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A Grand
Responsibility

by KITTY CORTES
photographs by JOSE CORTES and BERNIE PARAS GAN
other photographs courtesy of the NORTH ISLAND

Found in the ‘inner’ islands of the Seychelles,
which are known as the most beautiful on
Earth; and cradled in a bowl of three granite
peaks with lush forests, waving palms and
luminous white beaches, it is haven for
endemic endangered species and for the
discerning traveler seeking a remote ocean
paradise.
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North Island is the lap of luxury—and
a model ecosystem for conservation and
environmental restoration
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W

ithin seconds of
arriving at the
private resort of
North Island in
the Seychelles,
the initial
acquaintance
rapidly becomes a desire to never leave, ever.
Barefoot luxury is at the heart of North Island’s
promise for travelers, most of whom are
exceptionally and typically well-heeled (such
as the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, as
well as George and Amal Clooney). Service is
unabashedly luxurious, on-the-spot bespoke,
and exclusively white gloved—but one with
plush organic softness, not unyieldingly stiff and
starched.
North, as it is fondly called by its dwellers,
occupies one of Seychelles’ 155 tropical islands.
The Seychelles archipelago is a coveted destination
precisely because of its geographical isolation
from the rest of the world. It lies east of Kenya
and northeast of Madagascar. Its history of French
and British colonial rule culminated in 1976
after the nation gained its independence. There
has since been a growing thrust towards restoring
what is endemic and sustainable; and a dynamic
preservation of culture and heritage. All said and
with two UNESCO world heritage sites (Vallee
de Mai and Aldabra Atoll), the Seychelles has well
become a worldwide model for savvy eco-travelers
and eco-warriors alike.
There are only 11 villas on North’s 200-oddhectare ultra-exclusive resort island. Each onebedroom villa is a minimum 6,000 square feet of
tasteful appointment. The staff to guest ratio is six
to one. An aerial perspective gives a visual of these
generous equations upon approach. Helicopter via
ZilAir is the mode of transport to reach North’s
white sand shores, lush coco palm forests, granite
peaks, and mesmerizing turquoise blue waters.
From the get-go, the management, staff, and a
personal villa host all chime in with your impulse:
“Go ahead and spoil yourself, why not?” And, as
if that proposition were not enough to delight,
they also offer an “any menu, any venue, any time”
dining experience.

The resort was recently refurbished by the
same architects who built the original structure
just over a decade ago: Silvio Rech and Lesley
Carstens. All timber used was sourced sensitively
from the island, such as drift takamaka trees,
invasive casuarina; and in their place, native
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species have been replanted. The interiors have
also been refreshed by the original designer, Maira
Katsoudakis. The combination of consciously
sourced natural elements and curated tactile
textures, all made to weather beautifully, makes
the architecture and design as picture-perfect as
the surroundings. A personal favorite is North’s
natural history library—the oldest building on the
island constructed from 19th-century coral blocks.
The dilemma of staying in or venturing out is a
choice one will need to make astutely.
If one does manage to peel oneself away
from the deep cushioned clutch of the interiors
to explore and venture, there is much on offer.
Scuba diving around the world’s longest coral reef
system could top the list. Snorkeling at North or
the neighboring Silhouette Island is also delightful.
There are island treks, walks, mountain biking,
kayaking, fly-fishing, and boating expeditions
as well. Any choice made is exclusive, as your
itinerary is at your own whim. The different
beaches stretching around the island may also be
accessible on self-driven golf carts, one for each
villa. Depending on time of year, the shorelines
can recede with the tide, so the vista changes
dramatically. There is a constant—any attendant at
each cove will gladly source your wine, bubbly, or
choice of spirit from their impressive main cellar.
Mixologists’ island concoctions are also ready on
demand—all still very much in keeping with the
anytime, anywhere pledge.
All of this indulgent opulence houses at
its core a firm commitment towards ecological
rehabilitation and conservation. When Wilderness
Safaris (renowned safari operators on the African
continent) acquired North Island in 1997, it
was forlorn and heavily rat-infested—remnants
of the damage to natural habitat inflicted by
the coconut industry. Its biodiversity was under
threat and endemic wildlife nearly decimated
by intrusive alien flora and fauna. Years of
dedicated and painstaking rehabilitation by the
resort’s environmental team have jubilantly led
to declaring the island rat-free since September
2005. This success has allowed the reintroduction
of endemic species such as the Seychelles whiteeye bird. Dubbed the “Noah’s Ark Project,”
this ongoing program underpins all of North’s
activity—from its environmental efforts to its
eco-sensitive architecture and overall human
impact. The resort has since been sold to a Russian
billionaire, but it maintains that its original intent
remains unwavering. Conservation will always
be at the forefront of its efforts and eco-tourism’s
contribution helps this commitment to endure.
If we could only swap stories with the oldest
inhabitants of North—they could probably
attest to this remarkable journey. There are
approximately 100 giant Aldabran tortoises
roaming the island freely, and one must emphasize,
with deserved right of way. Two of these original
residents when the island was acquired are
still pacing about, slowly and assuredly steady:
Patrick and Brutus (now proudly 180 years old).
Rehabilitation efforts have also greatly aided the
survival of endangered green turtle and critically
endangered hawksbill turtle hatchlings. They nest
on the island’s beaches and their chosen spots are
carefully protected by the environmental team.

Any guest who is greatly fortunate to witness a
turtle nesting could play a very important role in
its breed’s survival simply by alerting staff to its
location. That experience alone would overshadow
any of the luxuries lauded.
Kicking off footwear and touching warm
soft sand could ground any traveler. But it isn’t
easy to keep your feet from lifting off the ground
when you are at North Island, with your every
desire indulged so lavishly. That is, if you are
able and willing to pay the hefty price tag for this
level of exclusivity. Recently, a former stalwart
behind another global eco-brand also predicated
with the word “North,” Kris Tompkins, stated
in an interview: “The scale of what you do is
secondary to your willingness and commitment
to do something, consistently, for the things you
love and that you feel need to be protected.” This
may sum up North Island’s philosophy since its
inception as a resort. The choice to luxuriate so
effusively in this ecological sanctuary is one that
is highly privileged as fortune may have it. But the
commitment to rehabilitation and conservation
must continue to drive its every footprint on the
sand, water, and sky its caretakers aim to protect.

Above: The “boardroom”—a meeting place
for the soul, spirit, mind and appetite—with
an aperitif, of course. One of many nooks to
lounge in the resort’s piazza. Right: Snorkeling
the clear and turquoise blue waters of the
Indian Ocean with its fascinating and prolific
marine life.
Opposite page: At the far end of East Beach
is Villa North Island (also known as Villa
11)—at just over 8,000 square feet, it is the
quintessential escape to luxurious privacy and
seclusion.
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The resort has since been sold
to a Russian billionaire, but
it maintains that its original
intent remains unwavering.
Conservation will always be
at the forefront of its efforts
and eco-tourism’s contribution
helps this commitment to
endure
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Above: The spa, perched on a high
viewpoint, offers a holistic journey of
visual and textural contrasts; where
guests can experience North’s signature
“barefoot ritual” designed to soothe
away the stresses of travel and help
them slip seamlessly into Island mode.
Right: A gentle paddle through calm
waters with phenomenal views down
the reefs below. Encounters with rays
and dolphins are a real possibility.
Opposite page, top: Diving in the
world’s longest coral reef system with an
endangered Green Turtle, whose nests
and hatchlings are sensitively protected
by North’s residential environmental
team. Below: Villa 11 and its decadent
volume, scale, and luxury—cascading
down through a coconut grove to a
private beach entry into the ocean.
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Clockwise from left: The
Island’s team of seasoned
fishermen with their
bounty, including an
80kg tuna catch. Sashimi,
fresher than fresh, on
everyone’s plate that night;
daily menus are designed
according to the latest
Island harvest with a high
level of personalization
and generosity; the luxury
to lounge in Villa North
Island is given many stylish
propositions; the walkway
entrance to each private
villa immediately evokes an
oasis of calm. One could
also opt to cycle leisurely
and explore the private
terrain; mindful of always
giving the gentle Aldabra
Giant Tortoises freely
roaming about their right
of way; Inset: North Island’s
beloved 180-year-old
Aldabra Giant Tortoise
‘Brutus’’.
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Right: East Beach on
North Island, with the
sun peeking from the
west as the author
gazes south. An ideal
spot to fill the senses
and calibrate one’s
personal compass.
Below: Private picnic
on the beach with a
choice of libation in
keeping with “Any
menu. Any venue.
Any time.”
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Clockwise from top:
One of only ten
Presidential villas
with direct access to
the beach and ocean;
preparing the spa.
Natural herbal
ingredients from the
island are used to
infuse treatments
offered; Villa 11
is the last word in
honeymoon luxury
and romance. Unlike
the Presidential villas,
it is only available
to be booked by
couples;
the natural
history library and
research center,
in a thoughtfully
renovated original
coral block
building. It houses
documentation on
the history of the
island and details of
its rehabilitation.

124\Metro Society May 2017

Above:
Twilight dining at the Piazza on East
Beach. The tide can change the shoreline
dramatically. Dependent on the season, the
spot to covet may shift to the other side of
the island on West Beach where the Sunset
Bar is located.
Below:
A photographer captures the ominous calm
before a passing tropical shower. A quick
and cool respite common to the island and
much welcomed by its inhabitants.

Kitty Cortes traveled as a guest of A2A Safaris.
For tailor-made itineraries, contact A2A Safaris
at www.a2asafaris.com
A2A Safaris
WH Unit 10-B Lapanday Center
2263 Pasong Tamo Extension
Makati City • Telephone: (02) 952-7414
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