20 GREAT WINTER GETAWAYS
FOR LESS THAN $200 A NIGHT
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CAYD ESPANTO, A NEW LUXURY RESORT OFF THE COAST OF BELIZE,
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ROEITA, KEPT APOLOGDNG—AND WE COULDN'T UINDERSTAMD: Wi

kiy wile and | had just arrved at Cayo Espenta, & new private-island
resort off the Belize Barnaer Reef, the longest real in the YWestern Hemi-
schare, On tha boat trip from Ambergns Cay, our skipper had offerad
iced washelaths and radiced ahead with an ordar for daiquicis. Mow,
linpd up betong us in white T-shirts and crgp chakis wene a half-dozen
members of the hotel’s staff, offen ng Mong iced towels, ice water, icy
drifics, and & wanm greeting.

Lo why was Rosita Alarrilla, ':.h:u;} Espanto’s guest services manager,
aspologizing e she took us up the line, ntreducing the island’s dree
miaster, the chef snd his assistant, & housskeeper, and a houseman?

Fosita ducioed her heac. Lsually, she asd dhyly, the ing wouls haes
strgiched mara han bence 6l :l'_l.-.g_ with mode housoerman and kitchon
staf, a lawndress, groundshoopors, and an enginoer. 1t added up 1o
a staff-to=gueest ratio of tes to one, imprestnee e an igland with anly
five cabanas and a maximum capacity of 14 guests. But this wealk,
mast of the staff was off for Easter

Then she gedured toward our cabana, Casa Ceta, reached via a
boardwalk that seemed to float over a stretch of Di:'rF“L‘f.I.i:.' wihite, par-
fectly raked sand. At the end of a dock jutting off Obeta lay two
bleached-wood beds postioned to face the sun and an endless blue
horizon. Two carefully rolled towels backoned cur jet-stilt necks.

Rasita had nothing te apalogize for
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LIKE SOME FASHION'DESIGMNER'S VISION OF PERFECTION, CAYD ESFANTO DISTILLS THE

CARIBBEAM DREAM TO ITS PUREST, SIMPLEST FORM=—IUST ¥YOLU, ALOME WITH THE ELEMENTS
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WITH ITS DENSE JUNGLES, COUNMTLESS MAYAN RUIMT, AND WOBLD-CLASS
diving, Belize has been an adventurer's destination for decades. Only
m-l:mtlg.' have its hotals dabbled n the subtler pleasure-5 of h:.:_'_-h 5:5.{.&,
Like some fashion designer’s vision of perfection, Cayo Espanto dis
tills this Caribbean desam b its purast, simplm.t F-;:rm'n—ps.: you, alone
with tha alamanis.

Jaff Grarn, the owner of Cayo Espanta, amassed a srall fartune selk
ing Mazda Miata accessories before bacoming a real estate developar,
“That's how | make money,” he explained onve night over cocktails
wragped in Egyplian linens. “This,” he said, waving his arm cut the win-
cow of Cayo Expanto's dock house, "is how | spend it.*

Gram discovered Belize whan he fell il in Guaternala, headed 1o
Ambargris Cay to recuperate, and, as is his wont, spent his days look-
ing at islands. “I've ..:l'-rruj'i wanted 1o Duwy an island; doesn™ BVETY-
barcly T° he asks. He sersed an opporiunity argd retunned repeanedly,
tocding arcund Baline’s E':".'l-p us cays in an inflatable boatwith a 15-
mpﬁﬂ‘ﬂ mator that he ||.th|__-|,|-\,] in his suitcase. In 1993, Gramn I'_'A;hu?ﬂ;
':l:l-'!'l} E'!lp'\-ﬂ"‘l.ﬁ_. a raw, low three-acre island, Continued 1 Chapr 24%
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(Continued from page 204) and de-
cided to build his fantasy hotel, “be-
cause | couldn't affard what | wanted
and a staff of teenty-five ary other way "
The kind of traveler wha asks for six ax-
wra pillows when he checks into a hotel,
(Gram wasn' luuﬂ‘udbyﬁelme&mng
land which are isclated

the barrier reef and cater to serious
divers. 5o he chose 1o create a luxury
rasort right on the reef.

Cayo Espanto translates as “Phan-

hang it to dry on chicken-wire racks. A
guard, left behind to keep watch and
armed with no more than a bottle of
rumn, would inevitably get scused and
00 apparitions.

Frankly, only ghosts would have
wanted to stay on this flat platter of
sand ringed with tangled mangrove.
But Gram dredged four feat of sand 10
raise the island’s surface, brought in
rich dirt, and planted 600 troes.

Tiwa rencwned resort planners who
had worked an the Peninsula Baverly
Hills—landscape designer James Hyatt
and interior designer Darrell Schmitt—
ware 5o intnigued by Gram's vision for
Cayo Espanto that they helped plan it
free of charge. Schmits says his primary
goal wat to provide a stage for “a won-
derful sleeping experience and then a
wonderful waking experience, ten stops
from a swimming pool.” The five ca-
hanas seem to float in beds of foliege.
All are surrounded by decks and
trallisas; vividly painted shutter walls
latch opan by day. Three have plunge
pools and beds covered in voluminous
mosquito-net curtains—perfect for
h hed: Aock
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dear us 1o the hotel's beoking affice in
Morth Carglina. It took several weeks of
persistant phone calls and e-mails 1o
confirm our suspicion (but we decided
to go anyway). The hotels payment pal-
icy was ofi-putting, too. Within five days
of booking, Cayo Espanto requires a 50
percent deposit and docsn't take credit
«cards. Paymert in full must ba made 90
days before your stay. At the last mo-
ment, we learned that the hotel might
still be under construction, as it remaing
a wark in progress [three or four mor
cabanas and a central swimming pool
are planned). So whan we decided 1o
switch aur trip from November to Agril,
we felt like hostages, negotiating for
our few days of paace.

The slightly sour taste laft by that
haggling was later sweetened by the
care Gram's team took to ensure that
everything would be 1o our taste. We
received a four-page questionneine ask-
mg whn:h activities—diving, fishing,

might be

in and what cuisines—Asien, kosher,
vegutarian—we lked and disliked,
right down to how wa took our mam-
ing coffes. The las: question on the
survey was, "Do you prefer to be
spailed with attention . . . or do you
prefer complete privacy?” | really wasa't
trying to be difficult when | answered,
“It depends.”

Cayo Espanto is used to that sort of
behavior. And considering its prices. it
should be. The cabann we stayed in
runs $895 per night for twe—complete
with food and drink but not wire—and
will cost as much as $1,595 over the
Christmas season. And indeed, after a
rescky first few hours when our demands.

house, with a larger pool, &s well suited
for families.

MAREARA AND | DIDNT MEAN TO BE, BUT WE
jproved to be demanding, If not diffieult,
guests. After hearing of Cayo Espanto,
we sant for a brochure, which we ex-
amined closely a3 soon a3 it arrived, From
the photos, we began to suspect that
the water around the island was too
shallow for anything more than wading
and floating. Our skepticism didn't en-

b & hair diryer,
Bend—hd!. 8 beach umbrella, a rubber
raft—the last arrived two days later. but
arrive it did), our personal houseman,
Obed, begen to anticipate our desires,
fulfilling them so smartly and sweetly
that we came to suspect that pleasing
us actually plessed him.

Obed wat both 3 hovenng prasence
and a sant ghost ‘We ware told
how to signal him whan the coast was
clear to approach in the morning—bry
opening one wall of shutters (the other
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two faced the saa ard the mangrove
that hid our cabana fom the next)

rost of the day wo id call Obod on
the in y, ot o the
walkio-talkios wa dochned to carry, or
we could sten for s singsong “knock-
knock™ and find him, hands behing his
back, waiting for a with or command.
Adrae dinnar ho wald ready the bad
and disappenr Presumably, he slept
h e couldr't be
ht 1 o towals
on our sun beds wou! ﬂ dnap

resident yellow Labeaciar, wha is ot al-
lowed on the decks or in the cabanas,

bt
beside our bed ane night. Curious,
worwat, and full of parsanaliny, Saty -
ted in and out of our thres-day stay, ce-
cumnavigating hia island with s in
great wat leaps wheneuor we took out
s kayoks, samatimes standing mo-
Bonbess on our doci o watch the swanms
of minnows in the water belew, but never
ance Begging

W oursalves had atle need 1o ]
on Cayo. Freshly made guacamole
awaited whin we first entered our ca-
bana. A fow moments later, Belze-bom,
Louisana-trained chef Jasan
rived to discuss cur firs: meals. Break-
fasts began with watermelon or papaya

thaless endid up snooting

v, followed by
o FRncharos wil

ch afierings as
jurst-saee tae-
Lunchos wera simplo af

tillas
jackhish tac
cliy, pursta prenarvesa with grilled chicksn
the nest. Dinner was a production
Obad and & helper woen heaciets (b

"M Sync] to communicate with the
kitchan The fiest night. we ate in our
we asked Obed o
set up a torchiit table on the sand 1t was.
ty that an thie thid 1, we
choss a repoat engagement athar then
©a: at the end of our dock or under the
diming palaa

Stuffed with facd. surned by the
sunny vista Eafom us each maming, we

towek and s Egyptis
just sit by the plangs pool;
hown in the sea thiee steps beyond: 1o
dinirk, have 8 massage, or iimply state
8t the horizon. The sta tels the tale of
o couples wha shared the istand for
o week but
ot the airport hasding home. We saw our
neighbors—a honeymoaning couple—
criy 2 fow times, wher thoy smenged 1o
&5 benaf
Caya Espanto is as eco-frendly as its
staff s guost-fnendly, Fan of what
tracted the design tesm was Gram's
i stence that the resort be seffoaustainng
Ench £a2anp MBS 25 6wn S0 powaene
battery. The air-conditionng rurs only
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