Île du Diable (Devils Island) Self-Guided Walking Tour: Echoes of the Bagne
Starting Point: Small Boat Landing, Devils Island
Total Distance: Approximately 1.5 miles (2.4 km) round trip
Estimated Time: 1.5 to 2 hours at a reflective pace
Difficulty: Moderate — involves some steep, uneven paths and steps. Sturdy shoes are essential.
Language Note: French is the official language.

1. From the Landing to the Cliff Path
Your tour begins the moment you step ashore onto the small, rocky landing point. Follow the path upwards, leaving the sea behind. The air is thick with the sounds of the jungle—crickets, howler monkeys, and tropical birds. Almost immediately, you'll encounter the first crumbling ruins of the penal colony (le Bagne), being slowly reclaimed by the roots of the lush, green forest.
Tip: The steps can be slippery and uneven. Take your time and watch your footing.
2. The Guards' Quarters and Chapel
As you ascend, you'll reach a small plateau with the remains of the Guards' Quarters and a tiny, solitary Chapel. This area offers the first breathtaking panoramic views of the Atlantic Ocean. Consider the irony: the guards, stationed in this isolated paradise, were also prisoners of a sort, tasked with overseeing the condemned on an inescapable island.
Time here: 15–20 minutes
Tip: This is one of the best spots for photos of the ocean and the rugged coastline.
3. The Political Prisoners' Area
Continue along the path to the area reserved for political prisoners. Unlike common-law convicts, these inmates were often housed in slightly better conditions. You'll see the ruins of their individual cells and cottages, set apart with a poignant view over the sea. The most famous inmate, Captain Alfred Dreyfus, was held in solitary confinement here from 1895 to 1899 after his wrongful conviction for treason.
Tip: Look for the plaque commemorating Dreyfus, a somber reminder of the judicial errors that played out on this remote rock.
4. The Lighthouse and the "Devil's View"
A steep path leads to the island's old Lighthouse. While the lighthouse itself is closed, the climb is worth it for the spectacular 360-degree view. From this vantage point, you can see the other two islands of the Îles du Salut (Salvation Islands)—Île Royale and Île Saint-Joseph—and appreciate the sheer isolation of the penal archipelago. This is the "Devil's View."
Time here: 15 minutes
Tip: This is the highest point on the island. Hold onto your hat, as the winds can be very strong.
5. The Palm Grove and Cemetery
Descend towards the center of the island, where you'll find a serene and strangely beautiful palm grove. This tranquil spot, with its rustling leaves and dappled light, stands in stark contrast to the island's dark history. Nearby, a small, simple cemetery holds the remains of a few prisoners and guards. Many more who died were simply buried at sea or in unmarked graves.
Time here: 10–15 minutes
Tip: This is a quiet, shaded spot for reflection and a drink of water.
6. Return to the Landing via the Eastern Path
Complete your loop by following the path along the eastern side of the island. You'll pass more ruins shrouded in jungle and get final, dramatic views of the waves crashing against the cliffs below. The path will lead you back down to the landing cove, where your boat awaits.
Tip: Listen for the roar of the surf and look out over the water—this very sea was the deadly, tempting barrier that defined the lives of all who were sent here.

Before You Go
· Currency: The official currency is the Euro (EUR). There are no facilities to spend money on the island.
· Safety: The paths are the main hazard. Wear sturdy, closed-toe shoes with good grip. Be extremely cautious near cliff edges. There are no railings.
· Weather: The climate is hot, humid, and rainy year-round. Bring water, insect repellent (mandatory), sunscreen, and a rain poncho.
· Etiquette: This is a historic site of immense suffering. Please be respectful. Do not remove any rocks or artifacts as souvenirs. Speak quietly and reflectively.
In Summary
This walk is not a celebration of a place, but a pilgrimage through history. You will not find markets or cafes, but instead, the hauntingly beautiful and somber ruins of one of history's most notorious prisons. It's a powerful, moving experience that speaks of injustice, resilience, and the overwhelming power of nature to reclaim even the darkest chapters of human history.
Devils Island is a silent testament to a brutal past. To walk its paths is to listen to the echoes of the thousands of souls who were lost here, and to remember the price of freedom.

