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ALANFAENA FINDS
HIS GREATEST
INSPIRATION IN
JOSE IGNACIO, A
PLACE HEHELPED
TRANSFORM
INTO URUGUAY'S
MOST EXCLUSIVE
AND GLAMOROUS
BEACHTOWN

texy and photograpts by CHRISTOPHER BAGLEY




THREE

decades ago, when &lan Feena decided to buy & plot of barren land slong a remcte
stretel of eoastline nearthe village of José Janacio, Utuguay, 1is friends wene divided
nto two distinct camps, There were those whao thought he was crazy, and thase who
thought be was really crezy,

*Everybody said, 'This placeis souninteresting, and there bs no highsway to get thers,
and nobedy willevervisit youw, * Faena recslls *Bull knew what it hedthe petentialto
became, And anyway, I'wasn'tlooldng forapproval!

Faena s possibly South America's mest free-thinling entrepreneur, known 1ot only
for his stk turbans and quirky hats bur also farhis determination to go his own way,
seaure in the knowledge that bots of pecple will eventuslly folloss him. They didsoin
his hometawn of Buenos Alres, whene in 1999 he bepantransiormingsome abandoned
docklands into the ever-buzrzing Puerto Madero distnct, and more recently in tdiamy),
where he recruited the firms ofthe Diles of Rem Koolhaas and Norman Fester to help
him dresm up ancther residential-retall-cuursl complex anchoredbythe FaenaHotel
Miami Beach, (The hotel earned the aumber one spot 2maong US properties in this
magazjnes latest Readers' Chojce Awards) For hjs José Ignacjo retrest, Fasna
envisioned a ush oads of rosebushes and pine trees, despite the factthet bis chosenplat,
several mules west of town and acrcss the street floma petroleumn depat, was sll
sand dunesend scrub, Hetells me this aswe sip verbamaté on bis expansive beckpatio,
now framed by what seem lilee1.5 gazillion pink and purple hydranges blossems, In the
decades gnce bis parchase, José [gnacio has become one of the most exchusive and
glamarcus beachtowns anywhere, but Faenasays he doesn't think much about that

I you've been to Argenting or Uruguey during the Southern Hempsphere's sammer
manths you'veprobablybeentold that Punta del Bste is the Hamptons of Basnos Alres,
andthat José [gnecio—asmallerand mose discreet enclave 2o ks up the coat—sthe
region'sMaontauk. In r2ality, Joag [Znacio s simultansously moreb chemian and mone
fancy than jts Long Island counterpant. Dist roads lead pastunderstated 42 million cot-
rages toward exquisite Beaches, shere multilingual South Amedicans and Burcpeans
flirt and play paddleball and disoass their e dinner reservations. [In1gog, the town
adopted Uruguaay's fict local zoning Jaw, prohibiting such ewils as tall buildings, shop-
pingmalls, nightchubs andcond cs.) Peal: seasom here lasts about threeweeks, from late
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Decembertomjd-January. Qutsideof that you're
less likely to run into Elon Musk or Shakira, but
you can still soak up plenty of the salty, surfy
chicthattheplace js known for.

Ifirstvisitedfouryears ago, when the delicate
balance of fabul ousness andrusticity was already
under threat by the growing crowds. This time
around I was glad tosee that José Ignacio's elu-
sive brand of magnetism—which has many first-
timevisitors spendingthe last few days ofthejr
trips shopping for real estate—js still intact. At
the Shack Yoga, a popular studio not far from
the 19th-century lighthouse, it's just as hard as
everto guessthat the person in crow pose next
toyou flewin on aprivate jet. Still, nofewerthan
10 new restaurants opened in the arealast sea-
son, includingabranch ofa faux-sos dinerchain
onthe main square."Somegrowt hjs inevitable,"
says Ignacio Rujbal, one of more than a dozen
rea] estate agents in a village whose year-round
population js 300. "The important thing js that
new businesses understand and respect the
low-key, personal vibe here. Ifthey don't, many
ofthem willfailand go away."

For now the scene continues to revolve around
a handful ofgroovy spots run by a tight clan of
longtime insiders. Faena's favorite storeintown,
the eclectic housewares-and-clothingboutique
Santas Negras, is co-owned by Paula Martini,
whose husband, Martin Pittaluga, is apartnerat
everyone's favorite beachside canteen, La Huella.
Good food hasbeenthe socialglue inthese pats
since a young Francis Mallmann tumed up in
the late '7os; theMichelin-starred chef still has a
restaurantin thetown of Garzén,and his former
protégés can be found at theirown restaurants
cooking fresh-caught brétola or locally raised
lamb inside wood-fired ovens.

Faena, who retums to José Ignacio every
year at Christmastime, is known around town
as akind of eccentric jcon, a mystery man who
helped put this place on the map but is rarely
spotted in the flesh. (All the local chefs can tell
youexactlyhow manytimes Faenadinedattheir
placesin each ofthe past fewseasons.) Avisitto
his compound, which he named Tierra Santa
(HolyLand), makesit easytounderstandwhy he
rarely feelsthe need toleavejt. Faenaseeshimself
not as a real estate developer but as a conjurer
of utopjas, and Tierra Santajs clearly his most
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personalcreation, Hegently restored the property's modest original house,
addinga couple of mjnimalist guest rooms,andlaterbuilt athree-bedroom
wood casjtafor himselfclosertothe ocean. Inside, the living room has a few
antjque incense burners, baroque mirrors, and ceremonijal garlands, but
Faenamostlyspendstime on the spare patiosthat overlook his wide, empty
lawn and his even wider, emptjerbeach. "When you'resitting there listen-
ingtothe sound of the waves, you meditate without eventrying" he says.

FAENA

is atall man who moves slowly and talks qujetly. His speech is sprinkled
withthe philosophical pronouncementsofaZenteacher, albejt one who's
far more jnterestedin self-expression than self-denjal "Ifyou'rein an envi-
ronmentthat draws out your emotions," he says, 'then you're alwaysmuch
moreinthe present moment. And that js life." Staying with him this week
are his 8-year-oldson,Noa, and his cousinSebastianFaena, aphotographer
and filmmaker. Sebastjantellsmethat intheirnative Argentina where con-
formism and machismo often hold sway, his cousin was always a paragon
of bright, ballsy glamour. "At mybarmitzvahin Buenos Aires, Alan showed
up wearing floral leggings," he recalls."He handed me a check,and then he
left. Imean, fora teenager, that's perfect, right?"

AsFaenahimselftellsit, hislifeandcareerhavebeen allabout beingtrue
topassjons, some of which took root right here. He went on a multiyear
sabbaticalto cultivate his rose garden, defying landscapers and logic as he
found awayto make 3,500 individualplantsthrivein inhospitableterrain.
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Opposite: Faena
strolling his property
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Huicholpe ople. Below:
Aview of thepool
andthebacklawn

Hislatestpastime: singing Spanish-languagelove
songs. Faena had neversung a word untjl last
year,when he discovered the catharticpowers
of crooning after a painfulbreakup with long-
time partner Ximena Caminos, who is Noa's
mother. Sincethen he'sbeen recording in a stu-
dio and plans to perform publicly in the com-
ing months. "Now,singingiswhat I do," he says.
"For me jt's not about entertaining, jt's about
expressingemotions."

Many guests of Faena's can't help but fixate
on the fact that he paid a mere $80,000 for his
property, which is currently worth untold mjl-
lions. And everyone's always asking him which
forgotten part of the world he plans to trans-
form into the next must-visit spot. But if he has
aplace jn mind, he's not letting on. When I last
saw Faena, he was dressed in a long Japanese
robe, sitting on a shaded bench and admjring
ahibiscusblossom. ®
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