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	   Island 						    
shopping

Owning a ‘paradise isle’ of your own is easier than ever 
before – just remember to pack a spirit of adventure…

Some celebrate success with a 
second Maserati, a Chanel-
toting mistress or a view-

drenched summer villa on the coast. Others buy an island. 
To own a piece of land with water on all sides and a decent 
stretch of beach has become the ultimate status symbol, 
and the ideal opportunity to pursue that real-life castaway 
fantasy. Yet it can also be an intensely emotional invest-
ment, fraught with complications and unusual obstacles: 
they didn’t call the reality show Survivor for nothing. So 
whether your island propels you up in high society or out 
of it, expect it to make plenty of waves. 

When Aristotle Onassis married Jackie Kennedy on 
their newly bought Greek island, Scorpios, the sky shone, 
the glint of the azure waters blinded, and public inter-
est in private islands soared. Back in the 1960s, the con-
cept still seemed incredibly exotic, and mostly impractical, 

considering that wireless telegraphs were still viewed as a 
sturdy form of telecommunication. But now any celebrity  
worth their Oscar or businessman worth his empire has 
at least one hidden away. Mel Gibson is one of Fiji’s more 
famous residents, Johnny Depp and his family hide out in 
the Bahamas, and the Forbes family made a tidy sum by 
selling their slice of paradise in the South Pacific, Laucala 
Island, for 10 times its purchasing price. It went to Dietrich 
Mateschitz, the tycoon behind Red Bull. 

“The Internet revolution in the 1990s dramatically 
increased the popularity of private island purchase,” 
explains Alexis Pappas, director of operations at Private 
Islands Online, which was the first firm to conglomer-
ate the world’s private islands in a central marketplace. 
“Internet marketing created new opportunities for inter-
national sales in regions without a substantial local mar-
ket, including parts of Asia.” A flick through the firm’s 

Positively picturesque: Echo Bay 
Resort is located across from the 

northern tip of Vancouver Island.

176 177



178 179

Pacific and French Polynesia because for me they have 
the most beautiful islands in the world, but for what 
we invested we could just have had a patch,” Thomas 
explains. “This was going to be our home so I thought 
we needed at least 10 or 20 acres, so we didn’t feel like 
we were sitting on a raft in the middle of the ocean. 
Central America was a new area. It’s not developed in 
any way like the Eastern Caribbean.” 

The Thomas family chose a 26-acre plot 60 miles from 
the mainland with white sand beaches and a mangrove 
forest, and they called it Little Eden Cay. They home-
schooled their kids and integrated themselves gently 
into the Nicaraguan culture through a small team of 
staff, while local builders helped them put together 
their dream home. The family only chose to go from 
full time to part time on the island when Jenifer fell 
pregnant, and they have now put it up for sale. Martin 

felt compelled to write a book about the experience, 
which he called Slice of Heaven.    

“Buying an island can be very challenging, especially 
in a foreign country, and there are often bureaucratic 
and environmental issues, but the prize is the pearl 
without price,” he says. “I don’t know where we’ve 
ever had that sense of magic, living on that island and 
knowing it was ours… I feel we paid our dues, but the 
beaches, turtles and birdlife, the sunsets every night… 
It was definitely the richest part of our lives.”

Your developmental plans and budget – as well as 
deciding whether you will be a full or part-timer – have 
much to do with the location of your ideal isle. Mill 
Lake Island Ontario is a modest splotch in Canada, 
smothered in bristling pine trees and garnished with 
a red wooden cabin, and its 0.5 acres are on the mar-
ket for just CAD275,000 (HK$2.22 million). The spot 
looks ideal for a weekend work retreat, but long term 
Crusoes should bear in mind that ‘island fever’ is not 
dissimilar to cabin fever; claustrophobia is still pos-
sible with the horizon in sight. Add a beach, 10 more 
acres and a warmer climate in, say, the Florida Keys, 
and you’re looking at somewhere above US$4 million 
(HK$31.2 million). Factors such as topography, acces-

upscale website leads you to 
around 650 properties for sale or 
rent, ranging from the wildest, 
loneliest Scottish outcropping to 
the Rolls-Royce Phantom of plots 
in the Caribbean. 

It is not just Internet shopping 
that has given this wealth trend wings. The technologi-
cal revolution has mobilised our lifestyles like nothing 
before, enabling us to conference call at 30,000ft, seal 
deals from the slopes, and most importantly, conduct 
business from the porch of tropical island cabanas. 
Teleporting may still need fine-tuning, but virtual com-
muting makes island living a lot more tenable. And as 
the world gets smaller and society grows increasingly 
frenetic, the chance to get away from it all becomes 
ever more attractive.

When New Zealander Martin Thomas and his wife 
Jenifer began looking for an island to buy, it was in 
Central America that their search ended, at a small 
isle off Nicaragua’s Mosquito Coast. The pair, along 
with their four young children, had spent years in Italy 
renovating an old schoolhouse, and they felt ready for 
something more ambitious. “I looked into the South 

Mel Gibson is one of Fiji’s more famous 
residents, and Johnny Depp and his 
family hide out in the Bahamas

The villa at Guanaja Rock in Honduras, where the 
pirate Blackbeard is said to have buried treasure.

Movie star Mel Gibson has 
an island getaway in Fiji.

When Johnny Depp wants 
to escape the media glare, 
he heads to the Bahamas.

For sale: Stanath in Greece – but could 
you cope with the isolation?

A place in the sun: owning an island is 
now de rigeur for the rich and famous.

Middle Sedge island in New Jersey, a ‘stone’s 
throw’ from Manhattan, costs US$6.5 million.

The luxurious poolside 
area at Little Eden Cay.
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sibility and available infrastructure should all affect your 
feelings about a place, just as they affect its price. 

Buyers in Asia should also be aware that unless they 
are a resident of a country, the most they can expect 
from its government is the chance to lease an island 
long term, so it is best not to get too excited about 
that plot off Phuket just yet. Even so, lucrative invest-
ments continue to be made. “Island resorts are very 
viable business ventures [in Thailand], and in emerg-
ing markets such as Sri Lanka; which is slightly off the 
beaten path,” reveals Pappas. “In terms of areas I’d 
suggest you avoid any region such as the Philippines, 
where the purchase of leasehold islands must be made 
through a company with a majority Philippine owner-
ship. Granted, many individuals have successfully pur-
chased islands in this roundabout manner, but scams 
are not unheard of.” The political stability of the coun-
try in question should also be considered, as should the 
fact that, wherever you buy your island, you will still 
have immigration to contend with.

Once a target is chosen the legal tangles and red tape 
can be overwhelming, and this is where a good lawyer 
comes in. Ownership policies need to be checked to 
be sure that, for example, you still own property below 
the high tide mark (for beach rights 
and docking), and that no indigenous 
group will be put out by the purchase. 
A bemused Mel Gibson found himself 
at the sharp end of a legal dispute in 
2005 when local Fijians challenged his 
right to buy Mago Island. They claimed 
that their ancestors had been forced to 
sell the land for 2,000 coconut palms in 
the nineteenth century, then massacred. 
Gibson took the wisest route and settled the dispute 
peacefully: it seems that for him, isolation still requires 
neighbours that wave back.

The more blissfully remote your island is, the harder, 
naturally, it will be to get to. Along with an undisturbed 
horizon and ample opportunities for frolicking outside 
naked, this can make the monthly shop more than a little 
gruelling. “We had to ship every item, every nail, 60 miles 
by canoe from the mainland, weather permitting!” says 
Thomas, recalling the months spent building the fam-
ily home. “There were times when we’d be expecting 
workers to arrive with materials and there’d be a choppy 
sea, and we wouldn’t see them for a week.” Luckily, the 
increase in prefabricated homes and DIY desalination plant 
kits on the market has made life much easier for ‘islomani-
acs’. Still, many brokers recommend being no more than a 
90-minute helicopter ride from the mainland.

Like most kinds of property, islands need constant 

care, and whether you’re in residence or not, mainte-
nance costs can be high. According to Farhad Vladi, of 
Vladi Private Islands, a broker based in Germany, these 
can run from HK$10,000 to HK$500,000, depending 
on the size of your staff. Owners of smaller personal 
islands might employ a local fisherman to keep an eye 
on things, but in regions with a thriving narcotics trade, 
islands will need a full time caretaker.

Whether you have an entourage or not, castaway living 
tends to suit a certain type of person. Communications can 
die, monsoons can hit, and drains can back up with not 
a single plumber in a 50-mile radius. Sometimes all three 
happen simultaneously. “I think the personality type best 
suited to island living is very independent and somewhat 
adventurous. Islands have a lot of appeal for entrepreneurs 
for this reason!” notes Pappas. “When you’re rather iso-
lated on an island, even the owner of the most luxurious 
retreat will sometimes need to rely on their own ingenuity 
to make repairs or solve problems. For many [this is] a wel-
come escape from having others at their beck and call.” 

Private Islands Online even features a laudable quiz 
that analyses an individual’s compatibility with island 
ownership, something of a reality check for spendthrift 
daydreamers. Taking it, I find myself forced to consider 

my reactions to flooded toilets, airport delays and the 
level of intimacy between myself and my Blackberry. Hit-
ting the airport bar and happily leaving my Blackberry in 
various taxis across town worked to my advantage, smil-
ing winningly at my neighbour in times of toilet catastro-
phe, did not. “You’re a good candidate for island owner-
ship, but bring your man Friday along and don’t sign any 
papers until you’ve spent a week or two on the island,” 
reads my diagnosis. It further suggested that I “consider 
an island that’s already developed, because your score 
indicates that you like the idea of ownership, but may 
not have the true grit to build a thatch hut”, and that 
I try “to determine the difference between fantasy and 
firm resolve”. The truth can hurt. 

Cheyenne Morrison, keeper of an ‘islomaniacs blog’ 
and industry know-it-all, would no doubt agree. His post-
ing about ownership psychology notes that though many 
may toy with the idea of having their own island, few are Te
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capable of successfully pulling it off. Still, his blog is an aspi-
rational resource, with advice on everything from useful 
recipes – think conch salad and honeyed lamb – to suitable 
architecture. He also delves into the nature of the venture 
as an investment. “Islands are the most limited real estate 
commodity on the planet,” he observes. “They can’t be 
created, and as the world’s population grows, fewer are 
available. Many countries prohibit the sale of islands for 
security or national interest... this makes islands in countries 
that allow their sale decidedly more valuable.”  

Martin Thomas concurs that the venture can pay off, 
with substantial care and effort. His clan bought the 
island for US$500,000 in 2002 and they are expect-
ing nearly US$4 million for it in its developed state. “It 
seems to me that for some reason the value of island 
land rises at a far greater rate than real estate, in spite of 
global warming,” he says. “These days it’s hard to find 
adventure and it’s hard to find fulfilment in ordinary life, 
and I think owning a private island guarantees those ele-
ments… whether it lasts 100 or 1,000 years.” 

As the world continues to evolve, so does the nature 
of true luxury, and for many, being master and com-
mander of an island property is a new and tantalising 
prospect. As thrills go, the venture is perhaps a little on 
the dramatic side, but no matter: should anyone you 
know object, you can simply vote them off.  

“Many countries prohibit the 
sale of islands for security or 
national interest... this makes them 
decidedly more valuable.” 

Living on Little Eden Cay in Nicaragua 
inspired owner Martin Thomas to 
write a book, Slice of Heaven.

Red Bull tycoon Dietrich Mateschitz 
bought the South Pacific island of 
Laucala from the Forbes family.

Aristotle and Jackie Onassis so 
enjoyed island life, they married 
on their Greek island Scorpios.




