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rant shot that himself,” my

‘ ‘ host proudly tells me,
gesturing up to the stuffed
head of some kind of antelope-

like animal.

The curly-horned creature’s noggin is pinned to a
prime spot on the pristine white wall of Naked
Castle’s central atrium, flanked by a supporting cast
of warthogs and deer. Piped classical music wafts
serenely in the background as residents take selfies
while perched on plush chairs in the nearby
drawing room.

For those not squeamish about the dead heads,
the vibe is more Instagram-ready rural Scottish
castle than Chinese countryside retreat. But I am
indeed out in the sticks in China - specifically,
Moganshan, the bamboo-laden mountain area in the
eastern Zhejiang province, three hours from
Shanghai or a 90-minute drive from the provincial
capital, Hangzhou.

I'm here because Moganshan, an area populated
in the late 1800s by foreign missionaries zipping in
from Shanghali, is once again enjoying a reputation
as “The Hamptons of China”, a village-dotted
nature-linked retreat that, like its New York
comparator, offers city slickers a breezy escape
from the urban grind. Just downhill from the main
Moganshan peak, where tourists disembark tour
buses in the summer months, less obvious trails
slice through the forest, attracting adventurous
bamboo-hacking hikers.

Crucial to this re-up is the Grant mentioned by my
host. The latter person, incidentally, was introduced
to me as Naked Castle’s resident “Scottish guard”.
He’s actually a friendly young Russian chap named
Slava, but he is wearing a kilt.

Grant Horsfield, the South African founder of the
Naked hospitality company, opened the Naked
Castle resort along with his architect wife Delphine
Yip-Horsfield in May 2017. The resort’s eponymous
castle, visible from many of the mossy walking
trails threading through the Moganshan
mountainside, has become a symbol of the area’s
revitalisation over the past decade as a haven from
the Hangzhou and Shanghai bustle.

Naked Castle’s European-style design was
inspired by the original castle on the site, which had
almost completely crumbled into history by the time
Horsfield first poked around here. Built in 1910 by
Dr Duncan Main, a Scottish Christian sent to China
by the British church in 1881, it survives in grainy
black and white photos adorning the walls of the
new incarnation, and in design aspects such as its
imposing main turret.

Near the completion of Main’s castle — which had
amedical facility and the address Number One
Moganshan - the mountainside had become dotted
with other European-style buildings. They were
largely weekend and holiday villas built by the

RIGHT: SLAVA, A
RUSSIAN STAFF
MEMBER OF NAKED
CASTLE
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“Moganshan is a village-
dotted nature retreat that
offers city slickers a breezy
escape from the urban grind”
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LEFT: THE LUSH
GREENERY ON THE
GROUNDS OF
NAKED CASTLE
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TOP TO BOTTOM:
MOGANSHAN HAS

sedan chairs by poor locals from villages at the foot HIKING TRAILS
APLENTY; A

foreign elite who were carried to their pads on

of the mountains. STRUCTURE BUILT IN
. . . THE EARLY 20TH
A few minutes after walking out into the CENTURY LIES
DERELICT

mountaintop area, from the back gate of the Naked
Castle complex, I see further evidence of this elite
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missionary history: a single lonely brick house wall
and its gnarled window frame, both losing the battle
for space to the nearby bamboo. Higher up, there
are more intact examples.

Weather-worn stone stairs drive through the
greenery, with passage up or down them requiring
foot swipes to clear encroaching grass. Grand but
rustic villas stand dormant, completely abandoned
or left locked up during my spring visit, until
warmer months arrive. Some have been converted
into small hotels, while others seem life-free aside
from the occasional whistling gardener making slow
attempts to prevent weeds from taking over.

“When I first went there 20 years ago Moganshan
was a ghost town,” Mark Kitto, a British former
magazine publisher credited with helping to
kickstart the area’s recent revival, told me on Skype
from the UK before my visit. After first visiting the
area in the late ’90s, Kitto lived in Moganshan from
2005 to 2013, running Moganshan Lodge, a café on
Yinshan Street, the closest the mountain has to a
commercial centre, with a few rustic restaurants.

Kitto wrote about his early Moganshan
experience in his 2009 book China Cuckoo, and for
a while was basically Mr Moganshan - or at least Mr
Foreign Moganshan. Every local I ask directions
from still knows Moganshan Lodge as “Ma Ke Café”,
Ma Ke being Kitto’s Chinese name.

Being plugged into Shanghai’s expat community,
Kitto helped attract more foreigners to Moganshan
from 2005, when he and Horsfield would spend days
tramping among the bamboo, exploring. In 2007
Horsfield found the remains of Main’s castle, and the
idea for his own version on the site was born.

“The buildings around the Moganshan area were
largely derelict and abandoned; it did really feel like
[the missionaries] had just left,” Kitto said. “My
mates and I used to peek inside and explore. You had
to root around - you’d be wandering around the
mountain and suddenly find a hole in the ground,
and it’d be a swimming pool. Some of them were half
natural; the locals developed rock pools and
plumbed them. It was magical.”

For the domestic tourists riding coaches along
the rally course-style roads up the mountain, a
draw equally popular is the nearby sparsely
decorated, gnarly walled stone house presented as
“the temporary lodging of Chairman Mao”.
Following the Japanese invasion of the 1930s and
the formation of the People’s Republic of China in
1949, after which the Chinese communists turfed
the foreigners out of Moganshan, Mao Zedong
reportedly visited the area.
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STAYING NAKED MLOMEfEMES

The Aspire team stayed as guests of the eco-friendly Naked Castle and Naked Stables resorts. The former is located just south of the main Moganshan
peak area and features rooms ranging from luxury suites and bungalows to themed suites inside the resort’s castle. The castle also features a Chinese
restaurant, bar, viewing platforms, lounges, library rooms and a museum area. Outside the castle, there is a restaurant, coffee shop, spa, activity centre
with a pool and ping pong tables plus a lawn bowling green. The resort organises activities including hiking tours, cycling and yoga sessions.

Naked Stables is located a 15-minute drive away from Naked Castle. The resort has 121 rooms built into the bamboo forest valley it inhabits, ranging
from luxury huts to villas with private balconies and Jacuzzis. The resort keeps horses and offers riding plus activities such as cycling, yoga and
archery. It has three on-site restaurants and three swimming pools.
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Some locals claim that Mao’s Moganshan trip

was fleeting - just hours long - but there is little
debate over the fact that the man responsible for
the 1966-1976 Cultural Revolution devastation
came here at least once. “I was young but 1
remember him coming here for a meeting,” says
Wang Fudi, a 76-year-old retired rice farmer
with a gold tooth and white corkscrew hair. I
meet her south of the main Moganshan peak in
Yu Village, where a cute bicycle museum and a
smattering of new, mildly trendy coffee shops
have sprung up. “There were policemen lining
the roads,” she adds, bunching her eyelids in
concentration as she searches for the memory.
Further up the mountain at Moganshan
Lodge, the venue’s manager Lao Wang considers
the change he’s seen over the past decade. Aside
from a five-year period during the Cultural
Revolution when he was sent away to work on a
farm as a child, he has lived here all his life.
“The biggest change happened after Mark
opened his café [Moganshan Lodge, which
‘Wang now runs] in 2005,” he continues,
sitting on the terrace outside the café,
overlooking sweeping green-covered
mountains. “When he was here many foreign
tourists started to come; before that it was
just local villagers plus domestic
holidaymalkers on organised tours. Mark has
made a great contribution to Moganshan.”
Beyond Naked Castle and Naked Stables, its
nearby sister venue that opened in 2011, the
development of luxury retreats such as Le
Passage Mohkan Shan in recent years have
once again helped make Moganshan a getaway
for the elite. A century ago that meant rich
foreign missionaries; now it’s local and foreign
business types from Hangzhou and Shanghai,
bashing bamboo instead of Bibles - or just
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soaking in the resorts’ infinity pools, cocktail
in hand.

Wang rattles through a list of other notable
visitors to Moganshan. Chiang Kai-shek, the
Chinese Nationalist leader, reportedly took his
honeymoon here with his wife, Soong Mei-ling,
in 1927. The Shanghai gangster elite was
represented by drug lords Zhang Xiaolin and Du
Yuesheng - the latter used his opium trade-
derived fortune to hole up in a grand villa that
now has a beautiful view of Naked Castle.

Kitto is critical of how the area at the peak of
Moganshan has been managed, saying that
authorities only allowing short property leases
these days has resulted in bad quality
accommodation. However, he agrees that
resorts such as the Naked places along with less
expensive farmhouse-style accommodation,
located next to the main peak area, are
“fantastic, and they’re booming. The new urban
class in China wants to get out and go hiking,
and they’re flocking there.”

I spend my final day in Moganshan trekking
downbhill from Naked Castle to Yu Village,
passing a huge, dramatically collapsed silver
mine Wang Fudi’s husband used to work in.
Having closed nearly a decade ago, the
dormitories near the mine lie eerily empty of
life, despite hand-scrawled slogans such as
“Please make effort to keep this room tidy!” still
visible on the walls. In defiance of such
instruction, bullet-shaped thermos flasks lie
strewn on the ground, as if the place was

deserted in a rush.

Sights like this make it clear that although the
missionaries are long gone, there’s more to
discover around Moganshan than the depths of
a cocktail glass. %
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A PLAQUE
COMMEMORATING
MAO ZEDONG’S
ONE-TIME LODGING;
NAKED STABLES HAS
121 ROOMS BUILT INTO
A BAMBOO FOREST
VALLEY
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Hong Kong Airlines flies
to Hangzhou daily. For
more information, visit
hongkongairlines.com
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