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VIOLENTLY HAPPY

Phuket may be Thailand's biggest and busiest island, but it's also home to the country’s
swankiest hotels and hideaways. Graeme Green uncovers three of the finest on this Island,

and perhaps any other

ve oue a fighter says kickboxing VAN AL
instractor Sompetch Jumpatong Rt
(or Petch’), spurring me on

“Harder. Kick harder” Down in the gym oA
of the new Keernala resoct in Phuket, the b S0 by P

i P Yy by COMK

two ol us circle the room, Petch calling
out moves: left punch, right punch, left
knoee, right knee, kick. Five final swinging
kicks into Petch’s pads and my ono-to-

Islamic morning prayers and birdsong
from the surrounding forest create a
gentle start to the day

one session is done. I'm covered in sweat;
training in Thailand's national sport, Muay
Thai kickbaoxing, is a tough workout.

No one in their right mind would come
to Phuket to pick a fight. Beyond the gym,
the islands sweltering heat and abundance
of beaches keeps things decidedly laid-back
But this is also the biggest and busiest
istand in Thailand: with so many people
getting away from it all, it can seem difficult
to actually get away from it oll, Unless, of
course, you know where to look

I'd come to stay at the Keemala Resort
und Spa, one of the most talked about
new openings in Thadland, That's largely
due to the eye-catching design; with bird's
nest villas, safari-style tents and onson-
shaped trechouse towers, the indand resort,
around ten minutes from Kamala beach,
has a playful ‘enchanted forest” feel. There's
nothing else like it on Phuket

Istay in a bird's nest villa, a vast, quiet
space with a massive bed, & huge bathroom
with a gold-coloured mosaic loor and
its own private ten-metre long infinity
pool overlooking Kamala Bay, Islami
morming prayers and birdsong from the

CRTUIL "2OM LT

surrounding forest create a gentle start to
the day, which gets more encrgetic with

my morning Muay Thai session. Not just a
national sport, Muay Thai is a form of self
defence, which is learnt by young Thal boys
and girls across the country, Petch tells me.
“We learn Thal boxing to protect ourselves
I learnt from myy dad, to protect mysedf,
because 'm small, But it's also very good
for your body, for fitness, for strength”

The rest of my stay couldn’t be bess
encrgetic. | make good use of the Mala spa,
with a Harmonizing Massage on the day
alter my flight, a full-body massage with
ginger and lemongrass oil that’s so calming
I imost fall asleep, and o firm, decidedly
non-sleeping traditional Thai Massage the
following day. Dinner's served in )
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G) the Su Tha restaurant, which plays laid
back pre-club bar-style music and offers
Thal classics on the menu, like Phad Thai,
peanulty Massaman curry and flery Tom
Yam soup,
In the moming, | head out with
Tatchakarn Thanadechapasn (or Karn)
{rom the hotel for a Heritage Walk of Old
Phuket Town. "Phuket’s always been a
big trading point, on the Spice Route and
also for tin] Kam tells me, as we drive
into town. She's also seen Phuket change
aver her lifetime, from the early days
when backpackers started visiting
this island paradise, through to the
big resorts and five-star hotels
“When | was young, it was very
green everywhere. You could
SR count the number of cars on the
» island, Now, it's so busy”

T 45N We stroll wround the O3 Town,
¥ exploring Buddhist and Tioist
shrines where incense fills the air. On
the edge of town, there's a statue of a
goklen dragon, “That is Hal Leng Ong, king
of the south seas” Karn tells me. “People
from Phudet think the island itself is the
dragon rising from the sea. I you look at &
map, it can look hike that”

We continue on to Wat Mongkol Nimat,
the "Royal Temple, next to Soi Rommanee,
where Karmn points to the street sign:
“Rommanee means ‘pleasure’ or "happy
ending’, 50 you can guess what used to
happen here? It was the red light district
during the tin-trading period. where
merchants and traders would go to
release thedr energy”
I move on from Keemala to
Paresa, o luxury hotel high up
on the coastal cliffs along from
Kamala beach. “This arca's known
as Milllonalew’s Mile] operations
manager Mirko Corbedlo tells me,
as he shows me to my villa. “The
price of property is outrageous”
The hotel makes the most of its
sunset-facing, west coast location, with
every villa, pool, restaurant and spa
looking out over the Andaman Sea, | spend
the afternoon swimming in the sleek pool,
even though my villa has its own private
one (both looking out to sea). The rooms
are minimalist but spacioas, with karge
ocean-view windows, In the evenings, after
dark, I watch the lights of fishing boats
come on across the Andaman Sea.
I head out early in the morning with
the hotel's Adventure Team guides Patrick
and Alif, driving up to the northemn tip of
Phuket and into Phang Nga provinee to
Lampd Forest, an area of greenery so quiet
that dogs are sleeping in the road. We
hike a circuit around Lanpt Waterfall, the
park’s ranger Mi Alganiyapon Chaanyannua
beading us up into the humid forest on leafy,
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NEED TO KNOW

moist pathwarys scattered with mushrooms, Keemala
some of them of the ‘magic’ variety

At Tonprai Falls, n quick drive away, we
take a cooling dip In a rock pool, before a
banquet lunch set up under the shade of
u wide lukmal tree: shir mp, tuna, salmaon,

salads, cakes... Apart from a few locals

and a colourful cockerel strutting across
s

the grass, it's empty here. Of the many

Point Yamu by COMO

thousands of tourists on Phuket, It seems { S al il
no one knows about this place

From Parcsa, | travel across to the east
side of the sland, to Point Yamu by COMO

hotel, overiooking Phang Ngn Bay. The hotel

also has an Impressive coastal location, with
Views out across the Andaman Sea. “The
grant lobby is filled with colourful fowers,

while sultes are dex orated in un‘ﬁl'.,:‘.\’hl'u

People from Phuket
think the island itself is
the dragon rising from

the sea

and blue. There's also one of the coolest

looking swimiming pools I've come across
in Asin here - three sections totalling 100
metres, with cool blue-white tides that
match the sky, so it feelds like you're half
swimming, ball-fying

Alter a day by the pool, a signature

shambhala ol and hot-towel massage in

the spa, and a bue crab and coconut curry

in the Thal restaurant Nahmyna,

wil
ofl the following mor

& from the pier
at Yamu village on a wooden motorboat,
salling out across the ocean to COMO's

pew, exclusive beach clubs ‘The strip of

beach on Nakavad Island is decked

out
with sun-loungers, a bar and restaurant
cabanas, with kayaks and stand-up
paddichoards (SUPs) to borrow. The small,
uncrowded beach is far away, phivsically
and mentally, from the crowds and busy
bars of Phuket’s tourist epicentre Patong

*You know t}

James Bond movie
Mane With The Goiden Gun™ one of the
walters asks me, "Over there! he points to
a cluster of limestone islands across the
open ocean, “is where they filmed 1L James
Bond Island bs just over there”

I borrow a SUP board and head out In
their general direction, but they're too far
to try to reach. It focls good ”'-ll.'\"l. to be
mn the Andaman Sea, the
sun boating down, looking over towards

standing upe

the islands. The sca’s calm and it's easy to
make progress, untl overconfidence, or the

swell from a passing motorboat, topples me

froem the board into the water. | get back oo
and paddie out further, bat I'm shaky and

tumble again, It doesa’t matter, though; not
omly is the water warm, but out here there's

10 ooe around to see me fall, @
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