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Thanks to the island’s location in the Indian Ocean – between Africa and 
South Asia – the island is a true melting pot of many different ethnic origins. 
Reunionnais are descendents of the early settlers who came from places like 
China, India, Madagascar, and Europe; today, anyone born on the island is 
referred to as Creole. 

Everyone speaks French (the official language), and Réunion Creole (a mixture of French and 
other languages like Hindi and Portuguese) is used in informal settings.

Creole food is as mixed as its population. Lunch buffets with dishes like curries (carri) – of pork, mutton, or even 
tenrec (a hedgehog-like mammal) – are commonplace, and street stalls offer samosas (samoussas) which come in 
fillings like cheese, fish, or pork. Most meals start with tumblers of rhum arrangé, a fruit and spice-infused rum. 

Other than a fridge magnet, here are some other unique 
souvenirs from Réunion:

Vanilla
Did you know that vanilla is the world’s second-most expensive spice after saffron? 
This is because it’s the most labour-intensive plant in the world – it takes 18-36 
months to flower, and then it needs to be pollinated by hand to get the beans, 
which need to grow for 9 months before the harvest. The beans then go through a 
curing, drying, and resting process for 8 months. 

This is why 1kg of aged vanilla costs around €1,000! Luckily, you can also buy 
vanilla by the pod, or as syrups, powders, or infusions starting from €4.

Vanilla was first cultivated outside of its native land (Mexico) in Réunion, in 1822. It 
was also here that a 12-year old slave, Edmond Albius, invented manual pollination 
in 1841 – a delicate process that’s still used today. 

Rum
Agriculturally, Réunion Island is blanketed by swathes of sugar cane plantations, 
and with this raw resource comes the production of rum. First distilled on the island 
in 1704, today there are three rum distilleries that produce the famous Rhum 
Charrette. You can get both dark and white rum, as well as premade Rhum Arrangé.

Piton de la Fournaise
Also known (aptly) as The Volcano, it last erupted in 
January this year. Situated within a UNESCO-protected 
national park, the volcano takes up most of the eastern 
portion of the island. The most impressive aspect of this 
region is its drastically different landscape – Piton de la 
Fournaise is reminiscent of a red-earthed moonscape 
which is occasionally draped in cloud. The crater itself, 
though still active, is accessible to hikers (there also is a 
carpark with a viewpoint). 

Culture

Cirque de Cilaos
There’s also a sprinkling of hamlets in 
Cilaos, but unlike Mafate, it is accessible via 
the RN5 – a major road that snakes steeply 
up to the cirque from the coastal town of St 
Louis, taking you around over 400 twists 
and turns for an unending stream of 
Instagram moments.

(the capital)

st. leu

Le Grand Brûlé
If images of a burnt dessert comes to mind, then 
you get the idea of this place. When Piton de la 
Fournaise erupts, the lava flows through this area 
before hitting the ocean. The road that runs 
through this area has to be rebuilt every time the 
volcano erupts. There are several stops along the 
road where you can walk on the hardened lava that 
flowed here as recently as this January. 

Cirque de Mafate
The most remote of Réunion's cirques, 
Mafate is surrounded by jagged remparts, 
criss-crossed with deep ravines, and 
studded with waterfall ridges. Thanks to 
its topography, there are no roads here; 
the sprinkling of hamlets that are 
scattered in this giant extinct volcano are 
only accessible on foot (or helicopter). 

Cirque de Salazie
Salazie is the ‘flattest’ of the 
3 cirques, and the road 
journey offers vistas of 
soaring cliffs sliced by rivers 
and thundering waterfalls, 
like the incredibly scenic, 
640m-tall Cascade Blanche. 

Salazie is also home to the pretty 
village of Hell-Bourg, a member of Les 
Plus Beaux Villages de France ('The 
most beautiful villages in France'). 
Surrounded by rugged mountains, 
this cutesy village consists of 26 
restored pastel-coloured Creole villas 
(most from the 19th century), 
complete with verandahs and 
quintessential Réunionnais details. 

The best way to see the true majesty of the island is from a helicopter (Corail; 
€210, 25 mins) – as you rise to the mountain ridgeline, nothing can prepare you 
for that first glimpse of this geologic wonder. Rugged mountain scenery is 
interrupted by the occasional canyon where waterfalls reside, and isolated villages 
sprinkled onto random plateaus.

From the air, you can actually see that much of Réunion Island owes its creation to 
volcanoes, with the most impressive being Piton des Neiges (also Réunion’s tallest 
mountain at 3,069m) that created 3 breathtaking cirques (bowl-shaped craters) in 
the centre of the island.

These 3 interconnected cirques look like a 3-leaf clover from the air, each encircled 
by a ridgeline of tall cliffs (remparts). The cirques are heavily forested, dotted with 
tiny hamlets that redefine the word ‘remote’. A number of footpaths and hiking 
trails access the cirques, where hikers can overnight in gîtes (dorms) along the way.

While Piton des Neiges is dormant, Réunion’s only other volcano happens to be 
one of the most active in the world:  Piton de la Fournaise.

Landscape

Cirques
Réunion Island:

Mention France, and images like the Eiffel Tower, berets, and baguettes come to 
mind. But did you know that France also consists of several islands scattered around 
the world? These French overseas regions are part of the EU, and adopt French as 
their official language. 

One of the most interesting of these is undoubtedly Réunion Island.

Set adrift in the vast Indian Ocean, it’s actually closer to Madagascar 
(and Mauritius) than it is to anywhere in Europe. And as an island 
destination, its selling point is not about sandy beaches or stilted 
chalets above the water – this is because Reunion has what other 
islands lack: adventure.

To get to Réunion Island, fly to Mauritius 
(7 hours), from where there are regular 
services to Réunion (1 hour). For more on 
Réunion, visit www.france.fr or 
en.reunion.fr.

Air Mauritius (www.airmauritius.com) will 
celebrate its 50th anniversary this June, 
and is currently the most convenient way 
to access the islands of the Indian Ocean 
(like Réunion) and countries of eastern 
and southern Africa. 

Practicalities

Island of the

coral reef area
(great for:
surfing, kiteboarding,
snorkelling & diving)

scenic lookout
(riviére de remparts)
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