potato” among yachties), there is approximatively 100 000 

inhabitants, mainly Polynesians with their proper culture. It is the only island group which has not 

been colonized; it is also the only one which has no benevolent “big brother” to cover sporadic 

deficits. On average, two cyclones pass over the country every year. The Kingdom is highly 

dependent on external financial aid which decreases in time of crisis.  

 

 

We choose to explore the northern archipelago composed of 61 islands around the only cyclone hole 

of the whole west South Pacific: Refuge Harbor where lies the main city Neiafu. It remains a long kept 

secret as the Captain Cook himself after landing in Ha’apai was convinced by indigenous people that 

he would not find a more secure anchoring in the north… 

 

Well, this is an archipelago and a wonderful cruising basin. Far in the Pacific, close to Asia, the 

Kingdom of Tonga, for what we saw, put us under its spell.   

 

 



 

Mariner’s cave – Vava’u 

 

 

« Yo ! » on a buoy in the cyclone hole. The moorings are supposed to resist to strongest winds. Tales 

of those who were there on the 11th of January 2014, when Ian passed over, don’t make you feel like 

staying… 



 

Port Maurelle anchorage. Trees are inhabited by «Tonga Roussettes ». These bats are the only 

endemic mammals on the islands and take flight at sunset.  

 

 

Traditional Polynesian boat built in Hawaii. We are not far away from tales of Corto Maltese by Hugo 

Pratt.  



 

 

 

School exit – Neiafu. 

The alphabetization rate is of 99 %. English is taught in all schools. Uniforms are related to each 

school: white and red = primary school, brown = secondary, blue = Wesleyan church which has the 

most members, orange = church of Tonga, green = Mormon church.   

 



 

 

 

A lot of people still wear the traditional costume. Men and women wear around the waist, a mat 

made of pandanus (according to the legend, a group of sailors arrived in Tu’i Tong; their clothes being 

all shredded by a tempest, they cut their main sail made of pandanus to wear. The emperor was so 

moved by their sacrifice that he decided that it would become the official dress). All people are also 

wearing a skirt looking like a sarong. A shirt is compulsory in all official premises.    

  

Roots on Neiafu market.  

Taro, sweet potatoes and yams are the main traditional vegetables. Many products are imported 

from New Zealand, changing dietary habits and is the source of widespread obesity. 

 



 

 

The government of the Kingdom of Tonga just declared a state of emergency prior to the elections of 

the 17th of November.  

The most famous members of the Tupou dynasty include its founder who unified the country and 

converted it to Christianity, the queen Salote (Charlotte !) who went to the crowning ceremony of the 

queen Elisabeth II and Tupou IV being the heaviest monarch in the world  : 210 kg. Two months after 

his death, violent riots occurred in Nuku’alofa.  Armed forces from Australia and New Zealand had to 

intervene.   

For his crowning in 2008, King Tupou V promised to consider the democratic aspirations of his 

subjects. The first elections were organized in 2010 to elect 17 members of the parliament among 26. 

The 9 others are reserved to the aristocracy (33 families). He died in 2012. His brother, king Tupou VI 

inherited the crown.     

 

Best wishes, Sanity, Sobriety 

Stephanie / Christophe  

Neiafu – Vava’u – Kingdom of Tonga.  
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