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Great escapes
Romantic, exciting, peaceful or sporting – everyone  
loves a magical long weekend. Here are a dozen 
destinations within easy reach by Eurostar or plane,  
all blessed with very special hotels  BY JULIAN ALLASON

SNOW SPORTS AND SPAS  
SWITZERLAND: Chalet RoyAlp Hôtel & Spa, 
Villars-sur-Ollon
 

FROM TOP Spectacular views across the valley 
from the RoyAlp; the hotel’s large indoor pool 
with its roaring open fire f
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LIFESTYLE

CULTURE AND CLUBBING
GERMANY: Hotel de Rome and Soho House, Berlin

FROM TOP Rooftop view over Berlin; 
the Hotel de Rome’s grand Palm Court 
ballroom; the stylish rooftop bar and heated 
pool at Soho House Berlin
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GO WILD IN THE COUNTRY
ESTONIA: Pädaste Manor, Muhu Island

For Muhu Island read Narnia. Remote but accessible, 
innocent of modern development yet possessed of 
contemporary comforts – and wreathed in Nordic 
myth. As the helicopter descends towards the ancient 
manor house, a brace of sea eagles circles above us in 
a flurry of disapproval.

From an altitude of 1,000ft, the outline of the  
200sq km island is defined by the sparkling waters  
of the Baltic, clear enough even for endangered species 
like the perch-pike to thrive. Hunting, stalking and 
fishing are all on offer on the island and, in early 
spring, there’s ice fishing too, although most guests 
are content to explore a vanishing way of life. The 
population of around 1,500 islanders is outnumbered 
by wildlife that teems untrammelled by human or 
mechanical interference. Where else would you find 
moose on the menu of a world-class restaurant, the 
only one of real standing outside of the country’s 
medieval capital, Tallinn? Indeed, chef Peeter Pihel’s 
Nordic island cuisine at Pädaste has created a new 
benchmark for Estonia and a revival of regional 
cooking with its fresh flavours and unfamiliar herbs.

Pädaste Manor is the restored ancestral home  
of one of Muhu’s leading families; its current 
charismatic young owner represents the island in 
Estonia’s parliament. For long-weekenders like  
Elton John, the choice of accommodation is between 
the privacy of the guest rooms and suites in the 
14th-century manor house and peaceful carriage 
house, or the utter seclusion of the old farmhouse,  
a traditional thatched timber building that looks out 
over the salt marshes to the bay, yet is equipped  
with its own private cinema. The manor’s style  

FROM TOP A helicopter’s-eye view of Pädaste 
Manor; one of manor’s comfortable, spacious 
guest rooms; the sun deck offers stunning 
views of the marshes and bay

is authentically Hanseatic but overlaid with a 
contemporary sophistication and technology –  
a carefully programmed iPad is to be found in every 
guest room – to provide information on the manor 
and island, or just for browsing the internet. Yet the 
manor is just a bike ride through the juniper forest 
from a rural hamlet, marked out by a windmill, 
whose inhabitants still wear traditional dress on high 
days. Such isolation so close to home is hard to 
conceive, yet real enough for those content to enjoy 
each other’s company – and is as magnificent in 
winter as it is in spring and summer.

A log cabin in the garden houses a small spa that 
offers treatments traditional to the region, like the 
hay bath or a goat-butter massage. Its addition is no 
afterthought, but an essential element in what one 
urban guest described as “an escape into sanity”.  
At Pädaste Manor, it is possible, even in just a few 
days, to reconnect with an all-but-vanished world  
in which nature rules. The body is refreshed by 
exercise, fresh air and inspirationally natural 
cooking, while the soul is restored by the island’s 
silence and tranquil beauty.  

To reach Pädaste Manor, you can take one of 
several daily flights from the UK to Tallinn and 
then drive through silent forest to the coast, where 
frequent ferry service makes the short crossing to 
Muhu Island. Private jets can land on adjoining 
Saaremaa Island. Or, you can do as we did and 
connect from Tallinn by helicopter, risking the  
wrath of the sea eagles. 
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SENSATIONAL  
LONG WEEKENDS   

ROMANTIC ESCAPE
SWEDEN: The Grand Hôtel and Hotel J, Stockholm

Who knew that Stockholm is not just a city but also 
an archipelago of no fewer than 30,000 islets, most 
with their own private cabins to escape to? That the 
white summer nights are so short there that you 
can go to dinner in sunshine and emerge to find a 
new day dawning? Or that the Swedish capital is as 
captivating in icy winter as in sunlit summer, when 
everyone takes to the water? Many other surprises 
await the long-weekender too, for Stockholm’s glory 
is found not just in razor-sharp interior design, but  
in its majestic 18th-century architecture.

Where better, then, to stay than at the 137-year- 
old Grand Hôtel, which combines historic elegance 
with a new flair characterised by the cooking of 
acclaimed chef Matthias Dahlgren? A menu that 
includes traditional Swedish dishes reduced to their 
essential excellence has helped restore the Grand 
Hôtel to its position as one of the capital’s great social 
hubs. As one guest put it, “If you want to encounter 
the most talented and beautiful people in town, drop 
in on Matthias.” The cost, at least at lunchtime, is 
modest by Swedish standards. With smiling service 
and views of the Royal Palace, this is truly the place 
to conduct a romance. No wonder Garbo loved it 
and Nobel Prize winners are still billeted here.

The alternative, contemporary design-led approach 
can be experienced at Hotel J, a reasonably priced 
celebration of the classic J-Class yachts that contended 
for the America’s Cup in the 1930s. Situated on 
Nacka Strand at the entrance to Stockholm harbour, 
the bare brick walls and patchwork quilts are 
reminiscent both of New England and the spare 
architecture of Sweden’s northern coast. Dining at 
the Restaurant J brasserie on the water’s edge is led by 
fresh seafood with clear Nordic flavours and enjoyed 
by a lively young crowd. It is a good place to acquire 
an entrée to Stockholm’s vibrant party scene. 

With most public buildings – historic and modern 
– now open to the public, and a glittering programme 
of exhibitions and concerts, Stockholm is a haven for 
romantics and those who love to explore. HMN

Julian Allason writes about luxury and adventure travel 

for the Financial Times and leading monthly magazines

FROM TOP The Carl Larsson Rummet 
banqueting room at the Grand Hôtel is 
modelled on a Venetian palazzo; the hotel’s 
opulent Princess Lilian suite; waterside dining 
at the Restaurant J brasserie

1. SICILY: Grand Hotel Timeo, Taormina 
Traditional hospitality with a flourish, 
overlooking Mount Etna and the serene bay of 
Taormina, which for two millennia has been the 
island’s pleasure capital. 
2. PARIS: L’Hotel, St-Germain-des-Prés
Boho Parisians’ preferred hideaway for “le 
naughty weekend” has hardly altered since 
Oscar Wilde’s stay. Left Bank mystique aplenty, 
with seductive cooking. 
3. SARDINIA: Forte Village, Cagliari
Ineffably stylish Italian villa escape in a 
subtropical microclimate with a private beach, 
every sporting facility, thalassotherapy spa, and 
three chefs with Michelin stars. 
4. ITALY: Villa Feltrinelli, Lake Garda
Immaculately polished Art Nouveau lakeshore 
gem with Michelin-starred cooking, private Riva 
speedboat, and elegant waterside swimming pool. 
Request Mussolini’s suite. 
5. CANARY ISLANDS: Abama Golf  
Resort & Spa, Tenerife
Out-of-season sunshine in spacious ultra-luxury 
enclave managed by Ritz-Carlton, with a small 
private beach, scenic 18-hole golf course and 
multi-Michelin-starred chef Martín Berasategui 
in charge of the restaurant. 
6. LONDON: Four Seasons Park Lane, 
Hamilton Place, Mayfair
Exciting ground-up reinvention of the Mayfair 
classic, with sensational views of Hyde Park 
and Buckingham Palace, a serene spa and an 
outstanding restaurant. 
7. HAMPSHIRE: Lime Wood, Lyndhurst  
Embraced by the New Forest, this is a country 
house as it should be: laid-back and intimate. Enjoy 
chef Luke Holder’s English cuisine with a light 
touch and relax in the amazing Herb House Spa. 
8. EDINBURGH: The Glasshouse,  
2 Greenside Place
A brilliant location, inspirational contemporary 
design and friendly young team administer a 
warm welcome to the Scottish capital. Large roof 
garden suitable for proposals and parties. 

Grand Hotel Timeo

L’Hotel

Four Seasons Park Lane
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