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Two NEWLYWEDS
bought a Cambodian
island (as you do). Add
to the mix stage three
CANCER and the
Jinancial crisis, and you
have the extraordinary
story of RORY and
MELITA HUNTER.

WORDS HELEN COLLIER

ambodia had not even
crossed the minds

of Rory and Melita
Hunter as a potential
new home until work
took them to the
capital city; Phnom

Penh, in 2005.

Their plan was to spend a year there,
with Rory heading up an advertising
agency, before moving to New York. Yet
fast forward a decade and the Australian
couple are still there. They opened Song
Saa, an opulent 27-villa island resort off
the coast of Sihanoukville, in 2012 — and
while the couple may now have an island
and an eco-resort to their names, none of
it was planned — nor was it plain sailing,

Rewind to 2805 and Phnom Penh
was an exciting place to be = Cambodia
was starting to pick itself back up from
vears of civil war, and the country was
experiencing a high-growth phase on the
verge of the tourism and property boom,

“We got swept up in the emotional
journey and the incredible energy,
seeing and being part of its physical
transformation,” says Mel.

Mel had worked in interiors as an
organic stylist, so together with Rory,
saw potential in buying dilapidated
French colonial properties in the city
and renovating them for the influx of
new expats, Property development was

a new industry for them both, as was
the Khmer language, so the couple took

Khmer lessons in their lunch hours and

did their due diligence with lawyers by
night, To navigate their way through the
minefield that is Cambodian land law,

they set up a land holding company.

At the end of 2005, Rory left his day
job and over the next two vears, the
couple developed 27 apartments. “It
was never part of a grand p|.m. Song Saa
still hadn't entered our vision,” Rory
laughs, “But looking back, all we learned
how to work out
quantities of supplies, understanding
lighting plans and electricity, plumbing,
grey water -

in those early years

all that stood us in such
good stead for building Song Saa.”

Working in a developing nation, they
witnessed some exploitation and were
determined to not only reject this but
also set a new precedent for foreigners
doing business in Cambodia.

“What we learned in those first few
years was that you can get things done in
Cambodia without having to pay bribes;
it just takes 10 times longer.”




In the midst of a busy development
project, the couple decided they needed
a holiday. They headed south to explore
the under-developed coastline of
Sihanoukville, where they rented a fishing
boat. Rory and Mel are grateful to that
fishing boat to this very day. for it took
them to the Koh Rong archipelago, which
they say was like a film scene ~ a land and
a people time had forgoteen.

*“The locals on these islands were so
welcoming. We'd hop off the boat and
they'd cook up cashews in the fire for
us and give us beautiful freshly caught
prawns. The head of the family on the
island that is now Song Saa told us how
hard it had become to catch enough
fish to feed his family, the waters had
become so overfished. He had land back
on the mainland and wanted to go back
there, to rice farming.”

And then, as if he was asking them to
pass the salt, he simply said: “Do you
want to buy my island?”

Foreigners were not able to buy or
own land in Cambodia at that time,

50 they knew that by entertaining the
idea, they were essentially agrecing to
‘squatters” rights”. But pushing the red
tape to the backs of their minds, they
also realised what a special opportunity
lay before them - so agreed to his asking
price of AUS15,000. The chief on nearby
island Koh Rong drew up an agreement
and, with legal involvement, they handed
over the money two weeks later.

“The locals had been running a
pig farm on the island for years and
there were pigs wallowing in rubbesh

everywhere, fishing boats emptying their
bilge, it was quite a sight,” Mel says
“Rory's family came Tt sit us and
were wandering over the mland hitera
muttening. “What have vou done?™
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There had been pods of dolphins and
huge amounts of fish life, but following
20 years of human over-consumption,
that had all bur gone.

In conjunction with the local chiefs,
the island’s new owners sourced fresh
water and created a marine reserve
around part of the island in a bid 1o
replenish stocks and keep large Thai and
Vietnamese fishing
trawlers away.

“In just 18
months, we started
10 sce barracuda
jumping again. The
fish stocks have now
replenished so much
that the marine park
1S NOW LWICE its

original size and is
the largest marine park in the Gulf of
Thailand,” says Mel.

“Ac this point, we still didn't have
any intention of building a resort
on the island. We didn't even know
we were going to build anything; it
took us two and a half years to work
through the ownership structure with

the government!”

It was so
SERENDIPITOUS.
We were able to
START again, no

MONEY lost.
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Along the way, they took on

ownership of a second island and it soon

became clear that in order to continue
all this work and pay the legal fees, they
nceded funding. And it would need to
be impressive to fulfil their dreams of
sustainability and a future for villagers,
including education for their children,
It quickly became a AUS50 million
project;
architect Bill
Bensley drew
the plans and
there was no
shortage of
interested
parties
throwing
!11()nC)‘ at
the concept.
Then, overnight, the couple’s lives
changed. One morning in September
2008 they woke to the news that
Lehman Brothers had collapsed,
creating financial uncertainty. Then,
three days later, Mel was diagnosed
with stage three ovarian cancer.
Everything was put on hold and the
pair flew back to Australia. Mel focused
her energy on curing herself of cancer;
she had a tumour the size of a golf ball
growing through her cervix into her
uterus and spreading. Having watched

her mother experience the indignity of

i

chemotherapy and consequently die
from cancer at the age of 45, she knew
she needed o handle it her own way.
Doctors prescribed chemotherapy
and a radical hysterectomy, but Mel
had her own approach. She went to

see a kinesiologist, practiced yoga, did
visualisation, attended Petrea King's
cancer camp, meditated, did qi gong
and had an eating plan drawn up by

a naturopath.

“Your body is so good at fighting
cancer,” Mel said. “I"d been going
through a lot of stress pulling this
project together, we were working
our tails off.”

Rory says he put Mel in a bubble
to allow her to focus on her cancer,
buffering everything, not allowing any
stress to reach her.

When she was ready (and not before)
Mel let the doctors operate to remove
her uterus and after two weeks of
waiting, the pathology report came back
confirming she was cancer-free. As well
as celebrating Mel's amazing recovery, |
the delay also brought the couple good
news on the business front.
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*“It was so serendipitous,” Mel
recalls. “We were able to start again, no
money lost.
“Had the financial crash happened
a few weeks later and we had signed
contracts with evervbody, we'd have
& lost the lot. But we had only agreed
» term sheets, so we were able to start
from scratch.”

They returned to Cambodia, to their
two islands, with no investors and a
clean slate. Mel drew some designs for
a couple of very simple shacks. But
despite the unstable financial climate,
there were still people willing to invest,
so at a small launch in Phuket, they
showed some drawings of nine villas.

All nine sold that night, Buvers wanted
to become shareholders, the drawings
became more elaborate - bathrooms
were designed in stone and individual
plunge pools were added.

And so Song Saa was born. Made
up of two islands linked by a wooden

lkway, its name means ‘the
. . » g
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‘ \
) BIRD & KNOLL
§ "

FIJE BULA

PARADISE
SCARF AUSY8

!
TIGERLILY XARPOS
BAG AUSS? 95 BASILIUS
SANDAL AUST2? 95

tgorlilyswimwoot com ou A AUSP0

SCENTED OlL

theayu.com.au

We're not in a hurry

J
3 4

suddenly EXPAND.

s been a decade of

LLEARNING and we

want to apply that
e next one — Lo
PROVE that /()ur/
model can WORA.




