
After the long stretch over the Mozambique Channel, 
visitors to Nosy Be are given a preview of their destination 
as the Airlink plane banks over the island’s west coast and 
heads across the interior before circling back and skimming 
over a mangrove swamp and touching down.

Fascene Airport is tiny, but provided you have euros 
ready to pay for your entry visa, the process of getting 
through to the area where several locals will offer to 
illegally take those euros and turn them into ariary, the 
Malagasy currency (rather do that at your hotel or an 
official bureau de change – careful with your rand-based 
maths as you convert via euros), is blissfully short.

The roads are terrible – as much pothole as they are tar 
– but the reduced transfer speed that results gives you 
plenty of time to familiarise yourself with some Nosy 
Be trademarks. You’ll pass ylang-ylang plantations of 
weird droopy trees, pruned that way to make it easier for 

workers to pick the hundreds of kilograms of blossoms 
needed to make perfume – a major export and the 
reason for the place’s most widely used nickname, ‘the 
perfume island’. You’ll also see huge jackfruit hanging 
at the side of the road, awaiting picking once ripe. This 
is the largest tree-borne fruit on the planet, with some 
examples weighing up to 35kg, and is a useful source 
of food and trade, available at roadside stalls and seen 
strapped onto the back of scooters.

Those scooters, confident pedestrians, farting tuk-tuks, 
taxis, the odd brash hire car and the aforementioned 
potholes are all reasons to choose to trust a local driver 
to get you to your accommodation, and to look out of 
the side window of your ride rather than through the 
windscreen, where what’s ahead might cause a touch of 
anxiety among Nosy Be rookies.

Restful retreat
The Vanila Hotel, just past the village of Dzamandzare 

For further details 
or to book a stay at 
the Vanila Hotel, go 
to vanila-hotel.com
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The Vanila Hotel will be your 
flavour of the month after you visit
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on the west coast, has the same thatched airiness as 
many Indian Ocean resorts and, situated directly across 
from neighbouring island Nosy Sakatia, it has beautiful 
views, particularly at sunset.

Near the entrance is a trio of elegant rondawels with a 
few chairs and a table in each. These apparently random 
structures are in fact cleverly designed WiFi hotspots, 
ideal for stopping in for a brief check-in with home or 
social media when walking between the rooms and the 
reception and dining area. That connectivity extends to 
the restaurants and public areas but not to the rooms, 
and that’s okay, as if you’re committed to exploring all 
the island has to offer, you won’t have much time to sit 
around updating your fantasy teams.

The hotel is a three-star establishment, but the rooms 
exceed the expectation for that rating, being large, 
comfortable, well outfitted and spotless, that last worth 
mentioning in a climate where summer means blanket-
like humidity and luxurious insect life.

The way to a traveller’s heart
En route to supper on the first evening a flash of wings 
disturbs some palm leaves above the path – a barn owl 
on the hunt, possibly for one of the bright green geckos 
that guard the walkway lights.

The main dining area, the Vanilla Parfum, abuts the 
main pool (there is a necklace of smaller swimming 
areas around the corner) and is the main gathering spot 
for the hotel’s eclectic clientele. People-watch young 
couples from all over interact with the Italian flight crews 
who use the Vanila as their layover between flights, tour 
groups from the UK and Europe who chatter cheerfully 
as they share long tables, South Africans you likely 
shared a flight with and elderly Spanish gentlemen 
who’ve relocated to Madagascar to ensure that their 
pensions can be stretched further.

Local musicians and dancers entertain as guests 
eat, their vocal and physical stamina amazing as they 
introduce their audience to the fast-paced salegy music 
that’s popular in the region.

The food is excellent and artistically plated, with the 
concise menu in Vanilla Parfum changing nightly and 
the longer option at the hotel’s fine-dining alternative, 
the Grill Del Sol, remaining the same but offering more 
choice. Local flavours are often evident, with vanilla and 
lime, for instance, being included in dishes in ways that 
many visitors won’t expect – but which they will almost 
certainly approve of. Dessert staple vanilla ice-cream, as 
one example, is anything but ‘plain’, tasting of actual vanilla 
(not the processed stuff) and flecked with fresh coconut.

Enjoy a wonderful 
view from your 
breakfast table

Airlink connects 
Johannesburg and 
Nosy Be. Go to page 
91 for flight schedules
www.flyairlink.com

How to get there
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There are other etiquette changes that may require 
adjustment, such as the absence of side plates and no 
butter for the bread rolls proffered before starters. You 
quickly get used to just chomping the bread over the 
tablecloth while you wait – but remember also to hang 
on to your cutlery between starters and mains. It’s all 
sensible stuff, with less wastage on all fronts, but it’s 
worth being aware going in.

Note too that the local coffee – grown, roasted and 
ground in Madagascar – is dark, broodily powerful stuff, 
not the namby-pamby share-a-bag-between-20-guests 
stuff you might be used to being served elsewhere.

If you’re staying a few nights, perhaps split your time 
between the restaurants. At the Grill Del Sol, you’ll be 
greeted by Laurent, who is an old-school maître d’ in 
the best way – gracious, solemn and studiously devoted 
to ensuring that you have the best possible experience.

A tasty, sweet caipirinha with dinner is followed by 
a shooter ‘for the road’ from the host, who is keen to 
showcase the island’s range of everything-infused rums 
(banana, pineapple, ginger, chilli, even the khat leaf 
chewed as an upper by the locals). Afterwards, you may 
be grateful that you’re walking back to your room, as 
your muscles feel a lot more fluid than they did when 
you sat down …

Rest a while
The beach in front of the hotel is sheltered by a rocky 
point to one side and the looming bulk of Nosy Sakatia 
to the front and right. In the mornings, it’s often mirror-
smooth, undisturbed and tight-lipped about the life 
beneath the surface, accessible via snorkelling, diving 
or fishing trips, many of which leave from that stretch 
of sand.

The water is warm; in summer freakishly so, 
particularly close to the shore in the middle of the day, 
when the tropical sun has heated the wavelets to herbal 
tea temperature. The first time you experience it, it’s as 
shocking as frolicking into the bay at Llandudno in Cape 
Town for the first time and realising you should have 
worn a wetsuit or five.

In the evening, the beach is lovely for short walks 
between the point and another resort further down that 
juts out right to the edge of the water. Pick up shells, 
shop for souvenirs – there are markets everywhere 
on the island, but a good selection of what they sell is 
available right in front of where you’re staying, so why 
not take advantage? – and watch the fishing boats 
coming in from their day’s toil (for the locals) or sport 
(for the tourists). In the latter case, the unloading of the 
catch causes excitement for off-duty workers from the 
nearby hotels, who clamour to grab a part of the prize: 
the tail of a sailfish, the head of a sought-after giant 
trevally or whatever else is on offer. And there may 
still be time to go and grab one of the sunbeds below 
the pool to end the day basking in the red glow of the 
sunset, blissfully plotting your exploration of Nosy Be’s 
natural and cultural heritage during the rest of your stay.

The Vanila Hotel is a superb base for doing that – 
comfortable, staffed by warm, friendly people and 
geographically central for travelling to most of the 
island’s attractions.

Text and photography | Bruce Dennill

End your day watching 
the sun go down

Day trippin’
The Nosy Be Original excursions company is 
situated right next door to the Vanila Hotel and 
offers, among other options:
• Snorkelling with turtles
• A cultural tour of Nosy Sakatia

• An outing to picturesque Nosy Iranja
• Quad-biking rides
•  An introduction to Nosy Be’s history         

and culture
• Whale shark dives (through a contractor)
Go to nosybe-original.com for more details.
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