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Sir Richard Branson’s autobiography would read like 
a fairy tale or perhaps, even better than a fairy tale. The 
53-year old entrepreneur has stayed the unorthodox 
master of his universe, directing a multi-billion dollar 
empire that he created from scratch as a teenager; 
continuing to run it four decades down with the same 
flair and bravado. Difficult to put him or his eclectic 
corporate house into a nutshell, but if one did, it would 
be apt to say that the only thing Richard Branson 
conforms to is unconformity. 

Reena Abraham

ENTERING CHARTERED TERRITORY

VIRGIN
WATERS

01  The multi-million dollar refit 
of the Necker Belle resulted 
in a magnificent vessel that is 
unique, stable and comfortable, 
capable of extended cruising. 
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houses, which include sweeping ocean views. The 
underlying logic is Branson’s mantra: Virgin stands for 
fun, and the unexpected. 

Perhaps with the intention of providing his 
original Caribbean property with a little sister, 
Branson recently purchased and refitted Necker 
Belle, a 32-meter catamaran with an unbelievable 
14-meter beam. After an extensive makeover in 
Australia, this majestic catamaran is now available 
for charter in the Caribbean in winter and the 
Mediterranean in summer. Necker Belle is one of 
the largest all-carbon multi hull yachts of its kind 
and can reach speeds of over 20 knots. 

 To add to the experience are spacious common 
areas and four beautifully appointed en suite main 
cabins, a crew of seven, and the best in fine dining. 
The portside deck is set up for game fishing and the 
chef is on hand to clean and cook the catch of the 

02  Sir Richard Branson, at 53, 
is a powerhouse of energy and 
ideas.

03  Cabins are all located on 
the main deck well above the 
waterline, designed to meet a 
multiplicity of accommodation 
needs and fitted with in-room 
entertainment systems.

04  A bar is set to port while 
to starboard, the lounge has 
a massive 52 inch flat screen 
television. If there is a need, the 
saloon can be converted into a 
fifth cabin using a privacy curtain.

H               e is not necessarily the world’s greatest 
businessman, or the most successful. His empire is 
spread randomly and his track record is checkered 
with hits and misses. Branson’s greatest business 
feat, perhaps, has been to engineer a breathtaking 
life for himself, and to successfully sell that lifestyle. 
He has created a career that feeds his great passions, 
holds his mercurial interest, and incorporates 
his incredibly united family while allowing for his 
idiosyncrasies and quirks. He loves adventure, and his 
job provides plenty of it. He has an insatiable curiosity, 
and his job provides an education one would never get 
in a classroom. “I don’t think of work as work and play 
as play. It’s all living.” 

In 1970 Virgin was founded as a mail order record 
retailer, and shortly afterwards Branson opened a 
record shop in Oxford Street, London, building a 
recording studio a few years later in Oxfordshire where 
the first Virgin artist, Mike Oldfield, recorded ‘Tubular 
Bells’. In 1977 Virgin signed the Sex Pistols and went 
on to sign many household names from Culture Club 
to the Rolling Stones, helping to make Virgin Music 
one of the top six record companies in the world. With 
around 200 companies in over 30 countries, the Virgin 
Group has now expanded into leisure, travel, tourism, 
mobile, broadband, TV, radio, music festivals, finance 
and health and now investing in renewable energy and 
resource efficiency.

Having been in the international travel market 
for 25 years, the exclusive Virgin Limited Edition 
was inevitable. A collection of unique retreats 
chosen for their stunning locations, magnificent 
surroundings and offering a sense of fun, style, 
luxury and exceptional personal service, Branson 
takes a hands-on role in the choice of properties. 
His portfolio currently extends from his original 
Necker Island retreat in the British Virgin Islands, 
to Kasbah Tamadot in Morocco, Ulusaba in South 
Africa, The Lodge in Verbier, Switzerland, Sa Terra 
Rotja near Palma, Mallorca, and The Roof Gardens 
in London, UK for dining and events. 

Necker Island is the perfect synthesis of work, 
play, and life. Located in the British Virgin Islands, a 
stunning and unspoilt area of the Caribbean, it has 
been the family home and one where Branson works 
from for a good part of the year. Necker represents the 
ultimate in privacy with accommodations, in a stunning 
ten-bedroom Main House and three separate Balinese 
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day. A 6-foot diving board on the top of the aft deck 
points straight into the clear turquoise waters or one 
can take the easier route from the built in swimming 
platforms. Necker Belle has a selection of state of 
the art equipment and a comfortable 12-person fast 
boat capable of 40 knots perfect for activities such as 
waterskiing, island hopping and game fishing. Scuba 
diving and snorkeling equipment are available for those 
who want to go out and blow some bubbles with the 
marine life!

Not only is Necker Belle one of the fastest 
catamarans on the water, she also boasts one of 
the world’s first underwater aircraft - a 3-person 
aero submarine - Necker Nymph, tailor- made to 
exact specifications and capable of speeds to satisfy 
the most adventure hungry soul. The submarine is 
anchored to the yacht’s top deck when she’s not 

berthed on Necker Island. 
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You founded Virgin as a mail order 
record retailer almost four decades 
ago. What was the plan at that time? Did 
you foresee the brand growing to what 
it is today?

No - one thing led to another. I love a challenge, 
love creating things, can’t resist saying yes!

What is the story behind the choice of 
name for your company?

Well I was 15, inexperienced - and 
inexperienced in business too!

Critics have portrayed the rapidly 
expanding Virgin empire as needlessly 
eclectic and random. Would you say 
that this is so?

Virgin is a way of life brand unlike most brands 
that specialize in one product. Love learning. Love 
making a difference.

You have been in the international travel 
market for a long time. Tell us about 
your vision for Virgin Limited Edition.

Well, it all came about really because I don’t 
like the idea of having a series of homes around 
the world that lay empty when I am not there. So 
what I have created over the years are some really 
special homes that we share with other people. 

Each property is small, especially in 
comparison to the larger hotel chains out there 
and each one brings soul to the mix; our quirkiness 
is a nice distinction - you won’t find cookie-cutter 
hotels in our collection. Each property operates 
with the sole aim of creating amazing experiences 
for our guests, but are run like a home since they 
are by and large homes.

SIR RICHARD BRANSON, the INTREPID 
entrepreneur AND FOUNDER OF 
VIRGIN GROUP 
talks to Durrah about his ventures, THE Virgin 
Limited Edition and necker belle

How will you utilize and build on the 

Virgin brand’s business model and ethic 

in the yacht charter market?

With all the properties in the collection our 

brand values are the most essential part of 

our company; they are intrinsic to our goals 

and as a company we do whatever we can to 

bring these values to life and deliver on our 

promises. We strive to provide the very best 

customer service possible in a friendly manner 

and believe in going the extra mile when it 

comes to those all important touches, listening 

to our guests and offering much more than a 

place to rest your head.

With Necker Belle each itinerary and charter 

is tailor made to suit the guests’ wishes and life 

is all about you onboard Necker Belle. Our extra 

special Virgin touches and the friendliness of 

the crew allow you to relax in the surrounds of a 

floating home. 

Each of your properties seems to have 

personal connotations and empathy 

for it as a family retreat. Do these 

present difficulties when you turn it 

over to the business?

No not at all, each property within the 

collection is small and unique which allows our 

guests to feel like they are in their own home. 

Our clientele is very loyal and often they will try 

one property and like it so much that they then 

visit another; one of the most popular comments 

we get in our feedback is that they like the 

atmosphere and intimacy of the properties that 

allows them to feel right at home.

0605  Whether you prefer formal 
or informal dining, fine cuisine 
on board Necker Belle is a 
given, and what better way to 
enjoy a meal than with the great 
outdoors at your fingertips. 

06  The Necker Nymph 
provides high-speed, live action 
underwater, James Bond style!

07  The beautiful and 
flamboyant lines of the 
32-meter catamaran with its 
unbelievable 14-meter beam.
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08  The main helm features two 
unique armchairs for skipper 
and navigator who have the use 
of a comprehensive electronics 
package. 

09  To provide an unsurpassed 
culinary experience a cordon bleu 
chef dishes up delicious meals for 
up to 30 guests, working from a full 
commercial galley.

10  The inviting apartment style 
saloon decorated with tasteful 
appointments and comfortable 
seating. A buffet table on the side 
houses crockery and cutlery. 

What prompts you when you are 
looking at a new property? Do you 
follow an instinct?

Well they all have to be very different from one 
another but all of them carry the same brand values 
with the aim of providing each guest with their own 
distinctive experience. They have to be the best in 
the world in their field. The most beautiful island, 
the best game reserve in Africa and so on. As you 
know the collection is eclectic, we have Necker 
Island, an exquisite little jewel in the BVIs, which 
is where I spend most of my time when I’m not 
travelling. We also have a private game reserve 
‘Ulusaba’ in South Africa, a mountain retreat 
‘Kasbah Tamadot’ in Morocco, a chalet ‘The Lodge’ 
in Switzerland, a villa ‘Sa Terra Rotja’ in Spain, a 
restaurant ‘Babylon’ and a private members club 
‘The Roof Gardens’ in London, ‘Necker Belle’ our 
105ft luxury catamaran and most recently a 3-man 
aero sub ‘Necker Nymph’.

I have a wonderful team at Virgin Limited 
Edition who instinctively know the right sort of 
property that would fit in with the rest of the 
collection. We attract those who value excellent 
service and tailored experiences; therefore, when 
choosing a property we need to be sure that the 
location is just right and that we are bringing forth 
an experience that is unique to the market place.

What inspired you to buy and refit 
Necker Belle? 

I have always been an avid sailor. Being on 
Necker Belle provides me with quality time to 
spend with friends and family away from it all and a 
chance to visit new destinations. 

I wanted Necker Belle to be a yacht that makes 
you feel like you’re in your own private beach 
house, very comfortable and somewhere guests 
could feel relaxed about coming out of the water 
in their wet swimming costumes and not worrying 
about the furniture. After a two and a half year refit 
the result was exactly that and the indoor areas are 
light and airy and offer undisturbed views as she 
cruises two metres above the water. 

Where in the Caribbean will she charter? 
Can one combine a charter with a stay at 
Necker Island?

She is available for weekly charters throughout 
the year, during the summer months she sails 

around the Mediterranean and in the winter she 
sails around the Caribbean. If guests want to 
combine the charter with a stay at Necker Island 
before or after they are very welcome to do so!

Some of the super yachts available 
for charter today offer services and 
comforts that can be compared to a five 
or seven star hotel. What makes Necker 
Belle special?

Necker Belle is not your average catamaran. 
In fact, she is one of the largest all-carbon multi 
hull yachts in the world, reaching speeds of over 
20 knots. In addition to her speed, the interior is 
luxuriously spacious (14 metres wide) so you feel 
like you’re in your own private beach house. Our 
guests are our number one priority and we will 
always continue to strive to offer an experience 
that is unique to them and the market place, be it 
on land or water! 

You sound excited about the 
submarine housed on the Necker Belle. 
Isn’t that a pretty dangerous gadget 
for a guest to use?

Necker Nymph is fantastic and she’s very safe. 
She’s been tested to the highest possible safety 
standard, has generous back-up supplies of oxygen 
and is positively buoyant so she naturally stays 
afloat. She also carries flares and a radio. 

A trained pilot always operates her so two 
guests can go down at any one time. She’s 
particularly popular with the boys as she’s a bit like a 
fighter plane underwater!

How involved is your family, especially 
your children, in the charter business? 
Do you see a role for them in the running 
of the company? 

They all like to sail but they’re not involved in the 
charter business as such, merely as guests onboard 
Necker Belle and at all of our other properties. 

Any plans to develop a resort in this 
region? 

We’re always looking to expand the collection 
where we can whether it be a new property or a 
management contract but at the moment we don’t 
have any immediate plans to develop a resort in 
the Middle East. 

I wanted Necker Belle to be a yacht that makes you 
feel like you’re in your own private beach house, very 
comfortable and relaxed – Richard Branson


