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PLACES AND SPACES TO GET LOST IN

SE A YOU AROUND
Her brother’s PRIVATE island is a PLACE for
adrenaline sports and parties, but Vanessa Branson’s
island GETAWAY is a little different.
WORDS AMY MOLLOY

O

n a remote island
in Scotland that’s
just 4km (2.5 miles)
long, and has only
a smattering of
electricity, a famous
family with a rich
entrepreneurial history gather every two
years for an off-the-grid celebration.
“The full Branson clan gathers here
every other year,” says Vanessa Branson
– sister of Richard – who owns Eilean
Shona island. “There’s my mother, my
brother, my sister, our 11 children and
the seven babies. The kids all travel to
our deserted beach on different craft,
paddle-boarding, sailing or kayaking.
We cook mussels over a fire, drink rosé
and sing and dance to my nephew Sam’s
guitar-playing and my daughter Flo’s
crazy flute accompaniment. Memories
don’t get much better than these.”
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The story of how Sir Richard Branson
bought Necker Island in the eighties to
impress his girlfriend (now wife) during
one of their early dates is now the stuff
of urban legend. Many entrepreneurs
dream of stepping foot on the Virgin
tycoon’s Caribbean playground – a place
for kitesurfing and raucous parties,
where visitors have been known to eat
sushi off other guests’ stomachs and
dress as sumo wrestlers. But his sister’s
island is a space for quiet reflection,
disconnection and solitude.
An art curator and trustee of Virgin
Unite, a not-for-profit that supports
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entrepreneurial ideas, Vanessa purchased
the island in 1995 with her former
husband Robert Devereux, who led
the entertainment arm of Virgin in the
1980s before chairing the Soho House
group for eight years.
The island boasts 607 hectares (1500
acres) of Scottish moor, wild open hills
and woodland, with a main house and
seven rentable properties (plus two
more under development). They’re
purposely low-tech. In fact, Vanessa
designed the island to be an escape
from the ‘iPhone life’ that we’re all
living in – and that her brother has
made a fortune from.
“I think we have the perfect balance
[on the island] of being connected, but
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also being able to get away from iPhone
life,” she says. “The main house has
electricity, but five of our cottages are
completely off-grid. You can walk to
the little village hall [which has internet
access] to use your computer. It’s
interesting to witness how urgent
being connected
feels when you
first arrive on
island and then,
as the days go
by, how quickly
you realise how
good it feels
to be free of
emails.”
Until the middle of the 18th century,
Eilean Shona was populated by a number
of ‘crofters’ (tenants of small plots of
land). Since the 1930s, the island had
been owned by three families, who had
developed it, gradually, into a slow-travel
destination to visit.
Even though Eilean Shona is only a
10-minute boat trip from the mainland
(or a quick chartered helicopter ride),
any kind of property renovation is quite
challenging on an island.
“To renovate a building is a real feat
of organisation,” says Vanessa. “All the
building materials are brought over
by ‘Spanish John’, the local barge. The
builders either commute across the water
each day, or stay on [the] island for the
duration. Paul Waddington, the genius
island manager, has become very adept
at fixing every piece of household
machinery himself!”

The main house, which was named
after the island, has 11 bedrooms, a large
library and does come with mod-cons
(a dishwasher!). But the very newest
conversion – The Old School House –
is totally off-grid, with no electricity,
internet or mobile reception.
Their aim in the redesign was to
show that low-fi living could be both
comfortable and
stylish. A gas-lit
luxury paradise.
“The house
itself is really
elegant,” says
Vanessa. “We
.
added windows
and skylights so
it’s swamped in natural light, and you’re
aware of the dramatic landscape and
wildlife around you. The wood-burning
stoves provide lashings of boiling water
for the roll-top bath. The sheets are the
best quality Egyptian cotton.”
There’s one small shop on the island
that covers guests’ basic needs, and
sells locally made fish pies and venison
casseroles. “Everything you do is tideand weather-dependent,” says Vanessa.
“Every case of wine has to be carried
onto the boat and up to the main house.
Every empty bottle then has to do the
return journey across the sea again.”

With no TIME wasted
making EVERYDAY
logistical decisions, you
are FREE to dream

The island itself has a rich history:
it was the inspiration for Neverland
in J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan. As an artist
herself, Vanessa hosts a program of
artists’ residencies, writing workshops
and playwriting retreats on the island.
She’s also developing the nature reserve
by planting thousands of trees to manage
the ancient woodland.
Unsurprisingly, the island is a place
that most visitors find to be extremely
creatively inspiring.
“The days on Shona are endless,” says
Vanessa. “In summer it doesn’t get dark
until midnight. With no time wasted
making everyday logistical decisions, you
are free to dream, make art and focus
on friends and family. The environment
is never static; tides pull in and out at
different times each day; the weather
rolls in over the Atlantic, providing clear
blue days and big cloud days, but mostly
a mix of the two. This, plus the landscape,
means you can’t fail to be inspired.”
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REMOTE
CONTROL
DREAM of an island ESCAPE?
There’s an option for EVERY budget.
BEST FOR…
BACKPACKING

Unlike many private islands in the Maldives,
Velaa is owned by only one person: Jiri Smejc,
a business man and frequent flier. Velaa is
named after the sea turtles that inhabit the
island, which has been designed to look
like the marine creatures from above. The
over-water villas seek to offer high-end luxury
with the ocean as a centrepiece. Located in
the Noonu Atoll, 187km north of Malé, the
retreat is built using local materials.
velaaprivateisland.com

FOR… SECLUSION
After purchasing Isla Simca, its new owner,
Jean Pigozzi, was so determined to keep it
secluded that he also purchased 4046
hectares of the Panamanian coastline closest
to it. It is all now a playground for guests,
offering mangroves for kayaking, scubadiving and jet-skiing, plus 64km of mountain
tracks. Situated at the island’s summit, 300
metres above the sea, four houses can sleep
up to 30 guests. There’s also a private cinema.
avenueproperty.com
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BEST FOR…
COST-CUTTING
You can stay on a private island for free
thanks to the start-up Workaway.info, which
matches hosts with holidaymakers who are
willing to exchange skills or manual labour for
accommodation. The owners of a 263-hectare
private island in Lambay, Ireland, are currently
looking for someone who can help in their
home, babysit and do a spot of gardening.
There are also islands that are listed in
Croatia, Greece, Sicily and New Zealand,
in exchange for labour such as nannying,
cleaning and maintenance. workaway.info
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PUMPKIN ISLAND

BEST FOR… LUXURY

Isla del Sol (Island of the Sun), a Bolivian
island in Lake Titicaca, is a favourite
with backpackers travelling across South
America. A boat from the mainland town
of Copacabana will drop you at the north
end of the car-free island and, from there, it’s
a tough day’s hike to the south end for the
boat trip home. Accommodation is basic (but
cheap!) and hard to book in advance, but the
casa owners are welcoming. In the off-season,
you could easily be the only tourist there.

BEST FOR…
PHOTOGRAPHY
Off New Zealand’s North Island, north
of Wellington, is Kapiti Island, a wildlife
sanctuary. A permit that can be booked
via approved tourism providers is required
to visit the island, which is home to rare bird
species, including the white-faced heron
and little spotted kiwi. Visitors can book
overnight stays – including glamping –
through Kapiti Island Nature Tours, the
only commercial operation on the island.
kapitiislandnaturetours.co.nz

AMILLA FUSHI

3 AIRBNB
ISLANDS
VELAA ISLAND

BIRD ISLAND IN BELIZE

From £377 per night, you can rent
this private island in Belize, which was
featured in Airbnb’s ‘Like this, live there’
marketing campaign. A self-catered,
Robinson Crusoe-style adventure, the tiny
island can sleep up to six people and has
electricity and even WiFi. It also comes
with the use of kayaks and fishing gear.

BEST FOR…
EXTRAVAGANCE

A wellness retreat cut off from distractions,
the COMO Parrot Cay resort is situated on
a 400-hectare island in the Turks and Caicos
group, and is a 35-minute transfer by boat
from the main island of Providenciales.
It aims to give guests an island full of
experiences – with a lot of pampering.
You can rent a villa with a dedicated butler,
indulge in holistic therapies and explore the
coastline via private boat. Yoga and pilates
is also on offer. comohotels.com

BEST FOR… NATURE

ISLETA EL ESPINO

In the heart of the D’Entrecasteaux Channel,
in the south of Tasmania, Satellite Island is
very exclusive and totally unspoilt. With one
eight-person summer house on the island
(and a bell tent), you’ll be alone to explore
the native bush, sheer sea cliffs and rocky
coves that surround the coastline. Rates
include pantry essentials (because there’s no
shop here), kayaks, snorkels and an endless
supply of wild oysters. Children under seven
aren’t permitted. satelliteisland.com.au

BEST FOR…
ECO ESCAPES
It may be small – just six hectares in total –
but Pumpkin Island in the Great Barrier Reef
has a lot to offer. Nestled in the Southern
Great Barrier Reef’s Keppel Group of islands,
14 kilometres off the coast of Yeppoon, the
island can sleep up to 34 guests in seven
self-catering units that are powered by the
wind and the sun, each with private decks
overlooking the sunset. A prime spot for
exploring Australia’s famous reef, the whole
island can be booked for a group holiday
or wedding. You can also arrange to have
a private chef at your disposal.
pumpkinisland.com.au

This treetop lodge on the tiny island of
Isleta El Espino has five guest bedrooms
from £117 per night, a swimming pool,
yoga platform and massage facilities.
Owned by brother and sister duo Kristen
and Andrew Werner, who purchased the
island in 2007, it’s just minutes away from
the Nicaraguan city of Granada.

URRACA PRIVATE ISLAND
ECO-LODGE ON POPA
ISLAND, PANAMA

Sleeping up to 14 guests, the five pink
eco-friendly bungalows on this private
island in the Bocas del Toro region are
surrounded by coral reef and mangroves.
Share the island with the 12 monkeys
who inhabit it, unwind in a hammock or
take a tour – such as a crocodile night
safari – with your host, Francine.
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BEST FOR…
A HEALTH REBOOT

The Small Maldives Island Co offers up
accommodation on the Maldives’ Baa
Atoll, fitting up to 200 guests within their 59
houses and eight beach residences. Nestled
in a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, the Amilla
Fushi resort is accessible by sea plane or
speedboat – and it’s high luxury! You could
rent one villa and share the island with the
general public, but opt for their ‘private island
buyout’, and you’ll be paying from US$2.35
million for a four-night stay. tsmic.mv

THE TREETOP RANCHO
AT ISLETA EL ESPINO
ECOLODGE, NICARAGUA
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HOW TO
B U Y A P R I VAT E
ISLAND ON A
SHOESTRING
Start-up FOUNDER Maneesh
Sethi SPLIT the cost of an island
with 10 OF HIS FRIENDS.
Here, he explains HOW…

SHOP AROUND. There is an online
marketplace for islands called Private
Islands Online, but everything there is
very overpriced, ranging from around
US$250,000 to US$5 million. Instead,
we looked on Kijiji, a Canadian version
of Craiglist. Our island is located in
Nova Scotia in Canada, and it’s two
hectares across, which feels big for
us. People ask why we didn’t choose
somewhere hotter, but it can be [too far
to] travel to get to tropical islands – and
it’s a lot more expensive.
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POOL RESOURCES. Because there
are 10 of us, developing the island isn’t
a lonely task. And the people in our
group are engineers and van-dwellers
– people that actually do things. As an
entrepreneur, I don’t have the bandwidth
to plan building a dock or landscaping.
[On] our first visit we only had an
inflatable raft to get there and I was
wearing my nice clothes, clearing trails.
CREATE RULES. You can get voted
off our island! We have a constitution.
We’re developing a constitution through
a Facebook page that lets us discuss plans
for the island, organise trips and debate
if we should have goats. I have a goatphobia so I am very much against goats
on the island! We’re building one big
communal structure, and then each [will]
have our own private plot to build on.
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MANAGE EXPECTATIONS. As the
co-founder of Pavlok, a wearable device
that helps you to break bad habits, I’m
busier than ever. Although we have 3G
coverage on the island, I haven’t ever
tried to work there. In fact, I haven’t
been there for a year. At least I’m
assured that my island is being cared
for by someone who treats it like his
own – because it also belongs to him.

PHOTOGRAPHY HAAISH UMAIR

SET THE GOAL. When I was 16 I
decided I wanted to buy an island. So,
when my friend Tynan called me four
years ago and said he was looking for
nine other people to buy a cheap private
island with, I said yes immediately.
Along with a group of 10 or so people,
we split the cost, so we each own onetenth of it as an LLC (a Limited Liability
Company). The entire cost of the island
was less than US$100,000, so it was less
than US$10,000 each.

