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Once a sleepy retirement 

town, Sanya’s emerging surf 

scene is now drawing a young 

and hip crowd to its shores

BY JAMIE FULLERTON

PHOTOGRAPHY MATJAŽ TANČIČ

he shouted orders from 
my instructor are simple: 
“Paddle! Paddle! Paddle! Go! 
Go! Go!” As I feel the swell of 
the wave behind me, I push 

my body up and whack my size UK13 feet 
onto my surfb oard, making a sound akin to 
two cuts of wet gammon being slapped onto 
a butcher’s table. Two seconds later I’m in 
the drink, bath-warm South China Sea water 
fi lling my ears as sand chafes my knees.

I rescue my head from the water in time to 
see professional surfer Monica Guo, my teacher 
for the day, glide towards the beach, eff ortlessly 
riding the wave that felled me. Honey, her 
yellow pooch, is standing confi dently at the 
bow of her owner’s board, tongue lolling in the 
breeze. Guo might be doing the steering, but 
there’s no getting away from the fact that I’m 
being out-surfed by a dog.

This realisation would normally be a mood-
killer, but it’s hard to feel anything other than 
serene in the waters of Houhai Bay in Sanya, 
on the southern coast of Hainan: China’s 
tropical island province off  the southern 
coast of the mainland. As well as to discover 
that I have worse water-sport ability than a 
canine, I’m here because Sanya is reportedly 
in the middle of a boom period that has seen it 
dubbed “China’s Florida” by The Economist.
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Dadonghai Bay

Yalong Bay

Houhai Bay

Sanya

Haitang Bay

Sanya has a population of 749,000 but, like 
Florida, every winter this number swells as 
swathes of pensioners descend to enjoy the 
sun-blessed climate while mainland cities such 
as Beijing choke on ice and smog. The Sanya 
government says that up to 500,000 of them come 
each year, fi lling the reams of new apartment 
blocks that have popped up around the city 
recently. According to The Economist, largely 
thanks to this migration, between 2000 and 2013 
Sanya’s economy grew tenfold.

The beaches are as impressive as the stats. 
Dadonghai Bay, on the coast of the central 
downtown area, is the most popular, and is 
bustling with rubber ring-adorned holidaymakers 
when I visit. 

A few miles east, at Yalong Bay, Sanya feels less 
like Florida and more like Dubai. The postcard-
perfect beach is public but feels private, being 
lined by fi ve-star hotels all thriving on the boom. 
Many of the resorts, such as the sprawling 
Marriott, literally back out onto the sand – it’s the 
only beach I’ve visited where I can get WiFi while 
knee-deep in the ocean.

Indeed, when I’d asked friends who had visited 
Sanya before what the spirit of the place was like, 
“Loads and loads of expensive resorts” was the 
unanimous answer. But they didn’t visit Houhai 
Bay, found on the eastern edge of Sanya, just south 
of Haitang Bay (loads more fi ve-star hotels along 
that one).

When I arrive there to meet Guo, Bob Marley is 
gently spilling from the speakers of Jile Hotel: a 
shack-style surf hotel on the beach. Surfers swing 
in hammocks, beer bottles resting on their six 
packs, while Honey the dog lies next to her owner 
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CLOCKWISE FROM 

LEFT: SURFER DARCI 

LIU AND A FRIEND 

NEAR HOUHAI BAY; 

TOURISTS TAKING 

SELFIES ON THE 

BEACH; PRO SURFER 

MONICA GUO 

WASHING SAND OFF 

HER DOG; 

KITESURFERS AT 

HOUHAI BAY

“It’s hard to 
feel anything 

other than 
ambiently serene 

in the waters of 
Houhai Bay in 

Sanya”
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