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Finding Calm  in 
Khanom

With a stretch of pristine beach that sees no more than a handful of visitors each 
day, it’s hard to believe Khanom is a stone’s throw from the tourist hotspots of Krabi 
and Ko Samui. Thanks to an invitation from The Collektion Hotels & Resorts, 
Brooke Thio spills the beans on southern Thailand’s best holiday hideaway.

i
I utter a silent prayer of gratitude as our driver pushes the speed limits of our minivan, thankful that we are travelling 

on a relatively smooth and straight path. The road is a narrow asphalt ribbon undulating through the patchwork forest of 
green, cutting east from Krabi to Nakhon Si Thammarat on the Gulf of Thailand where the town of Khanom is located. A 
two-hour drive from Krabi Airport takes longer than catching a ferry from Ko Samui, but is much more affordable when 
airfare is taken into consideration. When the sea finally blinks on the horizon, bright and turquoise and promising a 
glorious weekend, I’m convinced that the long ride is worth it.

Beach Bumming
At Aava Resort & Spa, owner and managing director Atte Savisalo looks every bit the tourist as he greets us dressed in a shirt and Bermuda 

shorts. I’m enthralled by the resort’s design aesthetic; traditional Thai elements and Atte’s native Scandinavian minimalism certainly go well 
together. The fusion lounge music – a custom mix created by Atte’s musician friend – adds to the modern and sophisticated ambience.

“The rest of the day is pretty much free, so you can enjoy our facilities or explore the locality,” explains Atte. “Tomorrow will be packed, 
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though. We’ve arranged for some local 
tours so you can see what Khanom has 
to offer.” With the rest of the afternoon 
stretching ahead of me, I unpack and zip 
over to the beach.

Exclusive Luxury
Nine-kilometre-long Nadan Beach, 

where Aava is located, is blissfully empty, 
save for the tiny crabs skittering across 
the sand. I hear nothing apart from 
the waves, keeping time and clinking 
thousands of tiny, pretty seashells 
against each other. Looking at the 
silhouette of Koh Samui in the distance, 
I can hardly believe a tranquillity like this 
still exists. So far Aava – which is Finnish 
for “wide, open, vast” – is the only luxury 
resort on this beach, and even then there 
are only 28 rooms, making this place 
very exclusive indeed. 

The ‘rooms’, in fact, are villas ranging 
from pool-access units for couples to 
double-storey family bungalows. Plenty 
of attention has been paid to making the 
resort family-friendly: apart from the 
usual spa and yoga classes, there’s also 
a playroom and free lessons like pizza-
making for the kids. Guests can also rent 
a bike to explore the local surroundings, 
but we are warned not to expect any 
malls or Starbucks cafés in Khanom. Not 
that I mind.

In Search of Dolphins
After a hearty European breakfast – 

Atte insists on baking European-style 
bread onsite at the resort – we set off 
to the pier for a longboat ride out to 
visit nearby islands as well as to catch 
a sight of the gulf’s famous Indo-Pacific 
dolphins, better known as pink dolphins. 
Our local guide, Toon, explains that the 
older the dolphin, the more pink its skin 
gets – so a very pink dolphin is a rare and 
lucky sight for fishermen. In the bright 
sunlight, however, it’s a challenge to spot 
them surfacing and I end up relying on 
our boatman to point them out as we 
circle for an hour or so. Khanom’s locals 
are extremely protective of the pink 
dolphins, so even when chasing them we 
keep a friendly distance.  

Chugging on, we reach Koh Nui Nork. 
Marked with bright saffron prayer flags, 
this tiny mound of an island is where, as 
the story goes, the Buddhist monk Luang 
Pu Thuat was shipwrecked after a storm 
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and created fresh drinking water by stepping in the seawater. 
Today, the island features a freshwater spring that merges 

with the surrounding seawater, and is a key location for Buddhist 
pilgrimages and festivals. Along the way are the ‘pancake rocks’, 
an intriguing formation found only in Khanom and Punakaiki, 
New Zealand. Some 30 million years old, these layers of limestone 
were formed from lime-rich fragments of dead marine creatures 
overlaid by weaker layers of soft mud and clay, which were then 
eroded away as the seabed rose to form cliffs. 

Bounty From the Sea
After hours at sea, Atte takes us to a tiny seaside diner. We’re 

greeted by a spread of fried sweet-and-sour fish, calamari with 
vegetables, battered prawns, and chicken in broth. Toon reveals 
that much of the seafood in Phuket is actually supplied from 
Khanom to help meet overwhelming demand, so we have it as 
fresh as it gets. Fishing is the livelihood of most locals: in the 
day, fishermen smack the water with sticks and promptly net the 
stirred-up fish; at night, more patience is required as the boats use 
bright lamps to lure squid.

The seafood is splendidly fresh and we’re all taken by the 
chicken broth: unlike the typical tongue-searing tom yum I was 
expecting, it’s surprisingly mild with hints of cashew, tomato, 
and pineapple. Apparently, Khanom cuisine has more Malay and 
Chinese influences than food further north in Thailand: dishes are 
simple and use fewer spices, but include plenty of fruit, nuts, and 
vegetables.

Adventure Calls
Sated, we head to Hat Khanom – Mu Ko Thale Tai National Park 

to explore Khao Wang Thong, which Atte chirpily describes as “a 
limestone cave that needs a little bit of climbing”. Located about 
50 steep steps up a hill, the cave entrance is a nondescript little 
hole. Not much of a cave or a climb – or so I thought. After about 
20 metres in, I realize the workout has only just begun. With tiny 
torchlights we scrabble on slippery ground, ducking under low-
hanging rocks and pressing our way through narrow crevices. By 
the time I reach the main cave, my shirt is clinging to my skin 
and I’ve had half a dozen heart attacks from shielding my camera 
from the rocks.

The main cave is a sight to behold. Bats hang overhead in 

apparent slumber, ignoring us intruders; stalactites and stalagmites 
adorn the space, some as tiny as anthills and some meeting after 
centuries to form pale columns. With a little stretch of the imagination 
we spot formations that look like dinosaurs, animals, and bodhisattvas, 
but soon we’re lost in the yawning space. It’s our park ranger and cave 
guide who leads us safely back through the winding tunnels and out 
to the hillside. Translating the park ranger’s words for us, Toon shares 
that there are more cave passages that will be opened to visitors 
in coming years. Unlike most caves in the region that are open to 
tourists, Khao Wang Thong has turned out to be a most impressive 
adventure.

A Story of Serendipity
To complete our visit, we are treated to an elegant dinner on the 

beach. Amid an excellent 4-course dinner, Atte recounts how he 
stumbled upon the town of Khanom and ended up as one of the few 
foreign business owners here. 

An accountant by training, Atte and his partner Kati were 
backpacking through Southeast Asia and Khanom was their last stop 
before returning to Finland. “It was just so beautiful. There were even 
cows wandering this very beach and we joked about buying a piece 
of land here for vacations and retirement.” As fate allowed, a friend of 
a friend learned that there was a plot for sale – and the idea for Aava 
Resort & Spa was realised. Despite his foreign roots, Atte’s admiration 
and respect for Thai culture and hospitality is reflected in the resort’s 
design, food offerings, and staffing. Like its owners, Aava Resort 
& Spa may look foreign, but feels as local as the rest of charming, 
tranquil Khanom. 

The next time I need a getaway by the beach, I know where I’m 
going.

Special Offer for Asian Journey readers:
4 Days/3 Nights beach retreat at Aava Resort from THB 13,000, 

inclusive 3 nights accommodation in Deluxe Bungalow for two adults, 
daily breakfast, half day pink dolphin tour, complimentary daily 
wellness activities, complimentary Kids Club access, kids up to 12 
years stay/eat for free, tax and service charges. Stay period until 31st 
October 2015. Please quote “Asian” and call +65 6689 1042 or email 
info@thecollektion.com. 

Aava Resort & Spa
The Collektion Hotels & Resorts
16 Raffles Quay
#33-03 Hong Leong Building
Singapore 048581
T: +65 6689 1042
www.thecollektion.com

CC Beach Bar
28/1 Moo 6
Tambon Khanom, Amphoe Khanom
Nakhon Si Thammarat 80210, 
THAILAND
ccbeachbarthai.wordpress.com
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