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An old holiday favourite has reinvented itself – and the result is rather wonderful, says Paul Richardson 

Come on in!  
Mallorca’s lovely

S een from my cliff-top suite at Cap Rocat, the 
Mediterranean sea had the vitreous blue-
green of hand-blown glass. To the left and 

right were swathes of rugged coast with not a 
building or soul in sight. I picked at my grilled 
fish and gazed. On an evening in high summer 
you’d expect to see mega-yachts and motor- 
launches busy on the water. The pandemic had 
put paid to that: there was nothing to break the 
rosemary-scented silence. Out there in the blue 

beyond, a single white fishing boat puttered 
across the horizon. 

It’s worth remembering that Mallorca is, if not 
the birthplace of tourism as we know it, one of its 
earliest and most successful exponents. Since the 
very first decades of the 20th century when it 
was already selling the idea of “sol y playa”, the 
Mallorcan tourist industry has grown into a for-
midable machine whose rattle and hum is felt in 
every corner of the island’s economy. On any 

given summer day in the “old normal” a plane 
touched down at Son Sant Joan airport every 90 
seconds. But on March 14 2020, when the state of 
emergency was declared in Spain, the great 
machine abruptly ground to a screeching halt. 

I flew in from Madrid more than a year later, 
still unsure whether I’d be writing the “come 
now while it’s still empty of tourists” story, or the 
“masks and distancing, but otherwise back to 
normal” story. The reality was somewhere 

between the two. As the plane made its final 
descent in a fly-past of the south coast, the 
creamy-white beaches of Magaluf and Santa 
Ponsa were visibly devoid of parasols and foreign 
bodies. On the ground, there was puzzle-
ment and despair. Taxi drivers and shopkeepers 
complained of one lost season and another still 
hanging in the balance. Yet on the positive side,
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I found locals busily coming up with 
cunning solutions and bright ideas for 
coping with the crisis – all signs, maybe, 
of an island getting its act together. 

Mallorca and I go way back. When I 
first visited this biggest of the Balearics 
it was the late 1980s and I was a foot-
loose student. In those olden days the 
island still clung to its rural essences, its 
placid provincial routines. I wondered 
whether now, mid-pandemic, I’d find a 
slower-paced Mallorca, truer to itself, 
like the one I discovered 35 years ago. 

I checked in to the relatively new 
El Llorenç Parc de la Mar hotel, one of 
the phalanx of townhouse hotels that 
have sprung up in old-town Palma over 
the past two decades. In my day the 
Plaça de Llorenç Villa longa, a tree-lined 
square on a rampart behind the medie-
val city walls, wasn’t somewhere you’d 
venture after nightfall, let alone expect 
to find a sleek urban boutique like the El 
Llorenç Parc de la Mar. Dinner on the 
rooftop terrace was courtesy of the chef 
Santi Taura, who sat with me over a 
glass of local white to tell me how much 
Mallorcans like him had relished the 
quiet and emptiness when, for once, 
they’d had the island to themselves. 
“We’ve been discovering corners we 
didn’t even know existed. We’ve even 
been going to the beach, which in sum-
mer we usually leave to the tourists,” 
said Santi, laughing behind his black 
cotton mask. 

In the fresh early morning I walked 
along the sea wall towards the cathe-
dral, as mesmerising in its soaring 
gothic beauty as the first time I saw it. 
On an “old normal” summer morning, 
the cathedral square would usually be 
rammed, but I’d never seen it so nearly 
deserted. One souvenir stall was bravely 
open, but no one was buying its tea tow-
els and fridge magnets. The horse-
drawn carriages that ply their trade 
beside the cathedral were also having a 
slow day. One driver lay back yawning 
with his hands behind his head; even 
the horses looked bored. 

Farther into the old town, the Passeig 
del Borne – a promenade both intimate 
and grand, shaded by high trees like a 
vast outdoor drawing room – was a 
becalmed version of its usual bustling 
self. At the marble-topped tables of the 
classic Palma café Bar Bosch, local gents 
in short-sleeved shirts still eked out 
their morning coffee as they flicked 
through the Diario de Mallorca, just as 
I’d seen them do way back when. 

At the Bosch I ran into Tania Baides, 
an island-based PR and events organ-
iser whose project Amb les Mans (“with 
the hands”), a series of workshops given 
by local experts in crafts and cookery, 
kicked off for the second year running 
on June 20. “People have been enthusi-
astic after all the months of boredom. 
Last year the workshops sold out – even 
without tourists. When the world 
stopped, it seemed like an idea to try 
something useful and interesting.” 

It was a story I was to hear in various 
guises over the following days. Hotels 
that had been planning to open before 
Covid hit and, in mid-crisis, had decided 
to seize the day. Chefs who had closed 
their Michelin-starred restaurants and 
opened something simpler instead. Pau 
Navarro at Clandestí, the Palma gastro-
bar beloved of palmesano foodies, had 
had the clever idea of serving takeaway 
spit-roast chickens (pollos al ast) – but 
soon branched out from chickens into 
spit-roast ducks, rabbit, pigeons, quail 
and even whole fish. Another example 
is Macarena de Castro, whose restau-
rant El Jardin in the port of Alcudia is 
among the island’s top two or three eat-
ing places. When lockdown started to 
bite she closed her doors in Alcudia and, 
in June last year, opened Andana, an 
airy revamp of the canteen in Palma’s 
old railway station. On a broiling sum-
mer day Macarena made me a refresh-
ing lunch of trempó (Mallorcan salad of 
finely chopped tomato, green pepper 
and onion, served with roast octopus 
and crumbled salty biscuits) and a deli-
cious crisp coca of onions, mozzarella 
and marjoram. 

Little by little, in fits and starts, the 
great machine is rumbling into life. At 
the time of my visit the big resort hotels 
of the south had largely stayed shut, but 
some of the smart inland ones, being 
smaller and more easily managed, had 
been up and running for months. The 
night I spent at Pablo Carrington’s 
repurposed military fortress carved out 
of a cliff high above the Mediterranean 
reminded me that Cap Rocat is surely 
one of Spain’s – and the world’s – more 
astonishing hotels. If you were at all 
concerned about the need for social dis-
tancing on your Balearic holiday, its 
peerless sense of space and isolation, its 
30 rooms on a 30-hectare site perma-
nently fanned by salty breezes would 
put your fears at rest. 

Amazing though it may seem, new 
hotels are still opening, even as the 
tourist sector stares down the barrel of 
financial oblivion. I was impressed by 
the chutzpah of the Ferrari-Gual family 
of Alcudia, who with no previous expe-
rience in hotel-keeping opened their 
breezily designed old-town guest house 
in the middle of the pandemic. And I 
was frankly blown away by Can Aulí in 
Pollensa, the new offering from Miguel 
Conde whose stable of hotelitos in his-
toric houses has helped to transform 
downtown Palma. Under his energetic 
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S’ERA FORN ARTESÀ
A heart-warming example 
of retail resistance, this 
artisan bakery opened in 
mid-lockdown (when 
bakeries were exempt) 
beside the railway station in 
the inland town of Sineu. 
Formerly based in 
Hamburg, the master baker 
Simón Moreno uses local 
flours wherever possible. 
S’Era’s range of half-a-
dozen loaves reflects the 
rich tradition of Mallorcan 
breadmaking wedded 
to Germanic flavours 
and techniques. 
facebook.com/fornsera

FLOR DE SAL D’ES TRENC
The salt-makers of Es Trenc 
have reopened their divine 
little onsite shop, plus a 
shack-like café selling 
craft beer and coffee. 
Guided tours take visitors 
among the salt pans and 
dazzling white “mountains” 
(the annual harvest is 
under way). New products 
for summer 2021 include 
flor de sal (the delicate 
surface crystals) flavoured 
with saffron.
flordesaldestrenc.com

AMB LES MANS
Small-group workshops 
focused on island crafts and 
traditions. “With the Hands” 
offers a rolling programme 
of masterclasses with 
renowned local experts: 
there’s ceramics with the 
potter Jaume Roig, savoury 
biscuits with Deborah Piña, 
truffles with the patissier 
Lluis Pérez and hydraulic 
tile-making at the traditional 
Huguet factory. 
taniabaides.com/proyectos/
workshops/amb-les-mans

JOANNA DE DEIÀ/SAVE 
THE MED FOUNDATION
Dolphins were seen in the 
cove at Cala Deià during 
lockdown, says Joanna 
Kuhne, whose Save the Med 
Foundation lobbies local 
authorities to prevent 
pollution and ecological 
degradation. Originally from 
Chicago and a Deià resident 
since 1980, Joanna, a potter, 
spent the months of 
confinement working on 
a series of ceramic wall-
pieces that depict scenes of 
beach cleaning. 
ceramicsbyjoanna.com
savethemed.org

DINS/COR BARRA I TAULA
The ground floor restaurant 
at Hotel Llorenç Parc de 
la Mar brings the 
extravagantly talented Santi 
Taura into town with a 
menu inspired by long-
forgotten Mallorcan dishes 
like rockfish and vegetable 
empanada, fish with capers, 
and lamb casserole with 
plums. Cor Barra i Taula, 
Taura’s new gastrobar 
beside the S’Olivar market in 
Palma, is good for tapas, 
aperitifs and brunch.
dinssantitaura.com

ANDANA
Faced with falling demand 
at her Michelin-starred El 
Jardín, Macarena de Castro 
decamped to Palma with a 
radically different culinary 
concept. The menu at 
Andana turns around salads, 
stupendous sandwiches, 
vegetables cooked in the 
kamado oven, and simple 
classics like steak tartare 
and roast porcella (suckling 
pig). The high-ceilinged, 
white-walled dining room 
(once the station canteen) is 
pleasant on a hot day. 
andanapalma.es

hands this 17th-century townhouse 
with its stone arches and beamed ceil-
ings has morphed into a Mallorcan man-
sion for the 21st, mixing Carl Hansen 
chairs and Santa & Cole lamps with rus-
tic carpets and installations by the 
ceramicist Jaume Roig. 

I would willingly have whiled away 
the rest of the day in Can Aulí’s peaceful 
patio where cicadas whirred among the 
orange trees. But there was one more 
stop to make. I took the winding moun-
tain road from Sóller towards the coast, 
remembering how as a backpacking 
student I bussed it to the village of Deià, 
then a swinging boho scene whose 
artistic milieu turned around the vener-
able figure of Robert Graves. This was 
the era when you might catch Andrew 
Lloyd Webber playing honky-tonk 
piano in some village bar, when Sting 
and Bob Geldof rocked the terrace at Sa 
Fonda and you could rent a stone house 
for next to nothing. 

Staying at La Residencia,  the 
emblematic and luxurious Deiá hotel, 
was unthinkable for me back then – but 
more than three decades later I would 
finally luck out. La Resi had reopened 
and after a year of lockdown and layoffs, 
it felt like a significant moment for the 

VINYA TONETA
The restaurant Ca Na Toneta 
in the village of Caimari 
belongs to Maria and Teresa 
Solivellas. The sisters’ 
reaction to the forced 
closure of their restaurant 
was to open a wine bar, 
which they christened Vinya 
Toneta, serving natural 
wines from the island along 
with plates of Maria’s 
delectable modern 
Mallorcan cooking (think 
aubergines filled with lamb, 
pear and rosemary; apricot 
sorbet with almond and 
mint cake). Open Friday, 

Saturday and Sunday nights.
canatoneta.com

CLANDESTÍ/CLAN D’AST 
Rock ’n’ roll memorabilia 
plaster the walls; black 
leather swivel chairs 
surround a huge white stone 
table where the young team 
serve their fizzingly creative 
market cuisine made with 
island ingredients. Pau and 
Ariadna’s new pollo al ast 
(spit-roast chicken and 
more) attracts a hungry 
crowd both for takeaway 
and sit-down feasting. 
clandesti.es
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 Crafty: workshops in ceramics to cooking with Amb Les Mans 
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island. I had seen Michael Douglas and 
Catherine Zeta-Jones’ Instagram posts 
from S’Estaca, their sprawling historic 
finca down the road towards Valldem-
ossa, and fantasised that, just maybe, 
the couple might drop in at the hotel bar 
for a celebratory drink. 

For months the Residencia had been 
deserted and forlorn, with goats on the 
roof and sheep nibbling the garden, but 
had thankfully re-emerged with all its 
gorgeousness intact. Its collection of 
Miró paintings had been brought out of 

storage to dazzle once again, while the 
in-house gallery had opened with an 
exhibition of new work made by Deià-
based artists in lockdown. Like Deià 
itself over the years, La Resi has gained 
in glamour as it has lost in bohemian 
charm, but its connection to the artistic 
life of the village still remains.

I rose early on my last Mallorcan 
morning and sat outside to take in 
another peerless view: the curving 
wall of the Sierra de Tramuntana loom-
ing above a picturesque tumble of stone 
houses crowned by a foursquare village 
church. Groves of ancient olives 
were racked up on steep terraces; palms 
and cypresses lent a graceful verticality. 
A donkey brayed somewhere. I never 
did get to hang out with Michael and 
Catherine, but the sight of Deià on a 
summer morning made up for that. 

Tourism on this island is nothing if 
not resilient. Over its hundred years of 
life it’s survived two world wars, a civil 
war, at least two recessions and a finan-
cial crash, and there’s an argument for 
thinking it may emerge from this crisis 
leaner and fitter than ever. 

Mallorca’s new normal is firmly on 
the way – and it might even be better 
than the old.
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