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When serendipity struck in 2001, Karinna 

James heeded its call. She was awoken by a 

dream of opening a tea salon, one that offered 

guests a distinctive sensory tea experience. 

Little did she know that fulfilling this dream 

would take her on a global adventure across 

three continents with her husband, Tom, and 

her daughter, Casey. Their four-month pil-

grimage exposed them to a myriad of cultural 

traditions surrounding tea growth, brewing, 

and consumption. Yet one common thread 

linked these divergent international traditions: 

the deep-seated reverence and passionate 

appreciation for this 4,500-year-old beverage.

Karinna and Tom poured their wealth of 

newfound insight into opening the Urban Tea 

Merchant in 2004. A tranquil oasis in the heart 

of downtown Vancouver’s concrete and glass 

monoliths, their signature boutique showcases 

more than 250 fine harvest and exclusive blends 

from TWG Tea, celebrated among the world’s 

luxury tea brands. Guided tasting experiences 

enable tea enthusiasts to acquaint themselves 

with the subtle nuances of various blends and 

the brewing rituals associated with them.

The Urban Tea Merchant’s elegant tea salon 

offers respite from the city core’s hustle and 

bustle. It’s the ideal spot to linger over a holi-

day tea service with tea-infused winter treats 

and a pot of delicate White Christmas Tea, a 

Yin Zhen white tea incorporating notes of fruit 

and seasonal spice. There are also nine enticing 

tea cocktails, as well as a savoury small-bites 

menu. Of particular note is the Matcha Sour, 

which adds TWG Tea Matcha to the classic  

bourbon-based tipple, an ideal match for the 

Ocean Trio plate that includes Singapore 

Breakfast Tea–seared ahi. JOIE ALVARO KENT

A SIPPING JOURNEY
The Urban Tea Merchant.

As you whiz through brilliant turquoise waters 

to the Caribbean hideaway of Necker Island 

by speedboat, with the ocean spray blasting 

your face and the engine roar only punctuated 

by the pop of a champagne-bottle cork, it’s 

easy to lose yourself in the moment. Only if 

you keep your eyes peeled as you approach the 

British Virgin Island will you spot the rebuild-

ing of the Great House atop Devil’s Hill. 

It’s been just over a year since the Balinese-

style home of Virgin tycoon Sir Richard 

Branson was struck by lightning and razed by 

fire during a tropical storm. Guests staying at 

the time included actress Kate Winslet, who 

helped carry Branson’s 90-year-old mother, 

Eve, to safety. Thanks to the Branson family’s 

indomitable spirit (“We’ll create something 

even more special out of the ruins,” said 

Branson), only six weeks after the fire in August 

2011, the island was back on its feet.

Today, the paradise retreat (which Branson 

purchased for $320,000 U.S. in 1978), is very 

much open for business. Apart from a glimpse 

of the construction as you arrive at the 74-acre 

isle (either by boat or helicopter), you could 

easily vacation for a week amidst year-round 

sunshine and lush f lora and fauna and be 

oblivious to any work taking place. “Some new 

guests don’t even realize that there was a Great 

House,” says general manager Kenton Jones. 

Until the new nine-bedroom Great House is 

completed in summer 2013 (when Necker will 

accommodate a maximum of 30 guests), the 

private retreat can host up to 16 people. This 

number is split between six newly refurbished 

Bali houses, as well as Temple House and Love 

Temple. There is also the option of hiring 

Branson’s 105-foot luxury catamaran, Necker 
Belle, taking the current-capacity total to 30. 

You can rent Necker exclusively, or book 

an individual room during a Celebration 

Week and share the island with others. These 

weeks are no exception to attracting notable 

names, and you may end up hanging out with 

an A-lister poolside, while sipping a Painkiller, 

the BVI’s signature rum cocktail. All your food 

(prepared by Michelin-trained chefs such as 

Gareth Zachary), drink, and activities, along 

with 60 full-time staff, are part of the deal.

Unwind at the Bali Leha Spa with a pam-

pering Balinese massage, or channel Branson’s 

daredevil streak with kitesurfing, his preferred 

island sport. Tennis fans can hit the revamped 

tennis courts, and professional coach Mike 

Richards is on hand for private lessons. 

At night on Necker, you never know who 

you’ll be rubbing shoulders with at parties such 

as a tribal evening, where guests dress up in fit-

ting attire, and the beach is transformed with 

cushions on the sand and a barbecue dinner 

under the stars. The island offers total privacy, 

making it popular over the years with the likes 

of Oprah, Robert De Niro, Nelson Mandela, 

Kate Moss, and recently Prince Harry. No doubt 

when the Great House is completed, there will 

be one hell of a party. CARRIE BUCKLE

NECKER ISLAND
A private paradise.

As you whiz through brilliant turquoise waters 

to the Caribbean hideaway of Necker Island 

by speedboat, with the ocean spray blasting 

your face and the engine roar only punctuated

by the pop of a champagne-bottle cork, it’s 

easy to lose yourself in the moment. Only if 

you keep your eyes peeled as you approach the 

British Virgin Island will you spot the rebuild-

ing of the Great House atop Devil’s Hill. 

It’s been just over a year since the Balinese-

style home of Virgin tycoon Sir Richard 

Branson was struck by lightning and razed by 

fire during a tropical storm. Guests staying at 

the time included actress Kate Winslet, who

helped carry Branson’s 90-year-old mother, 

Eve, to safety. Thanks to the Branson family’s

indomitable spirit (“We’ll create something 

even more special out of the ruins,” said 

Branson), only six weeks after the fire in August 

2011, the island was back on its feet.

Today, the paradise retreat (which Branson

purchased for $320,000 U.S. in 1978), is very 

much open for business. Apart from a glimpse 

of the construction as you arrive at the 74-acre

isle (either by boat or helicopter), you could

easily vacation for a week amidst year-round

sunshine and lush f lora and fauna and be

oblivious to any work taking place. “Some new 

guests don’t even realize that there was a Great 

House,” says general manager Kenton Jones.

Until the new nine-bedroom Great House is 

completed in summer 2013 (when Necker will 

accommodate a maximum of 30 guests), the

private retreat can host up to 16 people. This

number is split between six newly refurbished

Bali houses, as well as Temple House and Love 

Temple. There is also the option of hiring 

Branson’s 105-foot luxury catamaran, Necker 
Belle, taking the current-capacity total to 30. 

You can rent Necker exclusively, or book 

an individual room during a Celebration

Week and share the island with others. These 

weeks are no exception to attracting notable

names, and you may end up hanging out with

an A-lister poolside, while sipping a Painkiller,

the BVI’s signature rum cocktail. All your food 

(prepared by Michelin-trained chefs such as

Gareth Zachary), drink, and activities, along 

with 60 full-time staff, are part of the deal.

Unwind at the Bali Leha Spa with a pam-

pering Balinese massage, or channel Branson’s 

daredevil streak with kitesurfing, his preferred 

island sport. Tennis fans can hit the revamped 

tennis courts, and professional coach Mike 

Richards is on hand for private lessons. 

At night on Necker, you never know who 

you’ll be rubbing shoulders with at parties such 

as a tribal evening, where guests dress up in fit-

ting attire, and the beach is transformed with 

cushions on the sand and a barbecue dinner

under the stars. The island offers total privacy, 

making it popular over the years with the likes 

of Oprah, Robert De Niro, Nelson Mandela, 

Kate Moss, and recently Prince Harry. No doubt 

when the Great House is completed, there will 

be one hell of a party. CARRIE BUCKLE

NECKER ISLAND
A private paradise.

THIS ARTICLE APPEARED IN THE WINTER 2012 ISSUE OF NUVO  ©2012 NUVO Magazine Ltd. www.nuvomagazine.com


