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by Andrew 
Harris

A 
curious coun-
try, the Maldives. 
Over 1,000, mostly 
uninhabited 
islands of breath-

taking beauty dangling 
down a 600-mile-long daisy 
chain of intertwined 
Indian Ocean atolls, it’s 
the lowest country on 
earth. Most of it is 
barely a metre above 
sea level, the highest 
point just 2.4 metres. 
Even Holland has  
a hill!

It also boasts the high-
est divorce rate in the 
world, which isn’t bad 
going for a population of 
just over 400,000, dwarfed 
by nearly 1.5 million 
annual visitors, a signifi-
cant proportion of whom 
will be newlyweds. 

Perhaps it’s just as well offi-
cial policy has long kept the 
strictly Islamic, alcohol-free 
local islands — and their apparent 
penchant for splitting up — sepa-
rate from the tourist islands and 
their irrepressibly romantic allure 
for champagne-chugging honey-
moon couples. 

In truth, it would take more than 
d o w n - i n - t h e - m o u t h  s e r i a l 
divorcées to burst anyone’s bub-
ble, once their toes are in the pure 
white sand, and the tropical sun is 
slowly strafing through the coco-
nut fronds. The Maldives deliver 
what they promise and are every 
bit as gorgeous as they are pur-
ported to be.

The airport in the capital, Malé, 
is next to a huge seaplane centre 
where, if you’re lucky, your resort 
will have a lounge. I am lucky. 
Vakkaru, my destination in the 
Baa Atoll, has a lounge to eclipse 
many an international business 
class offering, from where I gaze 
down on to the strange spectacle 
of floating planes skimming on 
and off the water. 

The vast majority of the 
130 or so island resorts 
are tilted decidedly 
upscale, with commen-

surate pricing, not least as a result 
of the 60 per cent alcohol tax. 
Breaking the flight from Dublin 
with a welcome walk around 
Dubai’s ever-expanding airport, 
it’s tempting to raid the duty- 
free, but it’ll only be confiscated 
upon arrival. They’re diligent 
about it too.

At just over a year old, Vakkaru 
is one of the newest resorts in the 
Maldives, occupying an enviable 
position in the heart of the Baa 
Atoll, the only Unesco biosphere 
in the country. The 30-minute 
journey at low altitude across the 
atolls — effectively sunken volca-
noes — through the spectacular 
panorama of green, blue and tur-
quoise blobs splayed out below, is 
utterly mesmerising. 

After gliding straight on to the 
lagoon and taxiing to a long pier 
to be welcomed by the affable 
general manager Nicholas, it’s 
onto golf carts and straight into 
the network of jungle paths. 

Passing a set of huge creeper-
clad wooden gates, with bespecta-
cled Nicholas, who bears a  
passing resemblance to Richard 
Attenborough, delivering an ani-

mated monologue from the front 
seat, I get a sudden flashback to 
Jurassic Park. 

But rounding the corner, there 
are no herds of brachiosaurus, just 
my beachfront villa and a bicycle 
(the other main mode of trans-
port) parked outside.

The Maldives are renowned for 
overwater bungalows, and the lat-
est ones at Vakkaru are seriously 
sumptuous, not least the spectac-
ular four-bedroom, two-storey 
pool residence. 

My beach villa though enables 
me to walk straight out on to the 
sand and into the crystal-clear 
lagoon, which the forces of nature 
conveniently conspire to keep at a 
steady 28 degrees. 

All 125 overwater and beach  
villas are extremely spacious and 
finished to a very high design 

High spec: A 
living room 
and the 
resort’s 
games room

found

Crystal-clear lagoons, pure white 
sand and spacious beach villas — 
the Maldives truly is the best place 
in the world for utter relaxation

Paradise
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specification. Unashamed luxury, 
basically. Lounging around on my 
terrace, listening to the waves 
crashing gently on to the beach, 
engaged in nothing more shame-
ful than caressing a cold beer, 
stress is already slicing away 
quicker than a kebab shop on a 
Saturday night.

For a small island, it’s remarka-
bly easy to keep getting lost. Large 
tracts were previously part of a 
coconut plantation, and wherever 
possible, have been left undis-
turbed, contributing to a lush ver-
dant appearance. For those intent 
on locking down with nothing 
more than sun-soaked indolence 
for company, welcome to the trop-
ical island paradise perfection 
that your imagination had been 
trying to tell you about. 

Submission to the siren call of 

the Merana overwater spa is inevi-
table. Skilled therapists lie in wait, 
ready to render you into a sopo-
rific smiling lump of human use-
lessness, as the parrot fish sway 
silently underneath the glass floor 
below. Knots that you never knew 
you had, let alone needed knead-
ing, are expertly dealt with in 
quiet contemplation of what you 
can’t be bothered to do next. 

Which will most likely be address-
ing the impressive array of dining 
options, encompassing Asian 
fusion, Maldivian, an authentic 
Italian overseen by chef Paolo, 
Japanese and the Vakkaru Reserve 
for private dining, very cosily (and 
conveniently!) ensconced right 
next to its million-dollar wine 
cache. A lost equatorial outpost in 
gastronomic gaga land. 

For those whose personal per-

ception of paradise involves a lit-
tle more exertion, the middle of 
nowhere throws up a surprising 
array of possibilities. Vakkaru suc-
ceeds in curating a harmonious 
co-existence between couples and 
families, where children and teen-
agers have their own supervised 
dedicated spaces. 

There are tennis courts buried in 
the greenery, a full-sized pool, and 
an overwater gym. In the Splash 
dive centre, Brazilian dive-master 
Gabriel oversees all seaborne 
adventures from experienced 
scuba diving to first-time snorkel-
ers, whether on the house reef or 
within the Baa Atoll biosphere.

A half-hour speedboat ride, 
cresting across a spectacular sea-
scape of metamorphosing blues 
and greens, brings us to Hanifaru 
Bay. It’s the first time I’ve noticed 

other resort islands, some of which 
look out on to each other, unlike 
Vakkaru, where the only thing 
obscuring our view might be a 
passing pod of dolphins.

We’re on a snorkelling mission to 
see manta rays, but it turns out 
lady luck isn’t with us. Neither are 
the mantas. We’re whisked off to 
what rather alarmingly looks to 
me like the open sea to find out if 
turtles will stand in for the manta 
no-shows. 

What I’ve been assured for years 
is an entirely irrational fear of 
those big things with razor sharp 
teeth, sticky out dorsal fins, and 
an extremely uncompromising 
attitude, particularly around 
mealtimes, would normally have 
me very concerned about jumping 
in the open waters of the Indian 
Ocean. But my Jaws moment is 

short-lived, as the jaw-dropping 
coral landscape swallows us whole, 
into its teeming technicolour dis-
play of sub-aqua splendour. 

Snorkeller-in-chief Jacob sud-
denly points down to what even-
tually we make out is a large tur-
tle, momentarily encapsulated in 
a shaft of sunlight, nonchalantly 
breast stroking its way through 
another day in paradise. Joined by 
several others, and completely 
unfazed by our presence, they 
glide by, just inches away. 

The parallel universes of local 
Maldives and visitor Maldives 
were loosened up in 2009 when 
foreigners were finally permitted 
to visit non-resort islands. Inter-
mittent reports over human rights 
and questionable governance have 
long hinted at trouble in paradise, 
although the prospect of paradise 
in trouble is probably a more pre-
scient concern, given rising sea-
level projections. 

However, for those curious to 
explore Maldivian culture, in-
between the pursuit of the perfect 
tan and whatever Paolo is doing 
with the day’s tuna intake, 
Vakkaru is happy to assist, and 
can even facilitate escorted trips. 
Thuladhoo, a locally inhabited 
island, is just five miles away. 

The Maldives supposedly take 
their name from Maladvipa, 
ancient Sanskrit for garland, 
indicative of how these pretty 
interconnected coral atolls were 
pictured as floral atolls by their 
early Buddhist inhabitants. 

The modern era has witnessed a 
blossoming of opulent resorts 
right across the garland. A partic-
ularly alluring one has just opened 
up in the Baa Atoll. 

Travel Facts
How to get there: Emirates fly 
from Dublin to Male with fares 
from €850, visit emirates.com
Where to stay: Vakkaru Maldives 
has beach villas from €865 per 
night including breakfast, visit 
vakkarumaldives.com

Paradise
Pure luxury: The sumptuous 
beach villas at Vakkaru
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