
Davis Love’s Diamante 
Dunes layout broke into our 
World Top 100 list last year.
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mexican raves
Los Cabos may have been late to the game, but now Mexico’s new 

golf Mecca is challenging the USA’s top destinations. 
Words BY sean T KellY
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I n golf years, the southern region of 
Los Cabos is wet behind the ears. 
While in the 16th century Mary 
Queen of Scots was already 
knocking featheries around the 

links at St Andrews, Musselburgh, and a 
few other tracks near the Firth of Forth, 
the land towards the tip of what is now the 
Mexican state of Baja Peninsula Sur had 
essentially only just been “discovered” (in 
1537) by Francisco de Ulloa, the seafaring 
navigator for Hernan Cortez. 

Archaeologists report that humans have 
resided on the peninsula for 10,000 years or 
more. But the arrival of the first Europeans 
represented the beginning of a documented 
history. The journals of these and other 
future adventurers are filled with colourful 
stories about encounters with the indigenous 
Pericue and nearby Guaycura Indians, 
swarming disease-carrying mosquitoes, 
missionaries, fresh water, the Acapulco/
Manila trade route, silver and silk, Dutch and 
English pirates (including ransacking 

1970s was, to put it simply, just getting to it. 
At the time, the tip of Baja derived its 
exclusivity from how difficult it was to reach. 
One needed big bucks and a private plane or 
to be rich in time and patience if they were 
travelling the bumpy, dusty dirt roads that 
stretched 1,000 miles from California. 

I’ve heard stories – perhaps already the 
stuff of folklore – about people who did 
make the trip and earned the reward of 
experiencing some of the best Marlin fishing 
in the world. Reports of their journeys range 
from the dangerous to the hilarious. But 
outside of fishing, or perhaps the search for 
long-lost treasure, Los Cabos had little to 
offer the typical modern tourist.

Through the support of FONATUR, 
however, the entire landscape (literally) 
changed. Los Cabos opened the peninsular 
highway in 1974, connecting San Jose del 
Cabo and Cabo San Lucas. It constructed an 
international airport (opened in 1984) and 
built a freshwater pipeline between the sister 
capes. It funded a modern 300-slip marina. 

celebrities Thomas Cavendish and Sir Francis 
Drake), the Mexican-American war, and even 
the far-flung Marlin fishing expeditions of 
Bing Crosby and John Wayne.

It’s fantastic reading to be sure, but where 
Los Cabos differs from other similar tales is 
how there remained a long ebb to its flow. In 
its own story, the area (perhaps in retrospect) 
had enormous potential for modernisation, 
but it somehow avoided the kind of 
progressive growth that occurred in much  
of the rest of the Americas. 

Despite hundreds of years of European 
occupation and all that came along with it 
(good and bad), its population was just 
400 in the 1930s – substantially less than 
during the 16th century – and still just 900 
more than 40 years later. In fact, Los 
Cabos was still a funky backwater with few 
residents and no paved roads all the way up 
to the mid 1970s.

Writer Garth Murphy, who visited Los 
Cabos in the latter half of that decade and 
stayed at a little place called the Palmilla 

The organisation even constructed the 
area’s first golf course – the nine-hole San 
Jose del Cabo Campo de Golf (now the 
Mayan Palace Golf Course Los Cabos).

The efforts of FONATUR created a 
showcase of possibilities that resulted in  
the intended domino effect. Government 
support of the remote area demonstrated 
the kind of commitment that attracted 
privateers, who began launching their own 
foreign-friendly projects.

Finally, it appeared tourists could now 
not only easily access the tip of Baja but 
also even own property overlooking the 
Arch where the Sea of Cortez comes 
together with the Pacific. Well-funded 
executives and retirees with money to  
spend suddenly had new warm weather 
alternatives to escape chilly winters.

ln the blink of an eye, Los Cabos would 
begin to see a massive influx of tourists the 
likes of which it had never seen before. 
Investment money, new home buyers, the 
construction of seaside resorts and 

Hotel (which didn’t even have locks on the 
doors) describes his arrival: “The plane 
buzzed the hotel, bounced up a dirt runway a 
couple of miles away and left us sitting on our 
suitcases in the middle of the desert hoping 
somebody would come to pick us up.”

It was still a kind of modern version of 
undeveloped Las Vegas then, complete with 
the rough desert terrain, dry scrub, and the 
capital infrastructure requirements that 
would have even filthy rich investors reading 
investment proposals just for the laughs. Los 
Cabos needed a driving force that would 
provide the necessary nudge for investors to 
visualise this barren land as a destination for 
hordes of tourists.

The region would get the nudge it needed 
when the Fondo Nacional de Fomento al 
Turismo (FONATUR, the main Mexican 
office in charge of tourism development) 
began funnelling money into Los Cabos 
infrastructure development. 

The largest trouble for tourists who 
wanted to see this magic place before the 

Los Cabos has roughly 
two seasons: The “high 
season” (roughly Nov- 
Jun) is warm, dry, busy, 
and considerably more 
expensive than the 
“low” season (Jul-Oct), 
which is hotter, dry, 
light on tourists, and,  
as a result, quite a bit 
easier on the pocket. If 
you think you can stand 
the heat, give the low 
season a shot. 

Cabo del Sol’S 
oCean CourSe (peak 
morning rate: $355) 
chops off nearly 30 per 
cent during the low 
season giving visitors a 
cool $100 saving ($255), 
and more than 20 per 
cent off during the 
shoulder months of June 
and October ($280). It’s 
the most expensive on 
this list, but worth every 
penny because its three 
finishing holes are some 
of the most beautiful in 
the world. An errant tee 
shot on the final par-3 
17th can put you on the 
beach – literally. 

The discounts at Cabo 
real look at first like a 
typo. During the low 
season, green fees 
($180) are nearly 36 per 
cent lower than during 
the high season ($280). 
Drops so extreme might 
make one suspicious of 
the quality, but this 
Robert Trent Jones Jnr 
course is no picnic.

Club CampeStre 
San JoSe , a Nicklaus 
course opened just in 
2007, knocks just more 
than 27 per cent off its 
peak fee of $220, 
bringing the total cost 
for low-season golfers 
down to $160. 

the diamante loS 
CaboS: duneS 
CourSe is the first 
course to emerge on the 
Pacific Ocean side of the 
southern Baja California 
Sur peninsula. The Davis 
Love III design is private 
and rather exclusive, so 
you might need to be 
creative to get yourself 
onto the first tee, 
regardless of season. If 
you do get on, you’ll 
definitely need to be 
creative to perform well. 
Expect battling four-club 
winds, long carries, and 
undulating greens. You 
can also expect to return 
to your hotel exhausted, 
but thoroughly satisfied. 

el dorado Even 
though it’s one of the 
older courses in the Los 
Cabos corridor, Nicklaus 
again created a winner. 
Reduced fees during  
the low season ($210) 
provide their own brand 
of relief, sitting roughly 
20 per cent lower than 
those during the high 
times ($250). 

one & only 
palmilla stretches  
its “non-peak season,” 
which discounts its 
morning green fees by 
just more than 27 per 
cent ($160 down from 
$220), all the way out to 
mid-December. 

Opened in 2007, 
puerto loS CaboS 
is one of the youngest of 
the bunch and among 
the most distinct, too. 
It’s a designer hybrid, 
with nine holes by Jack 
Nicklaus and another 
nine by Greg Norman. 
Ultimately Puerto Los 
Cabos will feature two 
distinct 18-hole courses.

where and 
when To play

Puerto Los Cabos. 

Club Campestre. 

The iconic 17th at Nicklaus’s 
Ocean Course at Cabo del Sol. 

Diamante Dunes.
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➨

You can fly to Los Cabos 
from a variety of US airports 
including LA and Phoenix.

Los Cabos
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gradually, among other things, attention 
from well-known golf course developers 
would immediately follow. 

Don Koll, an avid golfer and successful 
real-estate developer from California, was 
the first to realise a vision for resort golf 
across this majestic, though barren land. In 
the second half of 1980s, after discussing his 
plans for bringing golf to Los Cabos with 
then President Carlos Salinas, Koll 
purchased that little Palmilla Hotel as  
well as a good chunk of its surrounding 
beachfront and hillside. He then proceeded 
to commission Jack Nicklaus to design 27 
holes of championship golf on what would 
become a full-service resort. 

The first two nine-hole venues, Palmilla’s 
Arroyo and Mountain courses, opened in 
1992. Together, these two gems would 
become both the first-ever 18-hole track in 
Los Cabos and the first Nicklaus-designed 
course in Latin America. The final piece of 

the puzzle, the nine-hole Ocean course, 
opened in 1997 – the same year Palmilla 
hosted the 1997 PGA Senior Slam. (In a 
twist of irony, Hale Irwin took home the 
trophy that year, defeating Nicklaus.)  

The sheer beauty of Palmilla’s well-
manicured challenge – featuring stunning 
views of the Sea of Cortez and the Arch at 
Land’s End, impeccably maintained fairways 
bordered by desert sands and imposing 
Cardon cacti – offered an outstanding 
prototype for future course developments. 
For its part in the history of Los Cabos golf, 
the property may very well deserve its 
current name: “One & Only Palmilla.”

In the 20 years since Palmilla grabbed the 
attention of course developers worldwide, 
the entire Los Cabos region has become one 
of the most sought after golf destinations in 
the Americas for tourists. It is now host to at 
least six Championship courses with a dozen 
or so others rounding out the portfolio. 

Each course will present you with challenges 
that centre on the design philosophies of 
professionals who are known worldwide as 
experts in their craft: Jack Nicklaus, Pete 
Dye, Tom Weiskopf, Robert Trent Jones II, 
and Greg Norman, among others. And each 
is sculpted atop beautiful, rugged land that 
is steeped in history. 

The seaside approach shot you hit may, as 
Jack Nicklaus hopes, catch a ride on the 
coat-tails of trade winds that today will 
confound even the most accomplished golfer. 
Once upon a time, these same winds also 
determined the outcome of a Spanish sailing 
vessel’s skirmish with pirates.

Come to think of it, your experience on 
these modern courses may very well resemble 
those old-world battles. If you play them just 
right, you’ll escape with the reward of an 
unforgettable round. If, however, you make 
one too many mistakes, you may find 
yourself robbed of your pride. n
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CourSe deSigner rateS: peak/ par/length more inFormation
   low SeaSon (yardS)
  

Cabo del Sol (deSert CourSe) Tom Weiskopf $355/$255 Par 72, 7,049 www.cabodelsol.com/content/golf_ocean.html
Cabo del Sol (oCean CourSe) Jack Nicklaus $355/$255 Par 72, 7,075 www.cabodelsol.com/content/golf_desert.html
Cabo real Robert Trent Jones Jnr $280/$180 Par 72, 7,037 www.caboreal.com/Cabo_Real/Golf.html
Club CampeStre San JoSe Jack Nicklaus $220/$160 Par 71, 7,051 www.clubcampestresanjose.com
one & only palmilla Jack Nicklaus $220/$160 Par 72, more than 7,000 (depending on which palmilla.oneandonlyresorts.com
    of the course’s 3 nine-hole options)
puerto loS CaboS Hybrid Greg Norman (front 9)  $200/$150 Par 73, 7,461 www.puertoloscabos.com
  and Jack Nicklaus (back 9). 
diamante loS CaboS: duneS CourSe Davis Love III Private Par 72, 7,300 www.diamantecabosanlucas.com
el dorado Jack Nicklaus $250/$210 Par 72, 7,050 www.eldoradogolfandbeachclub.com/golf

Robert Trent Jones Jnr 
designed Cabo Real. 
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