
 

 

 

 

Madagascar has long been known for its unique biodiversity, from various strands of 
rainforest-dwelling, wild eyed lemurs to tomato frogs, panther chameleons, Satanic Leaf-
tailed geckos and other wildlife that are on view nowhere else in the world. The reason, 
according to scientists, is the Indian Ocean Island’s isolation, having broken off from Africa 
88 million years ago. But there’s another advantage to this isolation: a pristine landscape 
that is among the most beautiful anywhere. With a troubled past of political upheaval and 
immense poverty, however, no luxury lodges had appeared on the scene to allow visitors to 
experience this splendor. But with the opening of Miavana Island Sanctuary in April, that 
picture seems to be changing. 
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The developer of the 14 villa private island resort located in the Nosy Ankao archipelago off 
the country’s northeast coast certainly knows a thing about luxury islands; French-
Mauritian investor Thierry Dalais was one of the original investors in the Seychelles’ much 
lauded, celebrity retreat North Island. He first ventured to this remote stretch in the midst 
of 37,000 acres of protected marine space in 2009 to check out an investment in a seaweed 
farm but after the farm fizzled, he turned his focus to the area’s adventure prospects. “This 
is a place that has such beautiful beaches, sand spits, channels and shallow waters with 
beautiful coral and fish life,” he says.  “Add to that underwater drop offs and canyons, 
rivers, mountains, mangroves, forests and savannah lands. It’s totally unique.” 
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The 14 villas at Miavana each have plunge pools. 

He bought the three islands of the archipelago, spent four rigorous years building the resort 
on the main island  from the ground up beset by bureaucratic and location delays—the area 
is still reachable only by helicopter—and  is still directing construction: it opened with four 
of the 14 villas finished. But the design is stunning. Working with Silvio Rech and Lesley 
Carstens who previously designed North Island, as well as his company’s Time + Tide’s 
Zambia lodge Chinzombo, Dalais had a simple brief: to be bold but intimate with a village 
feel. 

That translates to white columns dividing the main public space with walls of stacked cubes 
of hand cut, alabaster colored local stone punctuated with waterfalls and pools. The glass 
fronted villas are sleek and contemporary with low slung furnishings in the predominant 
turquoise and white/sea and beach color scheme (which also extends to one of the two 
resort Robinson R66 helicopters painted in turquoise and white stripes.)  Dalais wants the 
doors to remain open to catch the trade winds which means no air conditioning (fine for 
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some guests, not fine for others) and a concerted effort has begun to tamp down the 
mosquitoes which are definitely part of the wildlife population. 

Overall, though, the experience is what Dalais intended. Guests venture off to the mainland 
by helicopter to swoop down into caves and go face to face with lemurs, dive or snorkel 
past multicolored coral and fish and go off for picnics on neighboring island Nosy 
Manamphao, returning for dinners of zebu carpaccio, crab and prawn curry or whatever has 
been caught that day.  Eventually sleeping out opportunities will be developed on the other 
islands to allow an even more remote experience. But even in its present form, within the 
glass walls of the villas, guests have splendid isolation in a rich, untouched environment. It, 
of course, comes with a price: $2500 per person per night. 

How to Get There: Miavana takes a bit of an effort to get to but the easiest is to take one of 
the twice weekly flights from Johannesburg to Nosy Be in Madagascar and then an hour on 
the helicopter to the resort. 

How to Organize: Itineraries/travel arrangements in Madagascar can get complicated, so 
it’s a good idea to have an overall organizer handle them. From my experience, The 
Explorations Company, a U.K. based travel organizer can assemble even the most 
impossible combinations that I could throw at them with great local insight and 24 hour 
accessibility. They also specialize in truly insider, one of a kind experiences and operate in 
various countries around the world, not just Africa. 
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