
The Road to Mandalay
Life on Mars? You can keep it. VICKY SMITH embraces her inner rock star and heads to David Bowie’s 
former residence on the Caribbean island of Mustique for an experience that’s out of this world

▲ FANTASY LAND: Mandalay’s infinity pool 
looks out over the Caribbean Sea, and is 
surrounded by antique Balinese carvings. 
▶ Flamboyant furnishings continue inside. 
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THERE ARE CERTAIN destinations with 
reputations that precede them. Those parts 
of the world that you hear about, perhaps 
take a vicarious interest in, but then realise 
that no, not in this life will you make it to 
such a place. Not unless your imagined 
existence as a rock star comes into fruition. 
And then, unbelievably, you find yourself 
in a plane, flying over the Caribbean Sea to 
Mustique, one of the most exclusive islands 
on the planet. Could it be that dreams 
really can come true? Apparently so.

As I sit in the humid air of our ten-seater 
propeller plane, repeating the words “you’re 
going to Mustique, you’re basically royalty 
now” over and over in my head, I fear my 
approach to the situation is significantly 
less nonchalant than that of your standard 
holidaymaker to this part of the world. But 
then your average Mustique vacationer 
really is anything but average.

This paradise island, which stands 
some 121 miles from Barbados, was 
the brainchild of Lord Gleconner, who 
purchased it in 1958 for the now absurd-
sounding sum of £45,000. After its 
plantations were abandoned, the island had 
been virtually forgotten, but enterprising 
Lord G saw the potential to create a 
marquee destination that would target 
a certain status of holidaymaker – those 
seeking peace, quiet and exclusivity. In 1960 
he presented Princess Margaret with a plot, 
and she fell in love with it. Her enthusiasm 
(and regular presence) secured Mustique’s 
rep as the destination for the world’s very, 
very rich and very, very famous, and the rest 
is superstar holiday history. 

As our tiny plane touches down and we 
exit onto a runway that leads to a charming 
wooden airport with a thatched roof, 
I’m imbued with a feeling of complete, 
utter delight, verging on the smug. It is 

absolutely impossible not to be: you just 
casually stroll up to the arrivals desk, with 
not another holidaymaker in sight, and 
glide on through to meet your transfer, 
which in our case was a fleet of golf carts 
(the preferred method of transport on the 
island), lined up and waiting to take us 
onwards to our destination.

Zooming across the sun-soaked island 
in the welcomingly breezy buggies, my 
eyes widen by the second – the white sandy 
beaches are pristine, and the pastel-painted 
beach shacks and shops are unquestionably 
picturesque, but it’s the houses I can’t 
believe. They. Are. Enormous. We’re not 
just talking pretty beach villas, but actual, 
bonafide mansions, with plots of private 
beach, sweeping driveways and separate 
wings for guests, family and, in some cases, 
ex-wives (or so we’re told by our driver).

Our little convoy trundles past Mick 
Jagger’s place, which is surprisingly 
understated compared to his neighbours’ 
(although when I say understated, I’d 
hazard a guess there are at least ten 
bedrooms), before slowing down to admire 
Bryan Adams’ ‘holiday home’. He’s not in 
apparently, but this could just be a ruse to 
prevent us from shouting “do ‘Summer 
of 69’” over the fence. Shortly afterwards, 
Tommy Hilfiger’s palatial pale grey and 
cream residence comes into view, complete 
with grand entry pillars and immaculately 
manicured garden akin to a small park.  

We carry on uphill, past the famous 
Cotton House Hotel, and a pretty white 
and yellow villa where (naturally) the Duke 
and Duchess of Cambridge have stayed, 
before arriving at our Mustique home. As is 
the nature of the island, this is no ordinary 
home. In fact, even in comparison to the 
properties we’ve already eyeballed, this 
one’s pretty special: it’s more stylish, more 
mysterious, more…enchanting. We exit the 
buggies and step straight into the lobby of 
Mandalay, a sprawling estate designed by 
the starman himself, David Bowie.

Sensing our astonishment – it must 
be a standard reaction to the place – host 
Norbert, who manages the property, invites 
us in to sit down, have a drink, and take 
stock of our remarkable surroundings. 
As we sit slightly agog, I know we’re all 
thinking the same thing: “Did HE sit 
here?” Chances are, it’s a yes. But it’s 

not just Bowie’s legacy that lives on in 
Mandalay: second owner Felix Dennis, 
the late founder of Dennis Publishing, 
bought it from him in 1994. He did, says 
Norbert, “develop and continue the Bowie 
influence,” and you do indeed get the 
sense that the Mandalay that stands today 
is a collaborative effort. Albeit one with a 
portrait shot of Bowie in the guest loo. 

Anywhere that’s the combined vision of 
two extraordinary, eccentric Englishmen 
with a mutual penchant for parties is OK by 
me, and their influence is stamped all over 
the place. It’s apparent first off in the design 
itself – on an island covered in colonial-
style mansions painted in tasteful, muted 
tones, Balinese-themed Mandalay is almost 
entirely made from wood. Not just any 
wood though – Bowie wanted traditional 
carvings on the walls, so that’s what he got, 
300-year old ones imported from Bali to 
be precise, which provide a suitably exotic 
backdrop to the stunning koi carp pond 
that lies at the centre of the property. ▶

 On an island covered 
in colonial-style mansions 
painted in tasteful, muted 
tones, Balinese-themed 
Mandalay is almost entirely 
made of carved wood 
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▶ Beyond the pool is a panoramic 
view of the ocean that just doesn’t end 
(although is punctuated by Saint Vincent 
on the horizon). Both pond and pool are 
flanked by terraces and balconies leading 
to an opulent drawing room, complete 
with palm-print ceiling, an enormous 
Murano glass chandelier and leopard-print 
upholstery – as per Bowie’s original design 
– as well as an open-air pavilion dining area 
and bedrooms (the property accommodates 
14 people in total). In mine I find a 
collection of CDs curated by Dennis and 
smile to myself as I rifle through them 
and learn that he too was a fan of Buddy 
Holly and Oasis. It seems uncouth to listen 
to Liam’s northern drawl while sitting in 
Bowie’s old bedroom, so I get my iPod out, 
whack on ‘Modern Love’ and crack open a 
local lager that I find in the fridge, before 
continuing to nose about. 

I soon come across a recording studio 
and a games room that’s packed full of 
musical nostalgia. There’s a stage in the 
corner on which Mick Jagger, Ronnie 
Wood and Robbie Williams have all 
strutted their stuff, although you can 
bet that’s just the tip of a pretty starry 
iceberg. And then there’s the study with 
its shell-encrusted walls illuminated by 
gently twinkling LEDs... After 15 minutes 
wandering around, it’s clear to see that this 
is a total fantasy house, a place that doesn’t 
just push the boundaries, but smashes them 
into a million beautifully designed pieces.

I quickly learn that days at Mandalay are 
spent doing as little or as much as you like, 
and staring at that view – which was part 
of the reason Bowie sold the property, as 
it distracted him from his creative pursuits 
– is one of the most popular ways to spend 
time. Eating and drinking are also big on 
the agenda: guests can put in requests for 
whatever they’d like, and the team at the 
house will provide it. If they were shocked 
by the amount of Whispering Angles rosé 
we consumed, they never showed it. 

Beyond the magical confines of the 
house, we venture to the island’s unspoilt 
and often deserted beaches for picnics and 
seafood barbecues served under the shade 
of palms on Mandalay branded china. 

One afternoon is spent snorkelling among 
luminous fish in the shallow turquoise 
Caribbean Sea at Lagoon beach, and another 
bird-spotting along the wilder Atlantic coast, 
before returning to Mandalay to soak up 
the evening sun. Sitting under the late-
afternoon rays, gazing around the house, 
I get the feeling that the team who work 
here must have seen it all: the parties that 
Dennis held at Mandalay are legendary, but 
nobody’s revealing any details. Discretion is 
very much the order of the day.

While we are doing our best to recreate 
the A-list magic at the in-house bar – the 
Bamboo Lounge –  I look out over the 
pool beyond. If the sparkling waters could 
speak, you suspect the stories might be 
the kind that would prompt a court-issued 
gagging order and a prayer from whoever 
starred in them. And I realise that’s exactly 
what makes this place so alluring – the 
opportunity to sample a slice of a lifestyle 
that generally, money just can’t buy. A dose 
of wickedness and frivolity usually reserved 
for those who have topped the charts, trod 
the catwalks or filled the cinema screens. 
It’s a feeling of escapism not just from 
London, but real-life in general, and if 
ground control comes calling, I can tell you 
now that you’ll be reluctant to answer. H
For more details on Mandalay, visit 
mandalayestate.com. Rental prices for seven nights 
exclusive use for 14 guests from £30,000. Fly to 
either Barbados or St Lucia with Virgin Atlantic 
and then take a short connecting charter flight 
to Mustique which is arranged with the house 
manager at time of booking.
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