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Since 2007, Bells at Killeare, on the NSW
Central Coast, has become a holiday destination
of choice for discerning Svdney creatives.
Itis not hard to see why

words MAUREEN JORDAN

omewhere along Maitland Bay drive, the Sydney skyline fades
from memory, the road narrows, the banksias close in and the
salt air sharpens. Then, almost without warning, you arrive
somewhere that seems, quite deliberately, to have been kept
just out of reach. Killcare, tucked into the Bouddi Peninsula
on the NSW Central Coast, feels like a secret the landscape
has kept to itself.
The Darkinjung and Guringai peoples have been custodians of this
country for tens of thousands of years. The Bouddi Peninsula, with its
sandstone headlands, sheltered bays and the dense bushland of what is now
Bouddi National Park, holds deep cultural significance. And those who have
settled here have felt its weight. Karina Barry felt it, too, though she will tell
you it took a Sunday walk through the national park to convince her.

In 2006, media magnate John Singleton purchased what was then a
modest six-room bed and breakfast as a potential holiday escape. Singleton
asked husband-and-wife duo Karina and Brian Barry, career hoteliers, to
run it for three months as consultants. Brian was smitten. Karina, a fourth-
generation hotelier who was mothering two young children and happily
settled in the Hunter Valley, needed persuading. Weekends were spent
sleeping in the attic above the kitchen. “Once I walked in Bouddi National
Park and discovered that Killcare was a true, world-class destination,” she
recalls, “I also fell in love with it.”

Some decisions make themselves. The Barrys approached Singleton
about leasing the business, spent a year making extensive renovations and,
in December 2007, opened Bells at Killcare Boutique Hotel, Restaurant &
Spa with high hopes. Not everyone shared their confidence, however: “You’re
mad!” “You’ll go broke!” “No one knows where Killcare is!” These were
typical reactions.

Karina smiles at the memory. Since 2016, she and Brian have been owners
of the frechold. “We think we have somewhat overcome the location issue,”
she deadpans. By any measure, that’s an understatement. “There is a certain
energy to the area that makes for a very positive influence. I think that partly
explains why we ended up here”

Indeed, the Barrys have sculpted something extraordinary into the
landscape. The property now encompasses luxurious cottages and lodges, a
20-metre lap pool, a day spa, a purpose-built event space and gardens that
seem to have been whispered into existence. A new wellness centre is in
development, with plans for mineral baths, saunas, steam rooms and a cold-
plunge pool; an art gallery is also in the offing. The Barrys’ focus is always
on quality.

The Bells backstory is defined by family. Karina and Brian’s daughter,
Emma, literally grew up in the industry, as the family home in the Hunter
Valley was attached to a hotel reception, and she and her brother, James,
were washing dishes and tending gardens almost before they could reach the
bench. Emma has since worked in every department of both Bells at Killcare
and sister property Pretty Beach House, as well as in Sydney high-end
restaurants and internationally. In 2024, when the new ultra-luxury lodges
were ready to open in a private sanctuary at Bells, there was no question in
Karina’s mind about who would take the helm as The Lodges manager.
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“What surprised me the most was how little needed to be
said,” says Karina of handing the project to Emma, “and how
much is instinctively in her DNA from living and breathing
hospitality her whole life.” Emma has also pursued a career in
floristry — perfect, as her mother notes, for onsite weddings and
special events.

The daughter’s floral artistry embellishes the aesthetic of
a place that captivates from the moment you arrive. The Bells
experience is something that wnfolds. The warm welcome at
reception. The quality of the linen. The produce-driven menu in
the restaurant — The Wild Flower Bar & Dining, built within the
property’s flourishing gardens. And then there’s the gift store: a
small, perfectly curated space where all stock has been chosen
with that same eye for quality.

From its inception, Bells has attracted those who know a
good thing when they find it. John Singleton, one of Australia’s
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a destination of
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media and
hospitality worlds,
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spreads by word-
ol-mouth alone

ABOVE Karina Barry with daughter Emma in Bells’ kitchen garden.
LEFT Aview from Bells’ manicured lawns.

most storied advertising and media identities, chose the original
property as his retreat. Over the years, Bells has become a
destination of choice for those in Sydney’s creative, media and
hospitality worlds, drawn by a promise that spreads by word-of-
mouth alone: this place is more than a hotel; it is an experience,
well worth the 90-minute from Sydney — and well worth returning
to. And return they do. Again and again.

For these repeat guests, the NSW Central Coast has changed
markedly — and for the better. Indigenous-tourism experiences
have flourished. World-class yacht charters now ply Broken Bay
and Pittwater. The Broken Bay Pearl Farm, distilleries, boutique
breweries, oyster trails and celebrated community events like the
5 Lands Walk, Bouddi Peninsula Arts Trail and Harvest Festival
have turned the region into a cultural destination. But Bells, in
many ways, was ahead of the curve. It was telling this story before
it was fashionable to do so.

Ask Karina how she describes herself as a business owner
and her answer is characteristically considered. “I have always
believed you should play to your strengths and surround yourself
with the smartest and most passionate people,” she says. Her
management team across all facets of the business are, she notes
with quiet pride, all women: “Fabulous women, who are our
greatest assets”. It is a line that lands with the gentle weight of
pure sincerity.

Next year, Bells at Killcare turns 20. There will be
celebrations, the Barrys promise, though of what kind, exactly,
they are keeping close to their chest. But if the last two decades
are any indication, whatever comes next will be done with
meticulous care. The Bouddi Peninsula has been keeping its own
counsel for millennia. Bells at Killcare, it turns out, has learned
to do the same. HB
The writer stayed as a guest of Bells at Killcare.
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