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Formed from a series of volcanic explosions around 250 million years ago, the island of Corsica is famous 
for many things - figatelli sausage and fine wines among them – but it’s most famous claim to fame is as 

the birthplace of Napoleon Bonaparte. Since the birth of windsurfing, however, thanks to the constant winds 
that whistle through the straits of Bonifacio, Corsica has become known for offering some of Mediterranean’s 

best windsurfing. But thanks to its wonderfully crenellated coastline, many of its best spots are yet to be 
discovered - much to the joy of Thomas Traversa and rising star Jules Denel. Words and photos: Gilles Calvet
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Subsumed as we are in a societal sea of digitised multi-
platform consumer information, it seems almost unthinkable 
for 21st Century windsurfers to set off on an overseas 

adventure without consulting the soothsayers of satellite 
meteorology via the internet to determine when they’re likely to 
score the best sessions.

But we didn’t. 

In good old-fashioned analogue style we simply decided to go for 
it, reckoning that, with the birth of the first buds of spring at the 
end of March, everything would work out just fine.

Besides, I’ve lived by the Mediterranean Sea for 17 years, and 
thanks to my wonderfully retentive memory I know that when 
the girls on the streets of Marseille are happily starting to show 
their mini-skirts and the first red poppies flower in the fields, then 
the Mistral wind will start to blow. The Mistral likes the spring; it 
is time for her (or him, depending on your preference) to chase 
away the dead leaves and wake up the young olive trees by 
shaking their branches. 

And, like the wind, I decided on one of those beautiful blue-sky 
days of early spring to ‘shake’ our country’s national waverider, 
‘Sir’ Thomas Traversa, who was chilling out at his parents’ house 
near Marseille. The idea of an adventure on the Island of Beauty, 
as Corsica is known, seemed to please him greatly. After a 
swift verbal overview of the island’s potential, he told me about 
a mysterious lighthouse, ideally located on the top of a cliff 
overlooking at the Bouches de Bonifacio (the straight separating 
Corsica from Sardinia) - the keys to which just so happened to be 
in his family’s possession. Free to those that can afford it. Very 
expensive to those that can’t...

As the logistics were already looking more than set up, I suggested 
that it would be rude if we neglected to invite a young gun to share 
the cake. Thomas immediately replied: “Jules Denel is our man! 
He’s young, talented, and completely chilled”.

The deal was done.

On thE ROAd tO BAlAgnE
Thomas and Jules travelled ahead of me, and as soon as I landed 
on Corsican soil I called them to find out where they were. They’d 
arrived at Bastia Harbour at 7.30am, and they were hilariously 
drunk. I was stone cold sober, and they quickly drove me to 
distraction, as we’d planned to hit a spot on the southwest coast 
about 30 minutes away from where I was in Porto Vecchio. But 
during their marathon drinking session, as is so often the case in 
such scenarios, that story had become rewritten, and they were 
already on their way to the spot of Ghunkitu in Balagne, on the 
northwest coast. Great. So now they were two hours ahead of me 
and I was three hours away from that bloody Ghunkitu spot! 

Fortunately, the natural beauties of Corsica quickly erased my dark 
ideas. I started my trip in third gear on a tortuous road surrounded 
by thousands of oak trees. Then came a coast road overlooking 
paradisiacal bays, where pink sand beaches were diving into the 
turquoise of the Tyrrhenian Sea. I then shifted up to fourth and fifth 
to traverse a huge coastal plain where the perfectly aligned pear, 
orange, lemon and almond trees were battling the surrounding 
bush - rich with wild lavender, thyme and rosemary - in order to 
impose their own perfume.

Just before Bastia, I snicked down to third again and turned 
left into a sumptuous valley, following the path of a singing river. 
Through the window I could see the typical Corsican villages 
composed of stone houses, which were miraculously hanging at 
the very summit of rugged mountains. Then, like a flash, right in 
front of me was an enormous eminence, all covered with snow! I 
passed through the saddle and finally descended to the coast of 
Balagne, where I found the majestic Mediterranean shining under a 
clear blue sky. She was covered with thousands of white caps…

“ In over 20 
years of spot 
searching, the 
vision of a 
Mediterranean 
line-up 
remains the 
most exciting”
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BAUdRY FREEstYlE 
Even without a local guide in possession of aboriginal tracking 
skills I managed to locate the dirt road that led to the field 
overlooking the spot, where I discovered Thomas and Jules 
fast asleep on a bed of recently crushed asphodel flowers. With 
blinking eyes, dry mouths and exuding a heady scent of hardy 
herbaceous perennials and alcohol-infused BO, they explained 
what had happened on their ferryboat crossing from Marseille to 
Bastia. It was a tale as simple as it was short as it was familiar. 
Basically they had spent the entire crossing at the bar, where they 
explored the limits of the human liver’s endurance with a session 
dedicated to Casanis, the famous Corsican pastis.

But I wasn’t here to indulge them. The best cure for a hangover, as 
we all know, is a windsurfing session, so while we were waiting for 
the waves to pick up I suggested a freestyle session in the nearby 
bay of Baudry. A few sides of Corsican donkey sausages later, 
Thomas busted out a board equipped with so many weird looking 
fins that I forgot to sum them up. Then he started to sand one with 
a rough stone. 

Looking satisfied with the results of his labours, he picked his kit 
up and, pausing only to cross the railway line linking Bastia to Calvi, 
which was separating us from the shoreline, he headed for the 
water to open the show. Flaka, taka, aerial duck gybe, twisty-turny-
spinny-jumpy-thing… Don’t ask me for more, because I don’t know 
much about freestyle, but whatever it was he was doing out there it 
was surely looking cool and super hard to do.

Jules, on the other hand, was looking quite bored. Lacking an 
amazing technicolour dream-board of many fins like Thomas’s, 
he had missed out on the rock sanding action and was obviously 
feeling a little left out. “What should I do?” he pleaded. “I hardly 
ever practice freestyle”. I suggested that he should just get out 
there and sail. “Why not try some old style one-handed duck gybes 
- they look great! ”

Two hours later the boys were back. But when I saw Jules’ face, 
which was wearing an expression that told the world exactly what 
he thought about old-school freestyle moves, I took pity. It was 
definitely time to find some pumping swell! 

MOOnlight wAvE sOnAtA 
We decided to try our luck at the nearby cross-onshore spot of 
Algajola, but as luck would have it there was no action to be had 
there. Our quest continued, and as we headed more to the west 
the three of us were blown away by the beauty and potential 
of the Balagne coast, which was offering us an epic number of 
beach, point breaks and slabs. We ended up at Punta Spano at the 
east end of Calvi Bay, where at the end of a dirt road a slab was 
projecting some serious lips. Unfortunately the wind was in the 
wrong direction, so while we had our cigars out and ready to go, 
they were yet to be lit. 

Time was pressing now and the call had to be made. Straws were 
pulled, coins tossed, cards cut and votes cast before we decided 
to revert to the original plan and head back to Ghunkitu. Earlier we 
had spotted a dirt road leading to a cabaña overlooking the point 
break – a perfect place to camp for the night with the hope of 
waking up to the sound of rolling waves. 

As we came round the last turn in the road on the approach 
to Ghunkitu we were dazzled by the vision before us: lines of 
solid 3ft swell were wrapping around the point. Moreover, the 
wind was cross-shore at the peak and cross-off at the end of 
the wave, offering three nice bowls of which the first one was, 
incredibly, tubular!

I’ve done my fair share of wavesailing spot searching over the last 
20 years, but I have to say that the vision of a Mediterranean line-
up remains, for me, the most exciting. This is undoubtedly because 
I know it is rare and will not last very long, but it is also because of 
its inherent, multifaceted beauty: the wave shape, the surrounding 
landscape, and, of course, the light.

“ We were dazzled by the vision 
before us: lines of solid 3ft swell 
were wrapping around the point”
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Unfortunately, on this occasion we were lacking the light as the 
sun had just gone down. But this didn’t seem to bother Thomas and 
Jules at all. They were rigged up within a minute and were running 
to the sea for a dream session, which ended up a few hundred 
bottom turns and aerials after, under the moonlight.

When they came back in I didn’t even have to ask Jules what he 
thought of the spot - his smile did all the talking. But Thomas 
sensed that I was waiting for an evaluation... “It’s so nice!” he 
enthused. “It’s like Glass Beach* with no one out.” (*East-facing 
spot on Fuerteventura, always overcrowded, when it’s on.)

We set up our tent on the wooden terrace of the cabaña with an 
idyllic view of the line-up. That night I hardly slept. The roaring 
of the waves and wind kept me awake. The swell picked up until 
2.00am to reach, according to all the night birds, a solid logo-high, 
and then slowly started dropping.

At 6.00am the first rays of sun climbed up the cap of La Pietra to 
light up the point break. Waves of 3ft were still rolling, and did so 
all day long. Thomas and Jules were already at the peak, drawing 
some fast and curved lines to build up their appetite for breakfast! 

In the afternoon we were honoured to share the point break with 
five locals - two surfers and three windsurfers, who, I am sure, 
still remember Thomas’s étonnante takas and Jules’ formidable 
frontside 360s.

lA PUntA – A Bit OF All Right
We’re now in the south, so it’s au revoir to the snow, summits, left 
point breaks, cabaña, tent and sleeping bags, and bonjour to the 
comfortable lighthouse, where we are claiming squatters’ rights. 
This is the kingdom of right point breaks, and la Punta - the most 
famous of all - is only a 15-minute drive away (though naturally 
there is a dirt road involved).

But today it is all meaningless. Irrelevant. No wind, no waves. Dead 
flat. Let’s go fishing! 

It wasn’t long before we returned to base fully loaded up with 
beautifully coloured sea urchins and small fish. Add some of the 
ubiquitous figatelli warmed up on a wood fire and a few bottles 
of superb Corsican wine and you have all you need to enjoy life! 
And besides, we deserved a little calm and rest before the storm, 
because, yes, we are bad Luddites - we crumbled in the end and 
did check the internet. It was good news, too - the meteorological 
magicians of cyberspace were forecasting strong Libecciu (south-
west wind) for tomorrow. 

With an Institute of National Geography map in one hand and the 
steering wheel in the other, we slowly made our way through the 
thick undergrowth. Rainfall in this region over the winter must have 
been Biblical, because twice we had to drop down to second gear 
and floor the accelerator to aquaplane across a small lake!

Our windscreen wiper wrestling with mud, we finally reach the spot, 
where we find a local windsurfer having an epic session by himself. 
The reef is orientated from west to east, so today it is cross-
onshore. By the time the local guy has smacked three lips Thomas 
is already out, landing three huge back loops in a row. Next a 
10-point surfing wave sees him score two off-the-lips and a taka, 
and Jules needs no more inspiration; he goes in, fully motivated. 
The action is non-stop, and the show continues until sunset.

“ It’s like Glass 
Beach... with 
no one out”
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discOvERY OF thE tRiP: stAgnOlO
After a few Casanis and a lot of waking dreams 
of growing swell unleashing the full potential of la 
Punta’s right, we fall asleep full of faith. Unfortunately, 
in the morning we have to admit that the swell has 
not picked up an inch. But on the plus side the wind 
is blowing and the sun is shining, so we tell each 
other that it could be worse. Then follows a hazardous 
conversation concerning the choice of today’s spot.

Should we go to la Punta and destroy the same 1 to 
2ft right-handers of yesterday, or should we take the 
three-hour drive back to Ghunkitu, which apparently 
catches more swell? As always it ends up with a 
vote, and on this occasion the conservatives win it, 
as we decide to stay in the south. But I suggest to 
the boys that it’s worth checking out one of the local 
surfing spots – Stagnolo - which is supposed to be a 
swell magnet.

As is mandatory in Corsica, getting to the spot 
necessitates navigating a seriously gnarly dirt road, 
but we are now experts in the local aquaplaning 
technique so it’s not a problem.

The spot reveals a right-hander, which is twice as 
big as la Punta and a lot heavier. I don’t even have 
the time to ask the boys what they think about it - I 
can see Jules landing his first back loop. Thomas 
answers with a frontside air 360. Many hours, 
aerials, loops and off-the-lips later, the boys join me 
back on shore, and both admit that they had a lot 
more fun than the day before.

So, dear reader, here we have one more spot which 
remains unlisted even in the very best spot guides. 
But the big question must surely be how many other 
unknown spots are throwing a translucent cross-shore 
wave along this 100-mile stretch of Corsican coast?

If you’re someone who likes to leave the main road 
and search out the hidden paths, the answer, I am 
sure, is quite a few. 

Happy hunting!

FAct FilE
Location: Corsica is 114 miles long, 52 miles wide, has 
620 miles of coastline, and more than 200 beaches. 
It’s situated in the Mediterranean Sea, west of Italy, 
southeast of the French mainland, and north of 
Sardinia. The island was purchased by France from the 
Republic of Genoa in 1764, incorporated into France in 
1770, and is one of the 26 régions of France. 

Mountains comprise two-thirds of the island, forming 
a single chain, and Corsica is known as the most 
mountainous island in the Mediterranean. Monte Cinto 
is the highest peak at 8,878ft) and there are 20 other 
summits of more than 6,600ft. Forest comprises 20% 
of the island. 

Approximately 1,400 square miles of the total surface 
area of 3,350 square miles is dedicated to nature 
reserves, mainly in the interior. Corsica contains the 
GR20, one of Europe’s most notable hiking trails.

Napoléon Bonaparte was born in Ajaccio, where his 
ancestral home, Casa Buonaparte, is also located. 

Currency – Euro.

Language – Corsican. This is one of the few regions of 
France that retains its own language in everyday usage 
(spoken by 65% of the population). However, French 
now dominates the media and commerce, and around 
80% of the population is fluent in French.

Cuisine - You can expect to find a mixture of French 
and Italian cuisine, as well as more traditional fare. 
Game such as wild boar is popular, as is seafood and 
river fish such as trout, and you’ll come across the 
above mentioned figatelli and other Corsican pork 
delicacies such as coppa, ham (prizuttu) and lonzu. 
Cheeses like Brocciu, casgiu merzu, and casgiu veghju, 
made from goat or sheep milk, are well worth trying, 
and to wash it all down there’s aquavita (brandy), 
excellent red and white Corsican wines (Vinu Corsu), 
muscat (plain or sparkling), and the famous “cap corse” 
produced by Mattei. 

UsEFUl links
corsicaholiday.com

corsica.co.uk

bonifacio-windsurf.com

corsica-windsurf.com

tam-tam.fr

markwarner.co.uk/sun/corsica/san-lucianu/
windsurfing-holidays-in-corsica

“ How many 
other 
unknown 
spots are 
throwing a 
translucent 
cross-shore 
wave along 
this 100-
mile stretch 
of coast?”


