
On the remote Pentecost Island in Vanuatu you can witness a bizarre and 
strangely compelling festival believed to be the inspiration behind bungee jumping 
– just one of the many reasons this pristine island nation will fascinate and delight.
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BENE ATH  
THE SURFACE
Tranquil waters and 
serene surrounds  
belie the adventure 
travellers can 
experience in Vanuatu. 
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LE AP OF FAITH
The construction 
of this tower, from 
which daring 
Vanuatuans 
dive, is carefully 
considered and 
built from scratch 
each year over a 
period of several 
weeks. Conditions 
must be right for 
the vines, too. If 
not sufficiently dry, 
their elasticity may 
prove erratic and 
the consequences 
could be deadly. 



078 | mindfood.com 

C H A P T E R  F I V E  VANUATU

FIVE AMAZING 
THINGS TO DO 
IN VANUATU

1 Dive the 
shipwreck of  
WWII bomber at 
Espiritu Santo
Over 100,000 allied 
troops were stationed 
on the beautiful 
island of Santo 
during WWII and their 
legacies remain. See 
aoreadventures.com. 
2 Visit Port Olry 
and Champagne 
Beaches
Situated next to the 
largest French-speaking 
village in the country, 
Port Olry is a beautiful 
haven of white sand 
and turquoise water. 
Champagne Beach, 
named after the shape 
of its coastline, is 
among the country’s 
most iconic. 
3 Buggy it
Take an offroad 
adventure through 
local villages, secluded 
coastline, remote fields 
and jungle canopies 
before hooning back 
through town in your 
souped-up, two-seater, 
caged buggy. See 
buggyfunrental.com.vu. 
4 Kayak to  
Matavulu Blue Hole 
Paddle up-river to 
this spectacular Blue 
Hole, a lush oasis 
where you can swing 
from vines into water 
so perfect it looks 
digitally enhanced. See 
oysterisland.com.
5 Island hop by air taxi
Fly over secluded 
lagoons, tropical 
rainforests and even 
active volcanoes on 
sightseeing jaunts. 
With so many islands 
to explore, an air 
taxi is also a fun and 
time-efficient way 
to get around. See 
airtaxivanuatu.com. 

T
here’s a certain look a boxer gets 
when he’s been hit by a particular 
kind of shot. Not so much the 
eye-rolling, head-lolling, out cold 
on the canvas look, more a glassy-
eyed malaise, where the legs turn 
to rubber but the spirit fights on. 

Blinking up into the glaring sun, I watch as a man 
shuffles his way out onto the edge of a narrow 
wooden plank. He wears the same expression. 

With only thin strips of ragged vine tied to his 
ankles, he’s preparing to launch himself from a 
platform at least 20 metres from the ground.

A crowd has gathered at the base of the rickety 
wooden tower. Swaying in unison, they chant and 
sing, waving palm leaves above their heads, dressed 
in little more than loincloths or grass skirts. 

The man’s legs are unstable. Surveying the 
scene from his vantage point, we must resemble 
little more than sprawling ants, if ants could stand 
and stare with morbid fascination. The chanting 
intensifies. A minute passes but the heat and 
tension warp time, making it feel much longer.

Raising his hands above his head, the man 
begins to clap, slow and deliberate, then steadily 
builds to a fast, staccato rhythm. 

With a slight bend of the knees, he finally 
launches from the ledge, flying outwards before 
nosediving towards the ground at a sickening pace. 
His head misses the earth by inches. Had the vines’ 
length been miscalculated even slightly, his neck 
would surely have snapped like a breadstick.

This act of bravery – or insanity, depending on 
your viewpoint – is part of the celebrated annual 
land diving festival on Vanuatu’s Pentecost Island. 
Located some 190 kilometres due north of Port Vila, 
this thin, tapered outpost is one of 83 islands in the 

South Pacific to make up Vanuatu, once known as 
New Hebrides. 

Discovered by Spanish explorers in 1606, it 
was later sighted through a plume of pipe tobacco 
by Captain James Cook during his voyage here 
in 1774. The festival itself is thought to date 
back 15 centuries, originally taking place in 
remote villages as a way of blessing the yams for 
a successful harvest. Many would have doubted 
its existence until David Attenborough returned 
with grainy film footage in the 1950s while 
making a BBC documentary. 

The diver has since been rescued from his 
predicament, a group of machete-wielding 
comrades slicing the vines from his ankles to 
rapturous applause. Each year the festival takes 
place on Saturdays between April and June, at the 
tail end of the dry season. The timing is imperative 
as conditions must be right for the vines as well 
as the tower’s construction. If not sufficiently 
dry, the vines’ elasticity may prove erratic and 
the consequences could be deadly. Sadly, this was 
discovered the hard way after a diver jumped to his 
death during a visit by Queen Elizabeth II in 1974. 

JUMPING IN 
The crowd is a mixed bag. With very little 
accommodation or infrastructure on Pentecost 
Island for foreign visitors – though it’s a pristine 
haven – most people have flown in for the day from 
other islands, chartering the services of an air taxi. 

I’m no exception. Having taken a spectacular 
detour to soar over the rim of an active volcano, our 
lightweight, six-seater Cessna aircraft bounced to  
land on an airstrip that could probably be more 
accurately described as a strip of mown grass beside  
a dilapidated shed. ▶
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WHERE TO STAY 
Breakas Beach 
Resort, Port Vila
This resort faces 
two kilometres of 
secluded private 
beach and has 63 
bungalows around a 
poolside restaurant. 
Rooms from $269  
per night. See  
breakas.com.
Aore Island Resort 
A short ferry ride from 
the mainland, Aore 
Island Resort has dive 
sites, water sports and 
beachfront catering 
onsite. Rooms from 
$190 per night. See 
aoreresort.com for 
more information. 
Mangoes Resort, 
Port Vila
Conveniently located 
close to Port Vila’s 
centre, with rooms 
and apartments near 
the beach. Rooms 
from $205 per night. 
See mangoesresort.
com for more.

These days the festival is more for show; it 
attracts thousands of visitors each year. And while 
it may no longer feel especially “underground”, it’s 
still rough around the edges enough not to feel like 
some kind of cheesy theme park attraction.

After an endearing sing-along by local kids, we 
were led down a woodland path to a clearing at the 
base of the hill.

Not just anyone can enter into this ritual; 
you won’t see drunken backpackers racing up the 
tower to impress their mates through a haze of 
cheap tequila. Only residents of Pentecost Island 
may take part and although participants start as 
young as seven, their progression and mentorship 
is taken seriously. Beginning with jumps just a few 
metres from the ground, the children will build 
in confidence gradually, the height they jump 
increasing in increments as the years go by.

The legend behind the festival has it that a 
woman fled from her abusive husband, seeking 
refuge in the branches of a tall tree. Demanding 
that she climb down and apologise, her husband 
eventually scaled the tree himself but as he neared 
the top she jumped. Suddenly panicked, he followed 
suit only to realise too late that she had tied liana 
vines to her ankles. He fell to his death. 

More enterprising and superstitious elements 

aside, to this day the festival remains a way for 
local males to prove their mettle, earning respect 
within the community. If they’re lucky, they 
might also catch the admiring eye of a lady or two 
in the process. That said, those who choose not 
to jump or even back down once on the tower are 
never ridiculed as cowards. 

So far today, though, nobody has shirked the 
challenge. But as the final jumper picks his way up 
towards the highest board, I begin to wonder if we 
might witness our first about-turn.

The lithe, 20-something man peers over the edge 
of the highest board to where a 30-metre drop ends 
in solid ground. For a moment he shifts his way back 
onto the relative sanctuary of the tower. By now, 
everyone is wondering if he’ll bottle it. In the heat, 
my sweat-soaked T-shirt clings to my back but the 
discomfort barely registers. Bit-by-bit, the jumper 
edges his way out. Raising his arms above his head, 
he begins to clap, slow and steady at first, building 
gradually to a fast staccato rhythm …

MiNDFOOD.COM 
Head to mindfood.com to see a list of the 
world’s best islands according to TripAdvisor. 
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THE LIVING IS EASY
Culture, cuisine and nature intersect in Vanuatu, creating a laid-back, authentic experience. Locals are keen to share their 
culture and the archipelago of Vanuatu showcases much of nature’s beauty, from perfect beaches to tranquil swimming holes.


