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The sun’s last rays lengthen over 
Conceição Beach as I swim with Morro 
do Pico, Fernando de Noronha’s highest 
point, towering between the waves. I get 
out and walk barefoot across the velvety 
sand to Bar do Meio, where a small 
crowd gathers and dances to live music.

We Brazilians know there is 
something special about Noronha, a vol-
canic archipelago and UNESCO World 
Heritage Site that is part of Pernambuco, 
340 miles o! Brazil’s northeast coast. Yet 
the chain of 21 pristine islands remains 
relatively untouristed—only one of 
them, the eponymous main one, is inhab-
ited. Just 675 visitors are allowed at any 
time and all pay a daily conservation tax, 
which is why Noronha’s beaches still 
feel shockingly wild and desolate.

Max, my German husband, and I 
arrive at the main island, a 10-square-mile 
patch that served as a U.S. military base 
during World War II, via a three-hour 
flight from Rio to Recife and then a pud-
dle jumper. From the air, it is a peaked 
mass of lush mountain jungle laced with 
beaches and azure sea. The rich waters—
most of it a protected marine park—are 
essential for the breeding and feeding 
of South Atlantic’s aquatic wildlife. It’s 
home to a huge number of tropical sea-
birds, endangered green and hawksbill 
turtles, and the world’s largest-known 

congregation of dolphins. No wonder 
Charles Darwin’s Beagle stopped here 
in 1832 en route to the Galapagos.

 After checking in at Pousada Zé 
Maria, we ride around the island on a 
scooter. In some corners, we encounter 
tracts of sand with more birds or turtles 
than footprints. There is no beach 
construction, only inns called pousadas, 
the most pristine pockets sitting within 
the national park. During our days here, 
we head north to Cacimba, where rocky 
Morro Dois Irmaos juts from the sea. 
When the tide allows, I cross a headland 
to Baia dos Porcos, a small beach of dark 
volcanic rocks, where brown pelicans 
swoop into the waters and a baby shark 
swims along the shore. This week, a 
big swell resulting from winter storms 
in the North Atlantic has electrified 
surfers and a crowd lingers on the sand 
to watch the spectacle.

We visit a different beach every 
day. Sancho, a cove of turquoise waters 
beneath the cli!side Atlantic rainfor-
est, is reachable only via a ladder that 
drops 230 feet through raw volcanic 
rock. To its left, we hike across Baia 
dos Golfinhos, where biologists count 
the hundreds of spinner dolphins that 
swim by. To the south, Praia do Leao 
is one of Noronha’s prettiest beaches, 
while Atalaia, which sits beyond a dense "
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forested track on an empty black-sand 
bay, requires a guide and a permit. When 
the tide is right here, a natural aquarium 
emerges in a coral ridge.

In spite of the remoteness, there 
are a few good restaurants here—
Mergulhao, with views of the port, 
and Cacimba Bistro for local cuisine. 
My favorite is Mesa da Ana, where 
husband-and-wife team Ana and Rock 
serve just eight to 10 people nightly in 
their backyard with no menu, only what 
the local catch dictates. After dinner 
one evening, we are drawn to a group of 
locals playing samba on Noronha’s main 
square. We dance, drink local beer, and 
sit in plastic chairs. I can see in Max’s 
serene expression that he fully grasps 
the allure of this treasured island, with 
its precious mix of protected paradise 
and simple, unpretentious coolness. 
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