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2015 GOLD KEY AWARDS

BEST HOTEL ECO-CONSCIOUS OR SOCIALLY CONSCIOUS

 DESIGNER   Fox Browne Creative, Johannesburg; Michaelis Boyd Associates, 
London; Nicholas Plewman Architects, Johannesburg

 THE BRIEF   Use sustainability as a springboard to reach a new level of luxury 
design. Okavango Delta was declared a UNESCO World Heritage since the orig-
inal lodge opened 17 years ago. So, when the owner decided to reinvent this 
retreat, the existing buildings had to be demolished. Despite the fact that the 
resort is distanced from civilization by hundreds of miles of swampland, river 
crossings and rough tracks, all of the non-biodegradable materials in those 
structures (including tons of bricks and mortar) had to be gently trucked out of 
the delta. The new main lodge and 12 bungalows had to be constructed entirely 
with ultimately biodegradable materials. There could be minimal (in some 
instances, zero) negative impact to the site and its flora and fauna. Seventy 

percent of the energy requirements had to be sustainable in origin. And every 
aspect of the new 24-bed lodge had to immerse guests in a hand-crafted five-
star experience that looked as if it had emerged from the exquisite landscape.

 THE INSIDE SCOOP   The architects and designers were inspired by animals 
that carry their shelter with them or weave it from organic materials. As they 
did their research, they chose the pangolin, a rare African armadillo, as a 
specific motif because of its shy, elusive, harmless character and its ability to 
curl into its own protective carapace of scales. Laminated pine beams form 
the “ribs” that give the main lodge and 12 bungalows their distinctive curvi-
linear shape modeled after the pangolin’s body profile. Layers of butt-joined 
pine scale planks were waterproofed with an acrylic membrane and covered 
in Canadian cedar shingles to form the structures’ skin. Fox Browne carried 

SANDIBE OKAVANGO SAFARI LODGE 
Okavango Delta, Botswana

WINNER

”THIS PROJECT REQUIRED 
INNOVATION AT EVERY 
PHASE, FROM REMOVING  
THE MATERIALS FROM  
THE SITE TO THE CONCEPT 
AND EXECUTION”  

— HELEN JORGENSEN
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 DESIGNER   Meyer Davis Studio, New York

 THE BRIEF   Celebrate nature while encouraging 
sophisticated travelers “to live well, do better and 
connect with the world around them.” Make that 
happen by designing in collaboration with eco-
friendly architects and craftspeople. Prioritze high 
design with low impact.

 THE INSIDE SCOOP   The graceful twist of drift-
wood furniture establishes an immediate visual 
link with this 426-room hotel’s pristine beachfront 
setting. Guests get a green welcome thanks to a 
3,000 ft. living wall with 11,000 local tropical plant 
varieties that wraps around the exterior. Playful 
art pieces such as hanging terrariums carry that 
message into the interiors. Whenever possible, 
regional, reclaimed or repurposed materials were 
used for construction and furnishings. Special 
effort worth noting: recycling the Ipe wood from 
the property’s original boardwalk to cover the rede-
signed pool deck.

 THE TAKEAWAY   Don’t mess with Mother Nature. 
The finishes here aren’t perfectly sanded or precisely 
mitered. Instead, the designers played up their 
earthy qualities by heightening, sharpening and 
exaggerating natural textures and imperfections.

1 HOTEL SOUTH BEACH
Miami Beach, Fla.

FINALIST

SOURCES 
OWNER AND OPERATOR: &Beyond; DESIGNER: Fox Browne Creative; Chris Browne and Debra 
Fox, co-founders and partners; Lesley Fox, partner; ARCHITECTS: Nicholas Plewman Architects: 
Nicholas Plewman, founder and director; Duran Bezuidenhout and Karolina Szarmach, architects; 
Michaelis Boyd Associates; Alex Michaelis, co-founder; STRUCTURAL ENGINEER: De Villiers 
Sheard Consulting Engineers; PURCHASING AGENTS: Lodge Builders Botswana; Fox Browne 
Creative; ALTERNATIVE ENERGY SOLUTIONS: New Southern Energy; LANDSCAPE DESIGN: 
Gordon W. Kershaw; GENERAL CONTRACTOR: Lodge Builders Botswana; JOINERY: One Good 
Turn; TIMBER PORTAL FRAMES: White River Sawmills; TIMBER DOORS/WINDOWS: Kelly 
Parker; WINDOW INFILL AND SCREENS: AC Screens; Serge Ferrari Fabric; BATH FIXTURES: 
Antique Bathrooms; LIGHTING: Streamlight; POOL SUPPLIER: Townhouse Pools

SOURCES 
OWNERS: LeFrak Organization; 
Starwood Capital Group; DESIGN 
FIRM: Meyer Davis Studio: Gray 
Davis and Will Meyer, studio 
principals and lead designers; 
Grace Escano-Maniatis, senior 
project manager; Mike Casey, 
project manager; Mei Lau, 
designer; Kristen Cochran, interior 
designer; ARCHITECT: Kobi 
Karp; PURCHASING COMPANY: 
The Parker Company; 
GENERAL CONTRACTOR: 
First Finish; Plaza Construction; 
DESIGN CONSULTANTS: 
Kugler Ning Lighting Design; 
ACCESSORIES: Atelier Vierkant; 
Doug Johnston;Majestic Mirror 
and Frame; Plant the Future; 
Walters; ART: Tito Trelles; BATH 
FIXTURES: Rajack Hardware 
Co.; Waterworks; CARPET 
AND RUGS: Nani Chinellato;  
Northwest Carpets; Stark 
Carpet; FABRICS: Architex; 
Bemboka; Designtex; Edelman 
Leather; Fabric Innovations; 
Holly Hunt; IFR Studio; Jose Leal 
Enterprises; Mokum; Norbar; 
Perennials; P/Kaufmann Inc.; 
Sunbrella; Tiger Leather; Valley 
Forge Fabrics; FRAMING: 
Frameworks; FURNITURE: 
Andrianna Shamaris; B&B 
Italia; Benchmark Furniture 
Manufacturing; Bespoke Furniture 
Inc.; Blue Leaf Hospitality; 
Garza Marfa; Gervasoni; Gloster 
Furniture Inc.; Kelly Wearstler;  
Lily Jack; Mecox Gardens; 
Poliform; Shortell Design; Troy 
Wesnidge; LIGHTING: Arteriors; 
Bleu Nature; Bocci; Foscarini; 
Hallmark Lighting; iWorks; 
Lindsey Adelman; Mario Contract 
Lighting; Marset; Oly Studio; Santa 
& Cole; Scott Daniel Design; Van 
Teal Inc.; Walters; MILLWORK: 
Advanced Millwork Inc.; Genesis 
Millwork

that theme throughout the interiors, with semi-circular communal sofas 
where guests can seek comfort, warmth and conviviality around a fireplace 
or the elongated s-curve that forms a stylized banquette to lend privacy to 
some of the restaurant’s tables. It’s also an integral part of the space plan, 
including the decision to tuck the lounge into the contours of a specially 
designed bar. 

 GENIUS TIME   In keeping with the free flow indoor/outdoor design, there 
is no glass anywhere in the project except in the retail shop and the library. 
Instead, the guests get a view through a permeable but highly weather-
resistant and thermally efficient membrane. FSC-approved hardwoods add 
a sense of timeless, high-end quality to the decks and floors. But there are 
also new additions to the language of eco-luxury, as in the external screen 
walls and balustrades fashioned from an interlocking mat of eucalyptus 
laths woven onto stiff wire.

 THE TAKEAWAY   Do sweat the small stuff. As beautiful as the over-
arching statement of Sandibe is, it’s the unexpected solutions many guests 
will remember. Cases in point: The pair of bronze-framed oval mirrors 
suspended from a bungalow’s ceiling to create a fresh kind of divider 
between the sleeping and bathing areas; a gleaming round wood table set 
on a base of rustic, grayed twigs; or a subtle band of light that outlines an 
ersatz wood canopy above some of the beds.



boutiquedesign.com  DECEMBER 201544

2015 GOLD KEY AWARDS

JUDGES’ SO COOL

 DESIGNER   Fox Browne Creative, Johannesburg; Michaelis Boyd 
Associates, London; Nicholas Plewman Architects, Johannesburg

 THE BRIEF   Rebuild a remote lodge situated on a private 62,000-acre 
wildlife concession as a new luxury retreat that’s as easy on the eyes 
as it is on the Earth. Maximize views of the Santantadibe channel. 
Increase the number of guest lodges from eight to 15. Take cues from 
nature to pioneer seamless integrated architecture and interiors that 
are serene, earthy, organic and completely connected to the site.

 THE INSIDE SCOOP   Nearly 90 percent of the resort is made from 
wood, in keeping with  owner/operator &Beyond’s ethos of sustain-
able luxury. To lighten the eco footprint further, the guest lodges were 
raised above the papyrus and camouflaged under the canopy of wild 
palms and fig trees. Their armadillo-shaped architecture covered with 
wood “scales” suggests a group of animals returning to the forest.  
Inside, fire and water take center stage. Each suite boasts a private 
plunge pool for relaxing and refreshing after a long day exploring the 
reserve, as well as a fireplace for warming up on cool winter nights. 

A lighting program that blends a variety of pendants with strategic 
uplights and sconces with oversized floor lamps produces an inner 
glow that mimics the golden tones of fire. 

 GENIUS TIME   In the judges’ view, there’s not one extraneous element 
in this entire project. It’s the curation that helps guests focus on the 
authentic luxury of fewer but finer things. “The new building is very 
powerful. We didn’t want the furnishings to compete and, as a result, 
kept things very low key,” says Chris Browne, one of the design firm’s 
co-founders, who did the resort’s original design. So, the guest lodges 
only have two pieces of accent furniture: a crocodile embossed leather 
sofa and a tree trunk side table. Much of the seating throughout the 
property consists of sweeps of built-in benches topped with beautiful 
cushions that follow the curve of the architecture.

 THE TAKEAWAY   Every FF&E item is an opportunity for expression. 
The design team introduced guests to the beauty of the world-famous 
Botswana basket by repurposing these artisanal masterworks as 
pendant shades.

SANDIBE OKAVANGO SAFARI LODGE 
Okavango Delta, Botswana

WINNER

SOURCES 
OWNER AND 
OPERATOR: 
&Beyond; 
DESIGNER: Fox 
Browne Creative; 
Chris Browne 
and Debra Fox, 
co-founders and 
partners; Lesley 
Fox, partner; 
ARCHITECTS: 
Nicholas 
Plewman 
Architects: 
Nicholas 
Plewman, 
founder and 
director; Duran 
Bezuidenhout 
and Karolina 
Szarmach, 
architects; 
Michaelis Boyd 
Associates: 
Alex Michaelis, 
co-founder; 
STRUCTURAL 
ENGINEER: De 
Villiers Sheard 
Consulting 
Engineers; 
PURCHASING 
AGENTS: 
Lodge Builders 
Botswana; Fox 
Browne Creative; 
ALTERNATIVE 
ENERGY 
SOLUTIONS: New 
Southern Energy; 
LANDSCAPE 
DESIGN: Gordon 
W. Kershaw; 
GENERAL 
CONTRACTOR: 
Lodge Builders 
Botswana; 
JOINERY: One 
Good Turn; 
TIMBER PORTAL 
FRAMES: White 
River Sawmills; 
TIMBER DOORS/
WINDOWS: Kelly 
Parker; WINDOW 
INFILL AND 
SCREENS: AC 
Screens; Serge 
Ferrari Fabric; 
BATH FIXTURES: 
Antique 
Bathrooms; 
LIGHTING: 
Streamlight; 
POOL SUPPLIER: 
Townhouse Pools D
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“I’LL REMEMBER ALL OF IT”
— KEMPER HYERS
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&BEYOND NGORONGORO CRATER LODGE, TANZANIA 
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South Africa’s Fox Browne Creative, 
the 2015 Gold Key Designer of 
the Year, has made its mark by 
skillfully integrating interior design, 
architecture and operations on its 
home continent and in India—and 
may one day bring its safari-style 
retreats to America. 

INTERVIEW BY MATTHEW HALL 

WINNING 
COMBINATION

Q+A
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CHRIS BROWNE AND DEBRA FOX
FOX BROWNE CREATIVE
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HOW’S THIS FOR a trifecta: In its first-ever attempt at winning a Gold Key Award 
for Excellence in Hospitality Design, Fox Browne Creative not only took home two 
first-place trophies—it also won the coveted Designer of the Year honor for 2015. 

For more on the Johannesburg, South Africa-based firm’s design of the 
&Beyond Sandibe Okavango Safari Lodge in Botswana—which it created in part-
nership with two architecture firms (Michaelis Boyd Associates, London, and 
Nicholas Plewman Architects, Johannesburg) and won Best Eco Conscious or 
Socially Conscious Hotel and Judges’ So Cool awards—see pages 16 and 44, 
respectively. For more on how the firm’s married co-founders, Debra Fox and Chris 
Browne, honed their approach to skillfully blending hospitality interiors with their 
surrounding architecture to create memorable hospitality experiences, read on.   

HOW DID FOX BROWNE CREATIVE COME TO BE?

CHRIS: Debra is a hotelier who began her career in Cape Town, South Africa.  
She started in the safari lodge industry in 1994 and very quickly became the 
chief operating officer for &Beyond, Africa’s leading safari company. I started 
with &Beyond in 1996 as the in-house designer and became group creative 
director. We met while developing Ngorongoro Crater Lodge in Tanzania and 
have worked together ever since—we even got married at Ngorongoro in 2001! 

After developing over 40 lodge products in Africa and India, we left 
&Beyond and started Fox Browne Creative in 2009. We wanted to continue to 
work with diverse visionary clients whose hotel and lodge developments would 

make a positive impact on the surrounding communities. We believe hospi-
tality is a big driver in uplifting communities in developing economies.

TELL US ABOUT THE RANGE OF SERVICES FOX BROWNE CREATIVE OFFERS, 
AND HOW THAT DIFFERS FROM TYPICAL DESIGN FIRMS?

DEBRA: We try to create lasting value for our clients through the implementation 
of innovative, creative, elegant, cost-effective and sustainable solutions for 
interior design and development, as well as crafted guest experiences, product 
branding, marketing, training, internal communication and systems in the luxury 
sector of the hospitality and retail industries. We bridge the gap between design 
and operations. Basically, our combined operational knowledge and design skills 
set us apart from the usual design firms. Another differentiator: we offer turnkey 
solutions, from the creative process through to training the staff. 

We have a small team of technical designers, product developers and a sepa-
rate hospitality training division. We believe that the training component in our 
business is what truly sets us apart. Well-trained staff bring the interior spaces to 
life and make the divide between design and operations appear seamless.

THE GOLD KEY JUDGES WERE IMPRESSED BY YOUR FIRM’S MISSION 
STATEMENT, WHICH READS, IN PART, “BY CREATING AN UNBROKEN CHAIN 
OF PERFECT MOMENTS FOR GUESTS, WE HOPE THAT WHEN THEY LEAVE, 
THEY HAVE FALLEN IN LOVE WITH THE WORLD ALL OVER AGAIN. IN SHORT, 

SIRAI HOUSE, KENYA
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WE ARE INSPIRED BY HOSPITALITY AND THE POSITIVE IMPACT IT CAN HAVE 
IN THE DEVELOPING WORLD.” HOW DID THAT STATEMENT COME ABOUT, 
AND HOW DO YOU PUT IT INTO PRACTICE?

CHRIS: We are passionate about the merging of beautiful spaces, gracious 
hospitality and delightful service. We apply this philosophy to everything we 
do. There has to be a golden thread that ties the FF&E and OS&E together. We 
rely heavily on human capital to achieve this. The hotel and lodge teams that 
we train bring the interiors alive. Sandibe best illustrates this, where we have 
all meals prepped in front of the guests in an interactive kitchen, lined with 
copper—including making pizza in a wood-burning oven. It’s a small moment 
of theater!

THE GOLD KEY JUDGES WERE ALSO IMPRESSED BY THE IMMERSIVE 
ENVIRONMENTS FOX BROWNE CREATES BY SEAMLESSLY BLENDING 
FF&E AND SPACE PLANNING WITH THE SURROUNDING ARCHITECTURE. 
IN ADDITION TO THE GOLD-KEY WINNING SANDIBE PROJECT, CAN YOU 
PROVIDE ANOTHER NOTABLE EXAMPLE OF WAYS YOU’VE WORKED WITH 
ARCHITECTS AND ARCHITECTURE TO CREATE MEMORABLE EXPERIENCES?

DEBRA: We think that the lodge we developed for Taj Safaris near Khajuraho 
best illustrates this. We drew inspiration from the nearby temples that 
included erotic artifacts and applied very detailed stone carvings to the rooms 
and pavilions. Romance had to underpin every design decision.

YOUR FIRM’S WORK GOES BEYOND GREEN, AS ILLUSTRATED BY YOUR 
SANDIBE PROJECT WINNING ONE OF ITS GOLD KEY AWARDS FOR BEST 
ECO-CONSCIOUS OR SOCIALLY CONSCIOUS HOTEL. WHAT, IN YOUR VIEW, 
ARE TODAY’S BEST PRACTICES FOR MAKING THAT HAPPEN?

DEBRA: I think the industry as a whole has made huge progress on this 
front. Because we mostly develop in wilderness areas that are under threat 
by extreme population growth and agriculture, it’s vital that surrounding 
communities see and realize the value of having land under conservation. 
With this in mind, we encourage many of our clients to spend a considerable 
amount of capital on community education and empowerment initiatives, 
sourcing and working with rural and local people. On every project, this is the 
key for sustainability for us. Obviously, we also apply sustainable technology 
wherever possible without ever diminishing the experience for guests. 

WHAT OTHER TYPES OF PROJECTS HAS YOUR FIRM WORKED ON?

CHRIS: We mostly work on small boutique hotels and safari lodges but also take 
on private bush homes. We have designed all 40 of the &Beyond properties 
across sub-Saharan Africa and India. We’ve also designed four private villas in the 
Kruger National Park as well as the Getty House at Phinda Private Game Reserve. 
We recently expanded into Mozambique, focusing on small beach resorts. 

Next year, we will be opening a new villa on the Kenyan coast at Kilifi , a private 
villa at Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe, and two refurbished properties for &Beyond in 

TAJ GROUP BAGHVAN LODGE, INDIA
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South Africa and Botswana, respectively. We will also be spending a 
lot of time on our Indian project at Gir National Park, Gujarat. That 
project has a 2018 opening, and promises to be a game-changer in 
the Indian luxury adventure travel arena.

WHERE HAVEN’T YOU WORKED YET THAT YOU’D LIKE TO—
AND WHY?  

DEBRA: We would like to do more work in the Americas. We 
believe that luxury-adventure tourism is underserved in terms of 
small luxury hotels and lodges. We have looked at opportunities 
in Chile, Peru, Argentina and Brazil. The wilderness areas of the 
United States could also do with some safari-style lodging!

HOW SO—AND WHERE? 

The U.S. has some of the world’s most beautiful wildlife and 
wilderness areas, but the lodging there mostly caters to the mass 
or middle markets. We feel there is a big opportunity to create 
intimate 20- to 30-key lodges offering stylish, interpretive wildlife 
experiences in places like Yellowstone, Yosemite and the Florida 
Everglades.

BACK IN YOUR OWN BACKYARD, FOX BROWNE HAS ALSO 
WORKED ON TWO HIGH-PROFILE PROJECTS IN JOHANNES-
BURG—THE RANDLORDS ROOFTOP BAR AND THE HOTEL 
LAMUNU. HOW DID THOSE COMMISSIONS COME ABOUT? 

DEBRA: Both of these venues were part of an urban regeneration 
project in the lead up to the 2010 FIFA World Cup soccer 
championship. The Hotel Lamunu was designed as a budget/
midscale hotel, the first of its kind in that part of downtown 
Johannesburg. The Randlords project was specifically designed 
for the World Cup. We were invited by two celebrated South 
African architects—Silvio Rech and Lesley Carstens—to 
collaborate on this and develop the guest experience. It was 
really fun to work on a nightclub.  

FOX BROWNE’S RELATIONSHIP WITH &BEYOND IS CLEARLY VERY 
IMPORTANT TO THE FIRM. TELL US MORE ABOUT THAT. 

CHRIS: As mentioned earlier, both Debra and I joined &Beyond 
(then CCAfrica) in the mid ‘90s until 2009. Our most notable 
project early on was the award-winning Ngorongoro Crater Lodge, 
Tanzania, which we built in 1996. At the time the Tanzanian safari 
circuit was controlled by the inbound tour operators who dictated 
to the hotel operators what they could and couldn’t do. We came 
in and created this crazy “Masai Versailles” lodge that challenged 
conventional hoteling at the time. It’s a symphony of hand-carved 
wood, raw tussah silks, red roses, crushed velvets, butler service 
and vintage everything. It was a groundbreaking project at the 
time and changed the safari industry in East Africa. 

ANOTHER HIGH-PROFILE CLIENT IS TAJ HOTELS GROUP. WHAT 
WORK HAVE YOU DONE FOR TAJ?

CHRIS: One of our most notable and exciting design challenges 
was developing four Indian safari lodges in Mahya Pradesh for 
Taj Safaris. That was a 10-year project from start to finish, and 
involved working with novice crews on all fronts, including 
architects and engineers. It was very challenging. It was really 

WHITE PEARL RESORT, MOZAMBIQUE
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great sourcing product in India, which oddly has very little domestic presence, 
as 90 percent of Indian handicrafts and art are exported.

SPEAKING OF TAJ, FOX BROWNE ALSO DESIGNED SOME OF THAT COMPANY’S 
HOTEL-BASED TAJ KHAZANA SHOPS. HOW DID THAT COME ABOUT?  

CHRIS: The team at Taj felt that their in-hotel shops needed a new platform 
to showcase the incredible products available in India. They are also very 
passionate about keeping traditional art and craft alive. They wanted bespoke 
retail experiences that reflected the uniqueness and regional character of each 
city, rather than a chain of similar-looking stores. So, based on the relationship 
we’d developed with them for the safari experience, they asked us to create six 
individual stores for them that celebrated this. 

The store in their Chennai property was the most interesting, as it involved 
our creating two central inner spaces using “gabion” methodology. Gabion 
structures are normally made using rocks in wire cages. In this instance we 
filled the cages with 10,000 dehydrated coconuts which grow prolifically on the 
coast in this region. 

YOU PREVIOUSLY MENTIONED THAT FOX BROWNE CREATIVE HAS 
DESIGNED SOME PRIVATE RESIDENCES. HOW DOES THAT WORK INFORM 
YOU HOSPITALITY DESIGNS, AND VICE VERSA? 

DEBRA: We feel that our hospitality work informs our work on private 
residences. In our specific niche of safari lodge design, we are able to really 
craft and curate spaces and we apply this thinking to the private residences. 

CAN YOU OFFER SOME SPECIFIC EXAMPLES OF THAT? 

CHRIS: Hospitality work allows for a bit more creative thinking. Designers are 
not necessarily bound by a client’s personality in the design approach, as is the 
case with residential projects. At Sirai House in Kenya, for example, we created 
a giant chandelier (it’s 13 ft. tall) above the dining table. If we were thinking 
with our residential hats on, we might not have been quite so bold. 

The reverse can be said about applying a residential mindset to our hospitality 
projects. All of the living spaces in our lodges and hotels have lots of layering.  
Artifacts, books and accessories are styled and curated in the same way as we do 
private homes. Sometimes this makes housekeeping a real challenge, but we have a 
specific training module for this that ensures everything remains perfectly styled.

WHAT’S BEEN YOUR FIRM’S MOST CHALLENGING COMMISSION, AND HOW DID 
YOU OVERCOME THE OBSTACLES YOU ENCOUNTERED? 

CHRIS: Working in India is often quite challenging. We spend a lot of time 
figuring out how to deal with bureaucracy and logistics. Everything there takes 
much longer, and we have to plan accordingly. 

WHAT WAS YOUR INITIAL REACTION TO BEING NAMED GOLD KEY 
DESIGNER OF THE YEAR, AND HOW DOES IT FEEL NOW THAT THE NEWS 
HAS HAD A BIT OF TIME TO SINK IN?

DEBRA: To be honest, we didn’t believe it at first. It is a huge honor to be 
recognized alongside so many talented designers and the big established 
design firms. We feel inspired, motivated and wondering—what’s next?!? }

&BEYOND MNENMBA ISLAND LODGE, TANZANIA


