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Super-charged: Top teacher, TV host, and author Michael Breed is having the time of his life
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One beneficiary of this is golf, which until
recently had rarely been played in mainland China.
In 1984, the Arnold Palmer-designed Chung Shan
Hot Spring Golf Club opened in the southern city
of Zhongshan. Still, by the end of the 1980s there
were only 100,000 golfers and no more than half
a dozen golf courses in the country.

Fast forward 10 years later, to 1994, when the
World Cup course, designed by Jack Nicklaus,
opened at Mission Hills in Shenzhen, just outside
Hong Kong. Since then, golf has grown at light
speed, to the point where nearly three million

golfers are playing on more than 450 golf courses,
with dozens more being built to meet the demand.
Mission Hills has led the charge with 12 courses at
its Shenzhen and Dongguan properties, just 
outside Hong Kong. The company has built five
other courses on the island province of Hainan,
popularly referred to as China’s Hawaii, and is
preparing to open five more there within the next
12 months.

Yet with all of the growth, China remains at the
bottom of the list for Western golf travelers as a
golfing mecca. However, after experiencing all that

From top: Lava and water

frame the  green on the 12th

hole at Haikou’s Stepping

Stone course; Fred Couples

and Davis Love III won the

1995 World Cup of Golf in

Shenzen; Hong Kong is the

exciting gateway city for

Mission Hills.

I
t’s only been 35 years since China freed itself from the rigid economic constraints

of Communism. Yet, across all corners of this vast and fascinating nation, its

approximately 1.3 billion inhabitants have witnessed an age of prosperity and

growth unprecedented in modern times. It’s no wonder that Westernized leisure

time activities have found their way into Chinese society.
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the Mission Hills properties have to offer, I can say
without hesitation that Met Area golfers should
start applying for travel visas now. True, China is
a long way to travel for a golf holiday and it’s not
cheap to get there. But once you have arrived and
shaken off the jet lag, you will find challenging, 
scenic golf courses, invigorating spa treatments,
fine cuisine from all parts of the world, and a 
cultural experience unlike any other.

I arrived at Mission Hills in Dongguan about
two hours after disembarking at Hong Kong 
International Airport—thanks to long lines at
immigration and rush-hour traffic that reminded

me of the L.I.E. I was immediately impressed with
the hotel, which opened in late 2010. A 
23-story high-rise facility with 338 rooms and
suites, each room is spacious, and hotel guests are
provided world-class amenities.

Having arrived in the mid-morning, I decided
to erase the jet lag and immediately booked a mas-
sage in the resort’s spa, Forest Springs, which I
entered through a long time-tunnel specifically
designed to begin my journey toward total relax-
ation. The 90-minute session revitalized me and
I immediately booked another for that evening in
anticipation of post-golf sore muscles.

After a bounteous, all-continents buffet lunch
at the World Kitchen, I was ready to tackle the
resort’s real draw—the 12 golf courses, five of
which are located at the Dongguan facility. Except
for the Nicklaus, Dye, and Norman courses, they
have been exclusively designed by the Arizona-
based team of Lee Schmidt and Brian Curley, who
collaborated on the layouts with many of the
world’s greatest players, including Vijay Singh,
Ernie Els, José Maria Olazábal, Nick Faldo, 
Annika Sorenstam, Jumbo Ozaki, David Duval,
Zhang Lian Wei, and David Leadbetter, all of
whom have courses named after them.

Each has its own distinct character, with the
two most challenging being the Norman and
Olazábal courses. Overlooking the demanding
Olazábal course, former site of the Omega Mis-
sion Hills World Cup, is a towering 90-foot white
marble statue of Guan Yin, goddess of mercy,
which portends what you will need while navigat-
ing the more than 150 bunkers on this course. If
that isn’t enough to keep you focused, mind the
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Above: the Annika Course at

Mission Hills Shenzen

features a few dramatic

elevation changes. 

Below: The eighth at

Blackstone plays over a ravine

and back toward the hotel.

Opposite: the Bistro on the

Rock at Haikou has a distinct

aura to go along with its

gourmet cuisine. 



“Cobra Beware” signs on all the courses.
Curley, the chief architect, employed

a variety of design techniques utilizing
the natural terrain and mountains which
rise 300 feet around some of the golf
courses. The Sorenstam course is, natu-
rally, a favorite of female guests, and I
would recommend the Ozaki course as
the one to begin your golfing tour. It’s fair,
tough at times, but leaves you enough self-
esteem to tackle the brutes that await you
in the days ahead. 

Each course is very well-conditioned,
save for greens that are a bit slower than
what we’re used to in the States, and there
is a cart-path only policy. If you are truly
a golf addict, and you need to feed your
addiction even after a hefty dinner, there
are four courses (Annika, Duval, Els and
Ozaki) equipped with floodlights to
allow for play until 2 a.m., seven days a
week.

The short 20-minute drive by hotel
livery to the Shenzhen property offers
more than mere transportation, but a
change in atmosphere as well. Here, the
low-rise hotel does not evoke a towering,
Las Vegas-style aura, but is more soothing
and quieter. The restaurants, especially
Shiki and Imperial Court, Japanese and
Chinese cuisine, respectively, are an oasis
for either lunch or dinner.

Need even more golf and spa pamper-
ing? Then head to Haikou in Hainan
Province, where Dr. David Chu, chair-

man of Mission Hills Group, and his two
sons, Ken and Tenniel, built the newest
addition to the Mission Hills resort
empire. Located just off China’s south-
ern coast, Mission Hills Haikou is one 
of the most opulent golf and spa resorts
in the world. Following an easy one-hour
flight from Shenzhen to Haikou Meilan
Airport, and a 20-minute drive to the
hotel, I entered a world of exotic sights,
tropical climate, and natural scenic 
beauty.

Once again, the golf design team of
Schmidt-Curley was selected to build 10
championship courses. A Hank Haney
Golf Academy on the premises provides
instruction to golfers of all ages and skill
levels by professional instructors trained
and certified by Hank Haney, the Acade-
my’s Director of Instruction.

Unique to Haikou is the volcanic land-
scape, and on three courses, lava plays a
distinctive role in the design. The hall-
mark of the 10 courses is Blackstone,
where the Omega Mission Hills World
Cup (won by Matt Kuchar and Gary
Woodland of the U.S.) was played last
November. Measuring a gargantuan
7,800-plus yards from the tips, it weaves
through mature trees, lava rock and
expansive lakes and wetlands. This is a
premiere course and its difficulty ranks
right up there with Bethpage Black.

The Preserve course is a bit less chal-
lenging but no less beautiful. Sculpted
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bunkering punctuates wide fairways leading to
greens with quite extreme undulations, forcing
golfers to demonstrate formidable putting skills
on every hole.

A favorite of American golfers is the Vintage.
Here Curley patterned the nearly 7,400 yard lay-
out after the Golden Age of golf course architec-
ture in America. Think National Golf Links,
Plainfield, and Merion—there are even wicker 
basket flagsticks. The course follows the lay of the
land’s natural terrain mixed with pot bunkers,

small greens, and the occasional blind shot. C.B.
Macdonald, Devereux Emmet, and Donald Ross
would be proud.

Just opened is Double Pin, a collection of 18
par threes incorporating two hole locations per

green—one easier and more accessible, and the
other, in the style of Curley’s mentor and 
former boss, Pete Dye, diabolical.

And now a word about caddies. They have a lot
of them in China. In fact, at Mission Hills courses,
there are 3,000, primarily females ranging in age

from 18 to 25. They are dressed in red, long-sleeved
shirts and long trousers and wear white hard-hat
helmets. All speak limited English, with the empha-
sis on well-known golfing terms such as “good shot,”
“birdie-time,” “fore,” and “bunker.” My favorite was
“bye-bye,” as my caddie described one of my snap-
hooked shots. They drive carts when necessary,
locate errant shots, rake bunkers, mark balls on
the green, read putts, and bring you 3–7 clubs for
your next shot. Moreover, they always have a smile
on their face and contagious laughs. Most other

Western golfers I met were all in agreement that
the caddies were the highlight of the round.

Complementing the Haikou golf experience is
one of the foremost and largest spas in the world.
Haikou is home to more than 220 hot and cold
springs, and Mission Hills honors the centuries-
old bathing rituals and healing philosophies of
seven continents. Weaving through acres of 
magnificently designed gardens, a spa-lover can
be pampered in any one of 200 communal or 
private mineral spring pools.

The spa is also home to several unforgettable
massage treatments. Choose between the after-
sports traditional massage, the lava shell treatment
(in which the local lava rock has been made
smooth and is soft to the skin), or my personal
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With cavernous bunkers and

dense thickets of vegetation,

the Blackstone Course

demands accuracy at the 

par-3 15th hole. 

Once you shake off the jet lag, you will find challenging,
scenic golf courses and a cultural experience unlike any other.



choice, the bamboo massage. Here, the mas-
sage therapist used a smooth piece of bamboo
on my back, neck and legs, much like a rolling
pin on dough. Doesn’t necessarily make you
any thinner, but the relaxation is fantastic.

The Chus definitely leave nothing to chance
at Mission Hills, and one final surprise await-
ed me when I was introduced to Haikou’s
Director of Western Food Operations, Robert
Stern. A native of Far Rockaway, N.Y., he 
welcomed me with a cheerful Queens accent

and said that if I would like a New York-style
cheesecake, bacon cheeseburger or even thin-
crusted pizza, he would personally prepare
and deliver it to my table! Nice touch.

Ken Chu, Mission Hills Group vice chair-
man, noted that only 10 percent of Mission
Hills visitors were from North America, but
since the Olympic Games were held in 
China, and with golf now an Olympic sport,
he anticipates this trend to grow.

“We are using golf as an expo to build
tourism in China and want the sport to drive
the cultural experience of China,” Chu said.
“We are building goodwill for China through
this universally understood game.”

Mission accomplished. ■


