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VIRTUOSO & VIRTUOSO LIFE HONOR THE WORLD’S MOST EXQUISITE HOTELS AND UNVEIL THE “BEST OF THE BEST”
LAS VEGAS – (August 21, 2008) – Leading luxury travel network Virtuoso proudly announced last night the winners of its second annual Best of the Best Awards. Winners, which represent the world’s finest hotels, resorts, spas and villas, were revealed on August 20, 2008, by VIRTUOSO LIFE Publisher Terrie Hansen and Virtuoso Hotels & Resorts Program Vice President Albert Herrera, during a gala dinner at Virtuoso’s 20th annual Travel Mart held August 17-22 at the Bellagio in Las Vegas.  More than 3,200 select travel advisors and preferred suppliers participated in the travel industry’s top networking event. 
“The concept of luxury travel and the hotel experience that affluent consumers seek has evolved over the years and, even now, continues to redefine itself,” said Albert Herrera.  “What remains constant about our Best of the Best Award recipients is their spirited enthusiasm, singular passion for delivering an unparalleled experience and an unwavering commitment to serving both the client and our Member travel agencies.  We are proud to recognize those hotels that are stand-outs in particular areas of excellence.”  

VIRTUOSO LIFE editors collaborated with Virtuoso’s member travel advisors to select hotel nominees representing the pinnacle of service, design and luxury in the industry.  The 10 award categories ranged from architecture and design to leading concierges. Those named Best of the Best will be featured in the September/October issue of VIRTUOSO LIFE (www.virtuosolife.com) magazine, reaching 250,000 affluent readers.  The 2008 Best of Best Award winners are as follows:

Best Achievement in Design: Four Seasons Hotel Florence, Italy
Following seven years of meticulous restoration, the Hotel occupies two protected Renaissance palaces; the 15th century Palazzo della Gherardesca; and the Conventino, a 16th century Palazzo, which was once a convent. The palace's ornately painted and crafted interiors offer guests the rare opportunity to view 15th - 19th century artworks in their original context. Frescoes, bas-reliefs, stuccoes and silk wallpapers have been carefully restored to reveal vivid detail dating back over five centuries. 
Best Concierge: Colin Short, The Lanesborough, London, England
Previously nominated in 2007, Colin Short, Head Concierge at The Lanesborough, embodies the indispensable link that the concierge provides to the local destination. Mr. Short is committed to upholding the highest standards of the profession through sharp intuition, his vast networks of contacts and meticulous attention to detail.

Best Culinary Experience: Le Quartier Francais, Franschhoek, South Africa
This boutique, Relais & Chateaux Auberge situated in the heart of the Franschhoek Valley, Cape Winelands, offers three dining experiences: fine dining at The Tasting Room; a relaxed street side bistro at iCi; plus modern country fare on Môreson Wine Farm at Bread & Wine. 

Best Bar: Stravinskij Bar, Hotel de Russie, Rome, Italy

The Stravinskij Bar has earned a cult following for its unrivalled martinis, as well as having been made a full-fledged member of the James Bond Bar circuit for its elegance, impeccable class and cosmopolitan crowd. 

Best Family Program: The Ritz-Carlton, St. Thomas, U.S. Virgin Islands

Children’s programs at The Ritz-Carlton, St. Thomas offer a variety of supervised physical and creative activities designed especially for children aged 5-12. Full- or half-day options, seven days a week, include snorkeling and scuba programs, craft time and sand castle building.
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Best Spa: Six Senses Hideaway Samui, Koh Samui, Thailand

The Six Senses Spa with outdoor treatment salas and indoor treatment rooms, offers an extensive menu of holistic and traditional treatments conducted by highly skilled therapists using all-natural products. Surrounded by spectacular water views, guests always leave feeling invigorated and energized.
Most Socially Responsible: Ulusaba Private Game Reserve, South Africa 
Pride 'n Purpose is the charitable arm of Ulusaba, Sir Richard Branson's Private Game Reserve. Pride 'n Purpose works on a non-profit basis and is committed to uplifting disadvantaged communities living adjacent to the reserve. This is achieved both through the provision of basic needs and by empowering communities with sustainable development and education. Making conservation worthwhile for the rural communities helps to ensure that the parks survive.

Most Innovative Guest Experience: explora en Atacama, San Pedro, Chile 

The 50-room hotel positions itself as a place to “re-charge” for the following days’ guided explorations, offering gourmet food and adventure. Guests are actively encouraged to interact with the staff and locals. Similarly, visitors here enjoy inclusive meals; an unlimited open bar with a wide selection of fabulous wines; four connected outdoor pools & saunas; access to Sala de Exploradores (explorers’ room) equipped with maps and books to better understand the region; access to its private stables with 25 horses; plus Mountain bikes.
Hotelier of the Year: Franka Holtmann, Le Meurice, Paris, France

Mrs. Franka Holtmann’s experience in the Paris luxury hotel sector is second to none.  She is the only female General Manager to run two of Paris’ six Palace hotels, starting with the Hotel de Crillon on Paris' Place de la Concord, as well as the distinguished Le Meurice where she has lead a dynamic team of professionals since June 2006.  

Hotel of the Year: Amanpuri, Phuket, Thailand

Located within a former coconut plantation overlooking the Andaman Sea on the west coast of Phuket, Amanpuri (meaning “peaceful place”) was the very first Amanresort.  Forty pavilions, measuring almost 1,300 square feet (each with its own private outdoor terrace), and an additional 30 Thai villa homes are interspersed throughout the resort’s verdant peninsula sloping down to Pansea Beach. Amanpuri’s 88-foot freshwater swimming pool is finished in midnight-blue tiling. The Aman Spa features six spacious Thai-style spa pavilions offering an open, light-filled space of wood and glass with private steam room, shower, bath, dressing area and an outdoor meditation sala.
About Virtuoso
Virtuoso is a by-invitation-only organization comprising over 300 agencies with more than 6,000 elite travel specialists in 22 countries in North and South America, the Caribbean, Australia and New Zealand, as well as over 1,000 of the world’s best travel providers and premier destinations.  Independent travel agencies receive sales, marketing and technology support, as well as exclusive services and products, as a result of their membership in Virtuoso.  The network’s member agencies generate over $5.1 billion annually in travel sales, making the group the most powerful in the luxury travel segment.  Their relationships with the finest travel companies provide the network’s affluent clientele with exclusive amenities, rare experiences and privileged access.  Virtuoso is the exclusive network of travel related services and benefits provided by MasterCard to World Elite® MasterCard® cardholders.   For more information, please visit www.virtuoso.com .
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