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Polana
Maputo,
the jewel
in Serena’s
crown

BY ALY KHAN SATCHU

I hail from Mombasa and the Indian
Ocean has always held an endless
fascination for me. I recall dimly lit dhows
in Tudor Creek in Mombasa. Later I read
Felipe Fernández-Armesto who said “The
precocity of the Indian Ocean as a zone
of long-range navigation and cultural
exchange is one of the glaring facts of
history” made possible by the “reversible
escalator” of the monsoons.
The ‘reversible escalator’ of the
monsoons allowed this cultural exchange
from Goa to Maputo, from Oman to
Zanzibar. In fact, my received history
includes the narrative of a grandfather
coming to East Africa as a stowaway on a
dhow, more than a century ago.
And a few weeks before, I had met
Mahmud Jan Mohamed and he told me,
“You should try the Polana and Maputo.”
I kept thinking to myself that
Maputo was the furthest reach of the
reversible escalator. The land of the most
flavoursome tiger prawns. Earlier I had
met a fellow called Tutu in London. He
gave me a 20-minute inside analysis on gas
and Mozambique. He had blown my mind
over breakfast and not too long before
that, former Safaricom boss Michael
Joseph had mentioned Mozambique. So I
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was really very keen.
The teenagers tend to see Dubai,
London and places in North America
as the go to destinations and when I
said “let’s go to Maputo,” they did not
know what to say. We flew over Mount
Kilimanjaro and before we knew it we
were beginning our descent to Maputo.
Lourenço Marques founded a settlement
here in 1544 and when Mozambique
gained independence from Portugal in
1975, the city was renamed in honour of
Maputa, a legendary chief. The airport
was brand spanking new and waiting for
us was the Concierge from the Polana
Hotel. We drove through the city and
it’s just deliciously retro, pinks and
yellows like the cake tray at an upmarket
Patisserie. The Coca Cola advert looked
infinitely more sexy in its Portuguese
iteration, I must admit. We drove through
the Praca de Independencia and the
Concierge told us that Samora Machel
would fill it and speak all day.
“The communists liked to make long
speeches,” he said.
As we entered the Polana, we all fell
into a reverie. The Polana was designed in
1922 in the ‘Palace Style’. In 1936, such
was the hotel’s prominence that it was
bought by the millionaire IW Schlesinger,
who reputedly paid 400,000 pounds for
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1. The landmark church Catedral de
Nossa Senhora da Imaculada Conceição.
2. The boat back From Inhaca Island. 3.
The Polana. 4. Independence hero Samora
Machel’s statue in Maputo.
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it. It’s known as the ‘Grande Dame’ of
Africa. It is very riviera and all the more
remarkable for being parked on a cliff, in
Maputo, right on the edge of Africa. The
Vista is just so breath taking like Corner
Baridi where you get that enormous sweep
of the Rift Valley or like Route 101 in
California, where you literally drive on
the edge of the continent, with the sea
crashing below.
And as I stood on my balcony,
overlooking the Indian Ocean, I thought
there are not many hotels in the world,
where you can hear the whisperings of
over 90 years.
And one night I walked through the
hotel in the early hours and momentarily
thought I was Nick Carraway: “There was
music from my neighbour’s house through
those summer nights. In his enchanted

gardens, men and girls came and went
like moths, among the whispering and
the champagne and the stars. I believe
that few people were actually invited to
these parties. They just went. They got
into automobiles that bore them out to
Long Island, and somehow they ended
up at Gatsby’s door. Come for the party
with a simplicity of heart that was its own
ticket of admission. Its been gloriously
rehabilitated by the Serena Group. The
lift is from 1922 and in perfect working
order.”
The food is always the magic ingredient,
the fairy dust of a family holiday, I
find. And starting with breakfast in the
veranda, the Polana simply excelled. The
breakfast was just extraordinarily sensual.
Delicious juices, fruits and a pastry gig,
which simply floored the girls.
Layla turned to me and said: “I like the
breakfast best dad.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Because I can have as many chocolate
croissants as I like and no one says
anything.”
And I thought to myself I wish life was
still as simple as a very good chocolate
croissant.
Aysha liked the sushi. There is a quaint
little sushi bar called the Aquarius right on
the perimeter of the property overlooking
the ocean. One afternoon I had indulged
myself with some sakis and sushi. It really
was very good. On our last night, we
had parked ourselves in the rather grand
Delagoa Restaurant. The cuisine was very
French and haute cuisine.
Serena have an Alhambra thing and
I am yet to visit The Alhambra but the
Maisha Spa looks a great deal like the
Portico and pool of the early 14th century
Partal in the Alta Alhambra. I swam a
hundred lengths in the pool one evening
and it was quite otherworldly.
The Polana is a Jewel in the Serena’s
Crown. As Jorge Luis Borges said, “the
mind was dreaming. The world was its
dream.”

