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P h o t o s  b y  
t r a c y  k r a f t

The BVI Kite Jam flotilla 
throws anchor in the 
Eustatia Sound during a 
beachside lunch buffet.
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We Be Jammin’
BVi Style
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When an entrepreneurial savant like Sir Richard Branson pours his 
heart and soul into something — whether it’s business, adventure 
or the first annual BVI Kite Jam — the results are invariably the 
same: mind-blowing, spectacularly successful and profoundly in-
imitable. As one of the event’s founders, Branson helped set the 
stage for and participated in the weeklong pro/am kiteboarding 
event this past March in the British Virgin Islands. Aside from kiting, 
it included quite a bit of activity and partying on Necker and Mos-
quito islands — two of the billionaire’s luxurious private getaways.

It’s nice to be surrounded by big, fancy boats, stay on luxurious 
private islands and eat catered meals, but the real reason we 
went to the BVI was to kiteboard.

Although the wind was unusually light for March in the BVI, we 
took advantage of every opportunity to ride, and when the wind 
did crank, it was game on. The windiest day came while we were 
anchored off Anegada, and it blew 20 knots from sunup to sun-
down. We were shuttled five miles to the launch site, where more 
than 40 kiters set off for a long downwinder. The launch site was 
a shallow spot surrounded by mangroves and what looked like 
miniature white islands. These little islands were actually huge 
piles of conch shells that had accumulated over many years of 
local conch farming.

Once launched, our colorful swarm of kites looked like bees 
flying across the ocean. First, we buzzed by the media boat for a 
photo session, and then two low-flying helicopters carrying the 
event’s paparazzi chased us to score some shots. Most pros rode 
close to the choppers, while others stayed clear, thinking kites 
and helicopter rotors might not be such a safe combo.

The session’s climax was a cruise past a half-sunken 35-foot 
sailboat. Wake-style riders Andre Phillip, Tom Court, Chris Burke, 
Davey Blair and several other ambitious kite jammers soon turned 
the wreck into their own private obstacle park, bonking and slid-
ing their way across every inch of the boat’s exposed underbelly.

Meanwhile, the kiters who chose not to slide their expensive 
boards over the barnacle-encrusted boat sailed by and hooted 
from the sidelines. From there, our swarm buzzed down the coast 
for two more miles, boosting airs, jumping mangrove bushes and 
throwing high-fives the whole way. 

After nearly four hours, we wove through a boat mooring, 
jumped a few docks and finally landed at a gorgeous, sandy 
beach — only to be ushered off to a barbecue lunch, where we 
refueled and headed straight back out for more. For those who 
came to kite, the downwinder made the entire trip — everything 
else was just a sweet bonus. — aaron SaleS

Heli-shooting kiteboarding is great for photographers, but it can be 
really dicey for kiters. When the chopper was following right behind us 
shooting the downwinder, the pilot came a bit too close for comfort. 
The rotor wash collapsed my kite canopy, and just a few seconds later, 
it violently reopened. The force was so violent, it snapped one of my 
leader lines. Fortunately, the water was shallow, so I was able to fix it 
quickly and keep riding, but if I was in deeper water, I could’ve been in 
some serious trouble. — JaSon Slezak

BVI BreaKdown

Descending on the event from all over the world, 12 pro and 
32 amateur kiteboarders gathered amid steady winds, mega-
yachts and breathtaking waters to celebrate their mutual love 
for kiting. With most participants staying aboard catamarans 
(and others staying on Necker Island), the group caravaned the 
northern parts of the BVI, with the majority of kiting action going 
down on the magical island of Anegada. From epic kiting, semi-
nars with the pros and world-class surfing to competitions, races 
and simply basking in the carefree island lifestyle, the week deliv-
ered a kiting event of a magnitude never before seen.

Since only a limited crew could experience it all, we hope that 
the following stories and photos give you a glimpse of the BVI Kite 
Jam’s spectacular atmosphere, beautiful environment, amazing 
participants and bright future. — Brian Wheeler

 the main attraction 

Cruising into Pomato 
Point on Anegada after a 
four-hour downwinder.

Jason Slezak scores 
a jib session on a 
shipwrecked boat.

Slezak chillin’ in the BVI.
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 Weight: 1,653 pounds 

 Length: 15 feet

 Power type: electric

 Cost: over $600,000

 Top speed: 6 knots

 Length of dives: 1 to 2 hours

 Decompression needed: no

 Minimum age: 12 years old

 What’s next? Branson and  
Graham Hawkes (the sub’s de-
signer) are currently looking into 
the designs of submarines that 
could take guests to 35,000 feet 
below sea level. However, noth-
ing has been ordered as of yet.

“Every part of the British Virgin Islands is absolutely gorgeous, but 
this part is even more gorgeous.” 

That’s what Sir Richard Branson says about Necker Island, and 
it probably explains why he bought the 74-acre private island. 
There’s no doubt Necker is stunningly beautiful, but for Branson, 
the owner of the Virgin Group, turning the island into the world’s 
most exclusive vacation destination isn’t just a business venture 
— it’s a work of art. 

In fact, Branson claims being one of the world’s leading entre-
preneurs is more a matter of art than business. “A good entrepre-
neur is not a businessman,” says Branson. “A good entrepreneur 
is someone who’s creating a beautiful piece of art or something 
really special.”

Necker is definitely something special. The private island is 
one of six properties in the Virgin Limited Edition collection of 
high-end resorts. Beyond Necker, the collection includes a game 

preserve in South Africa, a Middle-Eastern casbah in Morocco, a 
mountain lodge in Switzerland, a private member’s club in London 
and a Mediterranean villa in Spain. As the first property estab-
lished in this collection, Necker Island could be considered 
Branson’s masterpiece. 

The island’s verdant hills and powdery-white beaches are lo-
cated at the northernmost tip of the BVI. Rather than a sprawl-
ing hotel complex, Necker features just one main villa and a few 
smaller guesthouses. Like a talented painter using delicate brush 
strokes, Branson worked to seamlessly blend the accommoda-
tions with the lush Caribbean landscape. After all, the island is 
meant to be a private getaway, not a gaudy mega-resort. 

Necker holds a maximum of just 28 guests in its 14 bedrooms 
and is frequented by rock stars, heads of state and CEOs of For-
tune 500 companies. However, it’s open to the public — provided 
you can afford the roughly $25,000 price tag for a week’s stay. 

 richard BranSon — comBining BuSineSS and PleaSure 

But you do get your money’s worth. The elegant, Balinese-
style accommodations come with a staff of 60, which caters to 
your every whim. And in addition to its gorgeous beaches, Necker 
boasts two infinity pools, two hot tubs, a tennis court, a heli pad, 
a full-service spa and several bars. Water-sports enthusiasts will 
find kiteboarding, sailing, SUP, water skiing, scuba diving, kayak-
ing, fishing and more. For an additional fee, Necker Island guests 
can also explore the local waters in Branson’s 105-foot catama-
ran, the Necker Belle, or check out the underwater scenery in his 
submersible aircraft, the Necker Nymph (see right). 

Although having so many magnificent amenities on such a 
small island might seem like overkill, you have to remember many 
of Necker’s guests are used to having every conceivable resource 
at their fingertips. When you look at it from that perspective, a 
custom-built submarine is just another minor detail in Branson’s 
grand artistic vision. 

“Take Necker Island,” says Branson, explaining how entrepre-
neurs are similar to artists. “You try to create something where 
you’ve got every tiny detail just right. Then it becomes the best 
island in the world, not just another island.” — erin calmeS 

Essentially an underwater aircraft, the Necker Nymph is Sir Richard 
Branson’s latest vehicle out on Necker Island. Tailor-made to the 
specifications of Necker’s 105-foot catamaran, the Necker Belle, 
the Nymph is usually found anchored to the yacht’s top deck and is 
available to both Necker Belle and Necker Island guests. Operated by 
a trained pilot, the three-person aero submarine can take passen-
gers 30 meters deep to explore the breathtaking and flourishing BVI 
waters. With pilot and passengers breathing through regulators in the 
open cockpit, the Nymph takes scuba diving to the next level with 
the benefits of underwater flight, offering an exhilarating ride with 
360-degree bank turns, rolls and the like. No wind to kiteboard? Go fly 
elsewhere — underwater.
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An aerial view of Necker Island.   

Richard Branson takes 
a ride in the BVI.  

The 105-foot Necker Belle. 
Below, left to right: Tuva 
Jansen, Tracy Kraft, Richard 
Branson and Kristin Boese 
hanging loose in paradise.
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Stepping off the plane and seeing the British Virgin Islands was like 
entering the pages of a luxury travel magazine: lush green moun-
tains, beautiful secluded beaches, incredible surf spots and crystal-
blue waters. And we experienced all this while staying aboard deluxe 
40-foot catamarans, where we brushed shoulders with celebs and 
the media as we traveled from one private island to the next. Defi-
nitely not your average kite trip. 

It felt as if we’d fallen down the rabbit hole and emerged in a Ca-
ribbean version of the TV show Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. 
Not only was the setting luxurious, but the locals and tourism board 
treated us like real British royalty — who frequently visit the islands 
— by opening their homes, throwing over-the-top parties and show-
ing us hidden kite and surf spots.

The full-moon welcome party at Sir Richard Branson’s Necker 
Island kicked things off with great local music, delicious food and 
feel-good vibes. Equally impressive was the overwhelming beauty 
of the islands while sailing, kiting and surfing in such pristine water. 
When there was no wind, we snorkeled coral reefs, hiked through 
rainforests, explored remote islands and soaked in the island splen-
dor. When night fell, it was off to themed parties filled with potent 
drinks and loads of dancing. 

While this might be just another week in the life for someone as 
wealthy as Branson, it was mind-blowing for the rest us, making the 
BVI Kite Jam a once-in-a-lifetime event. — gretta krueSi

Beyond the core Kite Jam activities, many of the pros had the  
opportunity to share their passion for kiting with the recreational 
riders, media and sponsors attending the event. Several different 
clinics were available, ranging from trainer kite lessons for mem-
bers of the media to racing tactics from nine-time world champion 
Kristin Boese and Cabrinha’s Jon Modica for riders preparing for the 
Necker Island race. 

And the schooling didn’t stop there. Over the course of the 
week, Kite Jam participants were able to pick the brains of big-
name kite stars on everything from kite placement for wave riding 
to the steps for mastering an aerial transition. Armed with these 
valuable tips, the kiters hit the water to test out their new skills, and 
in many cases, there were visible signs of progress — along with a 
few spectacular wipeouts.  

The kiting skill level at the event was all over the map — literally. 
More than 10 top kite pros from countries around the world, such 
as Susi Mai from the Dominican Republic and Boese from Germany, 
provided tons of inspiring action to motivate the crowds. Even a few 
of the more well-connected industry guests, including a Billabong 
VP, an NBC producer as well as journalists from OK! magazine and 
the Robb Report, were spotted getting their stoke on. By week’s 
end, dozens of new kiting converts made their way back home ea-
ger to spread this newfound stoke to their friends and family. And 
for that reason alone, the BVI Kite Jam can be viewed as an over-
whelming success. — laurel eaStman

 lifeStyleS of the BVi 

 ProS and amS collide 

The Kite Jam surf crew takes 
a shuttle to the waves.

Dinner at the Bitter 
End Yacht Club.

Tom Court launches off 
the Kite Jam kicker.

Kristin Boese shows how 
it’s done in Anegada. 
Above: Boese and Jon 
Modica put on a kite 
race clinic. 
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Get the free app for your phone at
http://gettag.mobi
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 nick ogden 
Hometown: nasHville, tennessee

Inspiration for signing up: I met Charlie and Scotty (Kite Jam co-
founders Charlie Smith and Scotty Wilson) at a bar while on a working 
vacation. Once they explained the deal, it was a no-brainer.
Maximum stoke moment with a pro rider: On the Anegada down-
winder, I was one of the first riders to get to the shipwreck and watched 
the first few pros slide and grind the boat into submission. It was com-
pletely amazing.
top take-away: Just try it. If you’re not falling, you’re not learning.

 conStantin BiSanz 
Hometown: Berlin, Germany

Inspiration for signing up: Besides building Internet companies, kite-
boarding is my passion. Plus, who wouldn’t want to kite with pros and 
interesting people like Richard Branson in a beautiful location?
Maximum stoke moment with a pro rider: Testing Kristin Boese’s lat-
est prototype of her new Best kite. She also taught me how to throw a 
back flip — which I combined with an unanticipated kite loop!
top take-away: Just talking to the pros. I learned a lot about their dif-
ferent styles, challenges and favorite spots.

 kite JammerS  
In addition to the participation of top pros, the event also 
left a sunburned and stoked group of amateur kite jammers 
in its wake. We caught up with a few to give you their take.  
— eric hiSS

 Jaime torreS 
Hometown: san Juan, Puerto rico

Inspiration for signing up: How many chances do I get to hang out 
with the coolest, baddest kite pros on the planet, supermodels and the 
mega-rich, all right in my backyard?
Maximum stoke moment with a pro rider: Definitely when I was tak-
ing GoPro videos at the shipwreck and sliders. I got super close to the 
action because I trusted their skills. (Well, the cameras got hit, but they 
survived to record the trick!)
top take-away: My kiteboarding stoke was supercharged! I want to go 
on long downwinders and revisit places that I haven’t kited in a long time.

Each year, there are always a few key events that 
help shape our sport and create new growth. In 
2010, the BVI Kite Jam was definitely one of 
those game changers. 

An event on this scale could hardly go un-
noticed, and indeed it hasn’t, as Billabong has 
already signed on as the title sponsor for next 
year’s BVI Kite Jam at the end of February.  

Not only is this huge news for the event, but 
since Billabong is such an influential brand, it 
could have a far-reaching impact on the sport as 
a whole. It’s too early to tell, but this may even 
mark the tipping point for kiteboarding’s transi-
tion to mainstream. Yet even if that doesn’t hap-
pen, the massive amount of of media coverage 
the BVI Kite Jam attracted this year will certainly 
introduce our sport to thousands of new riders 
across the globe. 

But before we get too far into the future, it 
should be noted that everyone fortunate enough 
to attend the inaugural event was extremely 
lucky, as expectations were far exceeded. It’s 
not every day you get to island-hop on luxury 
yachts, party down with a celebrity billionaire 
or get chased by helicopters while kiting on the 
downwinder of a lifetime. The greatest thing was 
that it really didn’t matter if you were a world-
champion pro, someone new to the sport or the 
owner of Virgin Atlantic: Out on the water in the 
BVI, we were all just kiteboarders living the dream 
and jamming together. — aaron SaleS  

 golden future Susi Mai nails a grab for 
the BVI paparazzi. Below: 
Naish team rider Gretta 
Kruesi hosts a TV show 
with Richard Branson.

See more BVI phoToS and VIdeoS!
Scan any tag like the one at the right with the free
Microsoft Tag app on your iPhone or Android-based
phone to watch bonus BVI video instantly. Try it here to 
see how it works. Get the free app at http://gettag.mobi.
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