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INFO Duncan has spent more time on the 
road than off it over the last five years, in his 
pursuit of new horizons. Back in England now, 
he’s saving hard for a trip Down Under in time 
for New Year.
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IN SEARCH OF CLEAR BLUE SEAS, SCORCHING SUNSHINE AND THE 
LAST WORD IN LUXURY, DUNCAN MADDEN CAN SEE ONLY ONE 
OPTION – A TRIP TO THE MALDIVES
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pread across an 
expanse of the 
Laccadive Sea in the 
Indian Ocean sits a 

group of 26 atolls, encompassing 
around 200 inhabited islets 
and famous worldwide as a 
honeymooner’s paradise.

The Maldives are a tour guide’s 
dream. Picture perfect in every way, 
the sun-dazzled white sands are 
fringed with perfectly manicured 
palms and massaged by luminous 
bath-warm seas, so rich with fish 
and coral that swimming in them 
is at once ethereal and invigorating. 
It’s no wonder the worldwide travel 
market has sprung upon the 
endless uninhabited islands to 

create a tourism industry that 
generates millions of pounds 
year on year.

Pictures of five-star resorts 
populated by beautiful young 
newlyweds pepper catalogues and 
websites, all depicting a retreat 
from the real world that is second to 
none. From these I chose the Beach 
House at Manafaru, a five-star resort 
perched at the northernmost tip of 
the Maldives in the Haa Alifu Atoll. 
This was not as a honeymoon, but 
as a beach break with friends – an 
experiment to see if you really do 
need to be in love to make the 
most of the Maldivian delights.

This northerly location affords 
Manafaru something that’s fast 

becoming a premium among the 
many premium resorts – real 
isolation. Well beyond the flight 
paths of the tourist planes and 
the commercial speedboats, the 
geography benefits from a lusher 
climate and the islands are richer, 
greener and more tropical than 
their southern neighbours. Our 
ten-hour flight culminated in an 
extraordinary final 20 minutes, 
where the sea transformed from 
a brooding dark blue canvas to a 
multi-hued turquoise. Pockmarked 
by hundreds of ringed atolls, each 
betraying their inhabitation only 
by the rows of water villas that 
sprouted like spider’s legs from 
the glowing white beaches.

Landing in Malé, we are given 
only minutes to acclimatise to the 
cloying heat, before boarding our 
45-minute propeller plane transfer 
to an awaiting speedboat. We’re 
then whisked across choppy waters 
to our final destination, where we 
are cooled by ice-cold towels and 
bottled water from the already 
insanely friendly Beach House staff.

Motoring up to the jetty and our 
waiting welcome party, Manafaru 
looked every bit the tropical idyll 
we’d expected. Nothing was out of 
place, nothing wasn’t perfect. After 
a refreshingly unidentifiable fruit 
cocktail and some more cold towel 
action, I found myself on the back 
of a golf cart motoring at ludicrous 

speeds along jungle festooned 
sand corridors to my water villa.

The two-year-old Beach House 
resort is the sole landlord of 
Manafaru, an island formed from 
crushed coral that takes 20 minutes 
to circumnavigate with only sand 
under your feet. Hidden away 
within the seemingly overgrown 
jungle of palm trees, held in check 
by this sandy border, sit beautifully 
appointed beach villas, each with 
their own personal slice of sand 
and sea. A scattering of 
extraordinary swimming 
pools, gourmet 
restaurants, world-
class leisure 
facilities and »
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the indulgent Shui Spa are all 
close by. These are connected by 
a labyrinthine network of sandy 
roads, impeccably maintained by 
a constant troupe of friendly staff, 
diligently sweeping every twig and 
stone from our path and ironing out 
the tracks behind us as we go.

Arriving at my villa more than a 
little disorientated (impressive to 
be so lost on an island of this size), 
I was greeted by my soft-spoken 
villa host, who showed me around 
my traditionally designed yet state-
of-the-art home. Sitting on thick 
wooden stilts and decorated in 
Maldivian dark woods and high, 
palm thatched ceilings, my villa’s 
146 square metres of space was 
immaculate in every way. A glass 
floor in the lounge room meant 
I could watch the fish below 
swimming about their business; 
the dedicated champagne fridge 
ensured I was never far from a 
chilled glass of bubbly; the outdoor 
shower and loo maintained my 
modesty while affording me views 
of the ocean and the salty scent of 
the breeze; and my private viewing 
deck with fresh water plunge pool 
and steps directly into the sea 

meant I would never overheat, 
despite the year-round 25-degree-
plus temperature. Once my host 
had left, I actually let out a “Whoop!” 
and punched the air, so bowled 
over was I by the luxury I was about 
to indulge in.

CULINARY DELIGHT
Reconvening that night, following 
an afternoon of unpacking and jet 
lag recovery, our group of six was 
quickly littering the warm evening 
air with superlatives inadequately 
describing our island haven. 
Conversation soon stilted as the 
influx of food took over. As the 
name betrays, Medium Rare is an 
à la carte grill specialising in meats, 
fresh line-caught fish and lobster, 
all cooked on the central open plan 
kitchen. I opted for the black wagyu 
steak cooked blue, washed down 
with a velvety Merlot and finished 
with a range of flavoursome 

sorbets. All was cooked and 
presented with the detail and 
elegance of the finest restaurant, 
and as I digested to the soundtrack 
of nearby waves, I heard my travel 
companion and professional chef 
Valentina pipe up, “Well if this is a 
sign of things to come, I think I’m 
going to like it here.” Amen to that.

Immediately adjusting to island 
time, despite good intentions to 
join the group for early morning 

yoga with the island guru, I awoke 
late the next day and spent the 
morning exploring, strolling from 
restaurant to pool to spa to dive 
centre to pool to bar to beach and 
back again. We had the island 
almost to ourselves, it seemed, with 
only six other couples that I could 
see sharing the extensive facilities.

We lunched at Amazon Pool, 
a lazily sprawling expanse of 
lukewarm water, encroached upon 
by the jungle and littered with 
underwater aqua massage beds 
and chairs. Despite the culinary 
excellence of the trip, I shamefully 

have to admit that the signature 
Manafaru pizza I had here was the 
most delicious thing I ate all week. 
Coming topped with avocado, 
smoked salmon, caviar and goats 
cheese – individual ingredients I’m 
no great fan of – they all conspired 
to create a mouth-watering slice of 
heaven. Sitting next to Valentina, 
I was once again treated to nods 
of approval and murmurs of 
satisfaction as she sampled the tiny 
slice I was willing to give up in the 
hope she may create it for me back 
in Blighty. I’m still waiting.

With grey skies and threats of 
thunder and lightning ever-present 
over the next two days, but 
temperatures still hovering in the 
mid-20s, we got down to some 
serious rest and relaxation. Andy, 
our clean living compatriot, spent 
his time kayaking and swimming 
in the choppy waters. I joined him 
with Alison, who swore blind we 
could tandem kayak around the 
island, only for us all to be rebuffed 
by a torrential tropical downpour, 
laughing maniacally above the 
buffeting winds as we were blown 
back to shore and the amused aid 
of our local watersports instructors.

Massage-obsessed Sasha got to 
know Shui Spa, the island’s famous 
retreat, where you can indulge in 
customised Ayurvedic treatments, 

“MY TRAVEL COMPANION VALENTINA 
PIPED UP, ‘IF THIS IS A SIGN OF THINGS 
TO COME, I THINK I’M GOING TO LIKE 
IT HERE.’ AMEN TO THAT.”

»

»
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Duncan flew with Sovereign.com from 
London Heathrow to Malé. Seven nights’ bed 
and breakfast at the Beach House Manafaru 
costs £1,055 per person based on two people 
sharing and includes all flights, transfers,  
24-hour concierge service and VIP lounge 
passes for the UK airport.
www.sovereign.com
www.beachhousecollection.com

CURRENCY
Maldivian currency is the rufiyaa, which  
is divided into 100 larees. A better bet is  
to take US dollars, as they’re accepted 
everywhere. At the resort, everything is 
charged to your room so you can settle with 
a card at the end of the stay if you want to 
go cash free.

VISA
British passport holders can obtain a tourist 
visa for up to 30 days on arrival in the 
Maldives, provided you hold a valid ticket to 
continue your journey out of the Maldives 
and have enough funds to cover your stay.

HEALTH
Vaccinations against hepatitis A+B, rabies, 
tetanus and typhoid should be considered 
depending on the length and nature of  
your trip.

infobox.

mud baths and private 
consultations to find what works 
best for you. Named from the 
Southeast Asian word for ‘running 
water’, Shui philosophises an 
organic, flowing aesthetic that 
embodies the essence of life, and 
the link between humans and the 
natural world. At least that’s what 
the brochure said, but Sasha was 
proof that the treatments worked  
– she even went back for more with 
a scorching case of sunburn!

Valentina took time out of the 
sun to explore the island’s cuisine  
to its fullest. Showing an interest 
proved its worth, as soon she was 
being showed around the kitchens 
of Four Corners, the resort’s global 
restaurant, and Saffron, the 
signature restaurant built on a jetty 
overlooking the sea. She raved 
about the Southeast Asian foods  
– the minced seafood satay on 
papaya salad, the Valrhona 
chocolate and the wasabi fondue.

Each time we subsequently met 
for dinner, she’d effervescently greet 
the chef like an old friend she had 
not seen in years and he’d return 
the enthusiasm, pleased to have 
such welcoming clientele to cook 
for. We all agreed with Valentina, the 
food was sumptuous and not one 
of the island’s three restaurants or 
numerous bars had failed to sate us.

A SPOT OF FISHING 
Mid-way into our week the weather 
broke and the sun began to work its 

magic. Easing the winds and 
smoothing the seas, it invited us  
to venture off land and indulge in 
some local culture. We took one  
of the resort’s power boats, a big 
diesel-spewing beast that sat out of 
sorts with the unimposing nature of 
Manafaru, to a nearby local island 
and took a stroll through a typical 
Maldivian town. Pulling into the 
harbour, evidence that this was  
a hard-working fishing port was 
everywhere, from the racks of 
lobster pots and nets to the tile- 
clad market and sun-kissed locals.

A local man under the auspices 
of Beach House strolled the streets 
with us, pointing to walls decorated 
with bill posters touting candidates 
for the recently run district election 
or slogans supporting the local 
football teams. Football is important 
here, with this small town of 
hundreds housing four teams and  
a fierce but friendly rivalry. Children 
and adults kicked balls in the street, 
elders milled in doorways and 
women clustered under umbrellas 
to ward off the midday sun and talk 
of local matters. We were a passing 
curiosity amidst the tranquility and 
almost static pace of life – the girls 
picking up a cluster of teenage 
admirers and Andy gleefully 
snapping away at the colourful 
buildings and wonderfully 
authentic vistas. Everywhere we 
were met with smiles, and one local 
lady proudly insisted we visit the 
town hospital, an immaculately 

clean building staffed by doctors 
more used to delivering babies than 
treating illness.

Our penultimate day dawned 
with the sun shining, and so was 
dedicated to the local wildlife – 
snorkelling with it in the morning 
and catching it for dinner in the 
afternoon. A smooth half-hour  
trip back aboard the boat found  
us pulling up over one of the most 
abundant corals in the area, known 
for its excellent condition thanks to 
the unpolluted seas. Provided with 
snorkels and masks, and guided  
by the knowledgeable local crew, 
we were left to our own devices  
to explore, swim, snorkel and 
sunbathe as we pleased, with only 
the adage being that we could 
touch nothing, especially the 

precious and fragile coral. ‘Take only 
memories and leave only footprints’ 
runs the Beach House motto.

Fuelled by a ridiculously 
overindulgent lunch of triangle- 
cut sarnies, spicy wraps, fresh fruit, 
macaroons and cloud-light cakes, 
our hair wasn’t even dry as we 
pulled up to our second stop and 
what the captain called “the perfect 
place for fish”. Excellent.

A huge bucket of fish heads and 
guts was unveiled and the crew set 
about baiting our lines with treats 
to lure in our dinner. Sitting in  
the sun and staring out over the 
horizon, our lines bobbing in the 
gentle waters, a pod of dolphins 
surfaced briefly in front of us as  
they made their way out to deeper 
water. But then the fish started 

biting and soon we had a haul  
of rainbow coloured sealife  
flapping helplessly on deck.  
Sasha and I went head to head  
for fisherperson of the day. I was 
feeling confident, with a white 
snapper and a decent sized 
emperor fish in my haul, before 
Sasha, too, reeled in an emperor 
followed closely by the catch of the 
day, a giant red snapper that fought 
her all the way to the surface.

As we’d expected, our last  
dinner was a glorious affair, hosted 
in the Beach House’s elaborate 
underground wine cellar. 
Proceedings started with a roast 
duck margret and scallop capsicum 
relish, accompanied by a Bird in 
Hand Australian chardonnay. Then 

came the fish – poached monkfish 
with vegetable ravioli and black 
truffles, and of course the premium 
cuts of our day’s catch. Following a 
watermelon, raspberry and ginger 
granita as palate cleanser, a main  
of wagyu beef sirloin with duck foie 
gras and red wine sauce was served. 
The local sommelier served a 
Tenuta San Guido Guidalberto 
2002, but made us work out the 
wine’s origin with questions and 

hints as we dined, demonstrating 
his extraordinary depth of 
knowledge. Dessert was vanilla-
scented strawberry peach compote 
served in cannoli tube, washed 
down with a Kaesler Rizza Riesling, 
and it rounded out one of the best 
meals I’d ever eaten. Valentina was 

beside herself, both with the delight 
of the food and the grim reality that 
it was all over.

The next morning, as we strolled 
reluctantly along the jetty towards 
our speedboat and long journey 
home, spirits were surprisingly high. 
I looked around and each one of us 
appeared refreshed, relaxed and 
tanned, though admittedly in 
varying degrees of pink. We’d 
shared our paradise for seven days 
with a handful of honeymooners 
and had passed pleasantries, but  
no more with any of them. People 
come to Manafaru for absolute 
relaxation – an escape from the  
real world, from people, from the 
hassles of having to do anything for 
yourself on a day-to-day basis.

The experience is what you  
make of it. You don’t need to be  
a honeymooner to absorb the 
unrivalled peace and tranquillity, 
but if you go alone don’t expect  
to mix with other guests. Yet, in a 
world as busy as ours, I’d say that’s 
no bad thing. ■

“THE EXPERIENCE IS WHAT YOU  
MAKE OF IT. YOU DON’T NEED TO BE  
A HONEYMOONER TO ABSORB THE 
UNRIVALLED PEACE AND TRANQUILITY”

As spectacular as the Maldives’ resorts are, 
recent events like the 2004 tsunami have 
highlighted their shaky environmental 
plight. Many of the islands sit only one 
metre above sea level, and with those seas 
rising at up to nine millimetres a year, some 
scientists have done the maths and claim 
they could be entirely underwater in less 
than a century.

Claims that the Maldivian government is 
taking action by targeting a carbon neutral 
status within ten years, and exploring 
options for relocating the entire country 
elsewhere were summarily dismissed as 
nonsense when I chatted to locals and 
campaigners for a stronger Maldivian future. 
Resort manager Michael Senn pointed out  
to me that sandbanks that eventually form 
islets are actually expanding in the area, 
with signs of vegetation forming on many 
over recent years. Money from tourism has 
helped pay Australian contractors to come  
in and remove the toxic Crown of Thorns 
starfish that is responsible for much of the 
coral degradation.

Less the rising sea levels, it is the levels  
of waste that pose the most significant 
immediate problem. Everyone drinks bottled 
water and with no recycling and such limited 
room for landfill, a significant amount of 
plastic waste ends up floating in the sea.  
The resorts aren’t helping much either. The 
Beach House runs almost entirely on a diesel 
generator and uses solar power only to heat 
staff water. Boats spew two-stroke into the 
sea and there is little sign that going green is 
a priority. There’s also no incentive from the 
government, which seems more concerned 
with the rewards reaped from an industry 
set to generate more than seven billion 
dollars revenue in the coming years.

Still, to abstain from visiting these picture-
perfect islands and their lush resorts would 
be to deny the Maldives their lifeline. 
Tourism is the driving force behind the 
economy, so better to visit but be respectful 
of your surroundings, offset your carbon 
costs with a reputable company and leave 
only footprints behind you.

the eco issue.

»
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