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Cape Town is perhaps the most visited destination in South 
Africa. Within this lovely city dotted with quaint Victorian 
neighborhoods, framed by one of  the most majestic 

mountains in the world, the Mount Nelson is a local institution 
that holds court as the grand dame of  South Africa’s hotels.

This was the main reason I chose to stay here, amidst a plethora 
of  options ranging from ultra-luxury to cutting edge modern. For 
a first visit to this city I’d heard so much about, I wanted only the 
Nellie, as it’s affectionately called by residents, a classic and historic 
hotel with a colorful past, set amidst sprawling gardens in the 
center of  everything.

The grounds of  the Mount Nelson are truly special as you are 
in the center of  a pretty built-up city and yet completely amidst 
quiet and beauty. For the locals, it’s an oasis of  elegant greenery 
that’s witnessed so many important milestones in their lives. For 
the traveler, it’s a welcome refuge after a busy day of  sightseeing in 
modern Cape Town, to return to this Old World atmosphere. 

I am not alone in choosing the Mount Nelson as my base. Heads 
of  state and world leaders have temporarily called this home over 
the last century and past decades, including Winston Churchill, 
the Dalai Lama, Nelson Mandela, and Margaret Thatcher. This is 
also the hotel of  choice for celebrities, literary figures, and fashion 
personalities visiting Cape Town. 

PRETTY In PInK
We arrived on a beautiful summer afternoon when the pink-
colored Mount Nelson stood sparkling in the sun, amidst a 
dramatic backdrop of  greenery. The hotel was painted pink in the 
1920s to celebrate the end of  World War I, thus starting a trend 
among hotels in Europe. Today, its specific shade of  pink – now 
called the Mount Nelson Pink – is famously and forever linked to 
this immaculately refurbished Orient-Express hotel.

Meanwhile, entering the wood-paneled lobby and making our way 
to the back where an open door and a garden beckoned, we found 
many stalwarts of  Cape Town society all dressed up and attending 
to the rituals of  living in the kind of  elegant venue that only the 
Mount Nelson can offer. 

HIgH TEA On A SunDAY
It was the hour for high tea, and ladies in pastel summer dresses 
with little boys in sailor suits and little girls with long ribbons in 
their hair mulled about the tea salon that’s just adjacent to the 
lobby. Meanwhile, in the garden abloom with roses and tropical 
flowers, couples and groups sat around tables draped with crisp 
white linen, sipping cocktails and champagne, some celebrating 
birthdays or christenings.

It was exactly how I imagined the genteel life in South Africa to be.

AFTERNOON TEA 
AT THE NELLIE
The afternoon tea at the 
Mount Nelson is legendary 
for its sumptuous spread 
of sweet and savory, 
accompanied by a selection 
of fine teas. The antique 
Windsor Table in the lounge 
is laden with classics 
like black forest cake, 
baumkuchen and fruitcake, 
as well as fluffy scones 
served with clotted cream 
and preserves. 

There are also finger 
sandwiches, fritters and 
roast chicken, for those 
who prefer salty or spicy. 
Of course, these are best 
accompanied by the hotel’s 
signature Mount Nelson tea, 
which is a blend of six exotic 
teas including Kenya tea, 
Yunnan tea and rose petals 
from the garden.
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MEMORIES 
ARE MADE OF THESE
Then I was shown my corner 
room on the top floor of  the main 
building, decorated in pastels and 
classic furniture. It had a terrace 
that opened up onto the clearest 
unobstructed view of  Table 
Mountain I could ever imagine 
-- so there I was standing on my 
balcony, with the beloved icon 
of  the Cape and one of  the most 
famous mountains in the world 
right before me. 

After I caught my breath, I realized 
this was a moment for popping 
open the bottle of  champagne the 
hotel had thoughtfully provided as 
a welcome gift, and for relishing the 
very idea of  being in Cape Town 
and being lucky enough to enjoy 
such a scene on one of  the finest 
days of  the year.

HISTORY On THE WALLS
This 19th century hotel, named after Admiral Lord Nelson who 
died in the Battle of  Trafalgar in 1805, is a veritable museum. 
Being a keen lover of  history, I eschewed the elevator and instead 
walked up and down the staircase everyday inspecting the 
paintings and items on display that illustrated not only the hotel’s 
lineage, but also the history of  Britain and South Africa, and how 
these two countries were once intertwined.

There’s a portrait of  Queen Victoria in the lobby and a large 
painting of  Queen Alexandra on one of  the landings, and old 
watercolor paintings of  South Africa and a model replica of  the 
Titanic on another. 

Meanwhile, in the hotel lounge, 
there’s an early 18th century 
grandfather clock that reportedly 
once chimed so loudly at midnight 
that it could be heard all over 
the city. One day, an irate guest 
hammered six nails into it, causing 
it to remain silent for 20 years. It 
was repaired, but happily it chimes 
at a much lower volume these days.

GREEN AND CLEAN
Mount Nelson Hotel offers 
guests complimentary 
transfers to Cape Town’s 
attractions via environment-
friendly green Toyota Prius 
courtesy cars. The rides are 
on a first-come, first-served 
basis, but we usually never 
had problems finding a car 
to the waterfront or to the 
cable car terminal for 
Table Mountain.
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A TOUR OF 
ROBBENS ISLAND
A visit to Cape Town is not 
complete without a half-day 
tour of Robbens Island, South 
Africa’s notorious island prison 
where senior members of the 
African National Congress 
(ANC) and many of South 
Africa’s current leaders were 
once held. The tours, which 
include a bus ride around 
the island and a walking 
tour through the maximum 
security prison, are led by 
a former prisoner. See the 
historic village where jailers 
and their families lived, the 
lime quarry, the leper church, 
and Nelson Mandela’s prison 
cell. The island is accessible 
via scheduled hovercraft trips 
and tours depart regularly from 
Cape Town’s waterfront.

TABLE MOUNTAIN AT SUNSET
Make sure you’re on top of Table Mountain, one of the new seven wonders 
of the world and Cape Town’s most famous attraction, at sunset. The easiest 
way up is via the aerial cableway, which offers a short and scenic ride up. 
You can purchase tickets online in advance and simply bring the printout to 
the terminal to avoid the lines. However, the more athletic may wish to take a 
guided walk up or to explore the mountain by themselves on foot. The hike up 
takes approximately three to four hours.

Don’t 
miss

Our guide was a former prisoner

Terminal at Robbens Island

Waiting for the sun’s goodbye

A 180 degree view of some of the most spectacular scenery in the world
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REMEMBERING 
MR. GREENWOOD
Several months before 
his death, John Lennon 
stayed at the Mount Nelson 
under the pseudonym “Mr. 
Greenwood.” He reportedly 
made his own bed everyday 
and meditated on Table 
Mountain. He 
spoke to his wife 
Yoko Ono 
regularly 
and planned 
to bring her 
to stay at 
the hotel the 
following year.

THE DALAI LAMA’S 
FAVORITE FOOD
In 1999, the Dalai Lama 
stayed at the Mount Nelson 
and lectured on “The 
Four Noble Truths” 
as 500 people 
sat cross-
legged in the 
ballroom. For 
meals, he only 
requested crispy 
fried chicken and 
ice cream, reportedly 
his two favorite foods.

HISTORY 
IN THE MAKING

1806
The property where the 
Mount Nelson now stands 
is named in honor of British 
Admiral Lord Nelson, who 
reportedly visited Cape Town 
twice. 

1890
Shipping magnate Sir 
Donald Currie, owner of the 
Union-Castle shipping line, 
bought the Mount Nelson to 
build a hotel for first class 
passengers of his ships.    

1899
The hotel opened to rave 
reviews of being “even 
better than its London 
counterparts.” It was the first 
hotel in South Africa to offer 
hot and cold running water. 

1988
Orient-Express Hotels 
purchased the Mount Nelson 
Hotel.

Throughout the hotel are details, artworks and objects from 
another time that also speak volumes about the intricacies and 
charms of  a very special kind of  old-fashioned life.
 
The only exceptions are the edgy and modern Planet Bar and 
Planet Restaurant, which are clearly more of  the 21st century in 
décor and vibe. The Planet Bar has a sputnik chandelier, shiny 
leather chairs, and futuristic mirrors on the walls. At first glance, 
the streamlined design and metallic colors seem to clash with the 
faded elegance and patina of  age evident everywhere else; but 
then I realized that the hotel also needed an atmosphere very 
much of  today, for it to remain a significant part of  the lives of  
Cape Town residents.
 

We had a nightcap here one 
evening, ordering champagne, 
oysters and the South African 
specialty of  peri-peri chicken, and 
staying till late in the bar that was 
unusually packed for a weekday 
night. Until way past 10 PM, 
locals kept walking in for drinks 
and bar chow.

THE MOST BEAuTIFuL 
SunSET In THE WORLD
One day we decided to make our 
way to the top of  Table Mountain at 
sunset, as this was on our bucket list. 
Realizing how nice it would be to 
bring food and drinks to the top of  
the mountain, we suddenly had the 
great idea to find a picnic hamper 
for our excursion.

Luckily, the Mount Nelson actually 
lends out to its guests a beautiful 
Victorian picnic hamper complete 
with utensils and wine glasses. We 
ordered finger sandwiches and 
salads, and our basket of  food 
was ready for us at the lobby at 5 
PM. It was picture-perfect, and we 
had a feast on the ridge of  Table 
Mountain as the sun was setting 
over Cape Town.

Of  course, our picnic attracted 
much attention, amidst people with 
softdrink cans and sandwiches in 
paper bags. One lady came up to 
us, disbelief  and delight all over her 
face. “Where did you get such a 
lovely basket?” She asked.

“The Mount Nelson,” we replied.

That seemed to answer everything. 
“Oh, of  course,” she said. 
“Only the Mount Nelson can 
prepare something as beautiful 
as that.”

And then we returned to our sunset 
and our afternoon tea. It was a 
fitting end to a most wonderful stay 
in South Africa. n

MOUNT NELSON HOTEL
www.mountnelson.co.za
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It is a wonderful time for South African cuisine. Over the last 
few years, many of  their chefs have achieved international 
prominence and recognition, mostly through a confluence of  

factors. 

They have come to discover their “sense of  place” or terroir, 
allowing them the opportunity to appreciate their bountiful 
harvests and unique game and produce.  Their inspiration has 
also been fostered through travel and international culinary 
events.  Finally, they have learned the importance of  working with 
vineyards, a key point overlooked until recently.   

In South Africa, as everywhere else, food is their lifeblood and 
it tells their story. Immigrants arrived with little more than basic 
culinary knowhow but they soon adapted their lives to their 
situation, and with all the diversity their cuisine was born.   

In some ways, I feel privileged to have visited at this inspiring time 
in their restaurant scene. There are gustatory gems to be found in 
every city and every town. The chefs form are a passionate group, 

WORLD-CLASS AND 
SIMPLY DELICIOUS

JEROME VELASCO visits the best restaurants 
in and around Cape Town.

too, constantly innovating and focused on breaking new ground on 
a daily basis. I found upscale South African food to be particularly 
as good and as exciting as everyone says it is. It is undoubtedly 
world class, and the best part is that it isn’t heavy on the wallet. 
The bill won’t break the bank.

South Africa is a country with a significant “eating out” culture. 
It has everything from restaurants focusing on traditional South 
African dishes – or contemporary interpretations there of  – to a 
burgeoning fast food industry with international players and local 
chains that are available in most urban centers.

Cape Town and its immediate environs, which include some of  
famous wine regions in that part of  the world, is the gourmet 
center of  South Africa, and this will not disappoint even the 
pickiest foodie.

THE 
HUNGRY 

TRAVELER
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A MInD-BLOWIng ExPERIMEnT
An 11-course dinner and the best table 
at Test Kitchen in Cape Town

Luke Dale Roberts is a brilliant chef  who grew an international 
reputation during his stint at La Colombe. He brought this 
restaurant to prominence with consistent showings in the S. 
Pellegrino World’s Best Restaurants List. But like many great chefs, 
the time came when he decided to move on.

Test Kitchen is his new outpost. As the name implies, this venue 
allows him maximum opportunity for innovation as a chef  and the 
flexibility to go in any direction. I’m betting there is also the desire 
to show he can create a winning restaurant on his own and be the 
real boss. 

ECHOES OF MAnHATTAn
So far, so good. In just two short years, he has turned Test Kitchen 
into a global culinary destination. Located in Woodstock, a trendy, 
gentrified neighborhood, it evokes the feel of  a New York loft and 
possesses an industrial look with high ceilings, exposed ducts, and 
a red ladder placed strategically in the center to access local wines 
stored amidst multiple shelves. 

I loved best the restaurant’s open kitchen.  It was like having the 
kitchen in the dining room (or the other way around). There is 
nothing quite like the excitement of  a restaurant kitchen, especially 
when viewed from the best table in the house. 

Test Kitchen is a hot and highly charged atmosphere, with various 
smells permeating from everywhere; the numerous chefs and 
assistants were focused on their respective stations and the main 
man was barking orders, checking plates and making sure the show 
was running smoothly.  The taste experience was made richer 
alongside this visual affair.

TASTES OF ASIA
Luke’s food has long been known for its texture and fine but 
complex flavor, with an Asian influence – or, more accurately, 
an Asian sensibility. On the evening we dined, the Japanese 
influence was profound; the menu was peppered with words like 
chawanmushi, nitsuke, yuzu, green tea and sake. 

Time Magazine pointed to November 24, 2010, the date Test 
Kitchen opened, as the date “Woodstock officially became Cape 
Town’s hottest district.”  That alone should tell you how good 
this place is. To do a proper and complete Luke Dale Roberts 
experience, I recommend taking on the 11-course gourmand menu. 
It isn’t as heavy as it sounds, as the portions are actually just right. 

The highlights of  our dinner included a loin of  seared marlin 
cooked over fresh thyme and rosemary, with an unusual partner: 
red cabbage prepared three ways (fresh, dried and powdered) and 
served with a horseradish emulsion to add piquancy.  A perfectly 
seasoned apple and onion dressing completed this stunning dish. 

CAPE TOWNCape Town Special
TRAVELIFE MAgAzInE ExCLuSIVE: FEB-MAR 2013 ISSuE

www.travelifemagazine.com



They also had an 
excellent lightly 
cooked trout topped 
with shaved, dried 
bonito flakes and 
an aubergine 
nitsuke (nitsuke is a 
Japanese simmering 
technique that 
yields a great 
umami flavor). Like 
the trout served at 

La Colombe, this was again sourced from nearby Franschoek. 

Another memorable dish was the slow-cooked organic sweet 
potatoes, short rib, roasted bone marrow and compressed Japanese 
eringi mushrooms.  These were served under a glass dome, which 
made for a grand entrance. The aroma was incredible when the 
dome was lifted, and the textures were so amazingly varied.

Midway a palate cleanser arrived with the intriguing name 
of  “a bitter walk through the citrus gardens.”  It was actually 
a clementine, lemon and yuzu sorbet served inside the skin, 
accompanied by Campari and orange jelly. We were even 
“spritzed” with scented water by the waiter to complete the 
sensory experience.

Dessert included a surprisingly light – I’m not sure how they did 
this – butternut and orange semifreddo with a chocolate pretzel 
crumble. But it was everything a great dessert should be: sweet, 
playful and nostalgic with a contemporary twist.

SEEIng DOuBLE
Luke included a very clever trick into our dinner.  The amuse 
bouche was completely identical to the petit fours served at the 
end of  the 11 courses. At first glance, it was like being served the 
same dish twice. However, the former was savory (including some 
with mushroom fillings) and the latter was sweet (we were served 
chocolate and salted caramel in a sweet wafer).

The dishes at Test Kitchen are not swamped with multiple 
ingredients. Every single one on the plate has a purpose: the 
flavors “jump” right at you and the ingredients are expanded to 
their full potential.

This is the most exciting cooking in Cape Town and the must-
try restaurant if  you have only one meal in South Africa’s fourth 
largest city. Moreover, prices are reasonable for the quality of  the 
meal. Dinner for two at Test Kitchen cost me more than what I 
would pay at some neighborhood bistro in Paris. 

THE TEST KITCHEN
www.thetestkitchen.co.za
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HOTEL WITH A STORY
CHRISTINE CUNANAN recalls the legend of Catharina, 

first owner of the Steenberg Hotel estate
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There was a reason I’d insisted on staying two nights in the 
wine district of  Constantia, even if  it’s basically considered 
a suburb of  Cape Town only 20 minutes away from the 

city center. I wanted to experience the Steenberg Hotel, the oldest 
estate on the Cape and now an impeccably run five-star luxury 
hotel with rooms and suites spread across circa 17th century 
farmhouses on the property.

Voted Africa’s best hotel multiple times over the past years, a stay 
at the Steenberg has often been described as one of  the best travel 
experiences in the world. This was all the incentive I needed to 
ensure its inclusion in our two-week itinerary for South Africa.

SAVIng THE BEST FOR LAST
All the rooms at the Steenberg are beautifully furnished either in 
a classic or modern style, but the crown jewel is the hotel’s set of  
three uniquely designed heritage suites. Each one is practically 
a two-storey villa, and they’re housed in buildings as old as 325 
years, with spacious public areas and private swimming pools. 
Some buildings even have National Monument status.

I chose the 160-square meter Khoikhoi heritage suite for my 
stay because it was both modern and African. It was palatial if  
I continued thinking about it as a room; but when I grew used 
to regarding it more as a villa, it became an intimate and livable 
space. 

It was so nicely furnished that I had to catch my breath when 
I finally walked into the suite, even if  I’d already seen so many 
photos of  it online. Filled with crisp contemporary furniture and 

African tribal art, it was the kind of  casually elegant living room I 
would have had for myself, if  I owned an apartment in New York 
or London. 

However, I was in the Constantia wine lands; and while a flat 
with the feel of  a major cosmopolitan capital initially seems 
incongruous with exactly where in the world I was, it felt absolutely 
perfect to me the moment I saw it. We were on the last leg of  a trip 
that had included some of  the best hotels in South Africa; and all 
were very different from each other, each one unique and with a 
fascinating story to tell.

 
OnE FOR THE BOOKS
But perhaps the story of  the Steenberg is the most intriguing of  
all. It’s based on a dramatic and feisty heroine named Catharina 
Ustings who lived through enough colorful events to rival the lives 
of  her five husbands combined. Yes, she had five husbands, and 
legend has it that she married them in rapid succession, outliving 
all except one.  As a young widow from husband #1 at the very 
beginning, she reportedly stowed away on board a ship from 
Germany to Africa to begin a new life.

Upon reaching Africa, she purchased the land on which the 
Steenberg is now situated, and began the lengthy process of  
establishing herself  in her new country.
 
Unfortunately, her life was full of  disasters that I can only surmise 
made her stronger each time. For instance, a lion reportedly killed 
one of  her husbands on their honeymoon night, and Catharina 
supposedly went out that same evening to hunt the predator down.
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The Steenberg has obviously relished every bit of  her amazing 
tale. The estate’s main avenue and the hotel’s fine dining restaurant 
are named after Catharina, and her home is still preserved in its 
original state and very much in use today, albeit in a different form. 
Catharina’s combined kitchen and living room is now the common 
room for guests housed in that building.

The hotel and winery staff, too, take great pride in her story – and 
understandably so. It was a great feat in 17th century Africa for 
a woman to dress up as a boy and embark on a long voyage from 
Europe into the unknown as a stowaway. And then she actually 
took this one step further by working, saving up and buying her 
own property instead of  marrying a man with one. That’s certainly 
an admirable tale for any time.

COnTRASTS & 
COMPARISOnS
Catharina’s story kindled our imaginations. 
In contrast, everything about the 
surroundings of  the Steenberg soothed us 
into an enjoyable and relaxing complacency 
so appropriate and much needed before our 
18-hour flight back home.

We felt more like visitors at someone’s 
well-run farm rather than paying guests of  
an essentially commercial enterprise. The 
reception area, for instance, is more like 
an afterthought in the general scheme. It’s 
merely a desk in the main house, adjacent 
to a parlor where guests can relax, read 
newspapers and browse the Internet. We 
only went here once to checkout.

WINE & RIDE
The Steenberg Hotel 

offers a short guided 

tour of its vineyards, 

followed by a gourmet 

picnic to be set up in 

your chosen venue, 

with a bottle of sparkling 

wine from Steenberg’s 

own winery thrown in.
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“The K hoikhoi heritage su ite 

cou ld have been someone’s 

beautifu l home in London or 

New Y ork, but with lots of 

African art and accents.” 
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Within a walk of  a few 
steps is a champagne 
bar called Gorgeous by 
Graham Beck and the 
very popular Catharina’s 
restaurant. We had dinner 
at Catharina’s two nights 
in a row, including on 
what should have been a 
lazy Monday, and were 
happily surprised to find 
it full both times. It’s a 
great local favorite for 
grilled Chalmers steaks 

and pasta dishes, although the generous servings of  salad and the 
freshly shucked oysters from a nearby bay won my vote hands 
down.

THE LOCAL SPECIALTY
Of  course, most people come to Constantia to enjoy the wines so 
we made sure to sample the local tipple. In fact as soon as we had 
settled in on our first day, we walked right along the vineyards on 
a one-kilometer route to the Steenberg tasting room, a sleekly-
designed ultra-modern venue where guests sit around a counter for 
small talk and a selection of  wines. Arriving with perfect timing at 
the sunset hour, we claimed two bar stools and soon our attention 
was divided between the views outside as the sun said good night 
and the award winning wines inside.

“Where are we?” We asked ourselves. Our surroundings were 
stunning, but we could have been anywhere in the world. 
Constantia didn’t quite seem like Africa, and the Steenberg was 
among the most understatedly stylish estates I’d ever stayed in. It 
transcended borders and barriers.

But that’s where its attraction as a great travel experience lies. Not 
too many places are truly able to merge the concepts of  historical 
and cutting edge contemporary in an authentic and yet easygoing 
way. The Steenberg never truly does impress you; there’s almost 
no wow factor here. However, at the end of  your generally happy 
stay, you’ll find that not a few moments left you gently delighted – 
enough to wistfully want to return. The couple in the next building 
were staying at the Steenberg for three months, and this was their 
third year of  doing so.
   
Nevertheless, I have to admit that out of  all the charming features 
of  the Steenberg, it was the lovely Khoikhoi suite that stole my 
heart. I could have stayed here relaxing all day, if  circumstances 
had allowed. The suite had a full kitchen and dining area on one 
side and a living room filled with interesting African art on the 
other. The bedrooms were upstairs, tastefully decorated in neutral 
colors, under ceilings with ancient beams and porthole windows 
with wooden shutters. This was also where I had my best sleep in 
weeks, lulled by the sound of  the wind at midnight and awakened 
by the songs of  the birds in the mornings. n

THE STEENBERG HOTEL
www.steenberghotel.com

STEENBERG’S WINERY
The adjacent Steenberg wine estate 

offers opportunities for wine tasting 

in an ultra-modern tasting room with 

friendly and knowledgeable staff. The 

winery itself produces a wide range 

of reds and whites. While you’re here, 

don’t forget to sample the Steenberg 

Catharina Red, a full-bodied wine 

with a complex and elegant structure 

and stunning character – just like the 

heroine herself.

A local favorite. Catharina’s Restaurant was always full 

when we ate there. We loved the oysters.
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To say that La Colombe is the most well-loved restaurant in 
South Africa would be an understatement. Wherever we 
inquired, people spoke of  it with reverence and respect, 

with not one negative comment. Located in Constantia, an affluent 
suburb of  Cape Town, this French restaurant with unmistakable 
South African tones – springbok anyone? – is a proponent of  
uncomplicated clean flavors and the freshest seasonal produce. 

La Colombe offers a gorgeous setting in the middle of  Constantia 
Ulitsig, the most famous vineyard in the area, and we dined on 
a table that overlooked a secluded courtyard.  This is the perfect 
venue for a special occasion or to impress a date who will likely 
gush incessantly at the idyllic vines with a mountainside setting. It 
is simply a super sensory overload.

OMEnS OF THIngS TO COME
We were warmly received even though we arrived early and their 
doors were not quite open for business just yet. I took this as a 
very good sign, especially as it is something I cannot say even for 
some of  the top eateries in the world. Two other things are worth 
mentioning: there is neither signage outside nor any indication that 
this was voted the12th best restaurant in the world in 2010.

REMAINS OF A 
PERFECT PANNACOTTA

JEROME VELASCO on La Colombe in Constantia

THE 
HUNGRY 

TRAVELER
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La Colombe has a daily chalkboard 
menu, brought to you complete 
with vivid descriptions and 
product provenance from a highly 
professional waitstaff.  A noteworthy 
signature starter was a beautifully 
light dish of  a banging fresh  
Franshchoek trout cooked sous vide 
with quail eggs and chopped bits of  
ham. This was finished off  nicely 
with a lovely, creamy asparagus 
veloute.  

And perhaps because we were 
Travelife  -- or maybe because 
they were not quite ready when we 
walked in – an “extra” appetizer in the form of  an earthy,  sweet, 
crunchy beetroot with a mildly tangy goat’s cheese and some 
crushed walnuts were sent compliments of  Chef  Scot Kirton.

THE BEST LAMB On THE TRIP
The highly recommended special was lamb “La Colombe,” which 
was really a trio of   parts from their famous free-range Karoo 
lamb. This consisted of  a  superbly seasoned sous vide loin that 
was tastier and more flavorful than any I had had on this trip, 
braised neck and  then sweetbreads on an onion and garlic puree 
served with fondant potatoes and a fennel jus.  

The sweetbreads were slightly crisp on the outside and soft to the 
bite, while the braised neck – which really tastes better than it 
sounds – is far superior to a lamb shank simply because it’s a fattier 
cut of  meat.  This is really the best way I know for a sacrificial 
lamb. It will leave you ‘oohing” and “aahing”  long after your plate 
is cleared. 

PERFECTLY SWEET EnDIng
But the highlight of  the meal was the rose and coconut pannacotta 
dessert. My eyes rolled back when I shoved the first forkful. It was 
light and whimsical, and with great balance, served with an orange 
blossom yoghurt and a cashew crumble.  This was undoubtedly my 
standout dessert on this trip, and a plate worthy of  La Colombe’s 
reputation.  

It is still a fresh thought in my head, too, which means it is a top 
contender for the best desserts I have eaten in 2012.

The food, the views, the atmosphere, and the fact that we snagged 
the loveliest table in the house, made my experience at La 
Colombe seem like a sensory overload.

LA COLOMBE
www.constantia-ulitsig.com
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SOMEWHERE 
I COULD CALL HOME

CHRISTINE CUNANAN recalls a stay 
at one of the most luxurious and interesting hotels in the Cape
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Even in Franschhoek, a small tourist town with only one 
main street, it took some effort to find La Residence, 
a beautiful hotel on a sprawling private estate on the 

outskirts, that has become a destination in itself.

I’d first heard about La Residence from a British designer who’d 
stayed here on a visit to the Cape winelands. She’d returned to 
London, just when I happened to be there, and over lunch she’d 
raved about the over-the-top but perfect mishmash of  colors 
and textures that she’d seen at this hotel. She was now eager to 
redecorate her own home in this same eclectic style.

“It’s an art,” she said, almost wistfully, about the interiors of  La 
Residence and the style of  its designer, Liz Biden, South Africa’s 
style guru who also happens to own the hotel. “And I don’t know if  
I’ll ever be able to adequately capture this joie de vivre. But I can 
certainly give it a try.”

I’d been intrigued enough by this conversation to remember to stay 
at La Residence when I did find myself  in this part of  Africa. At 
that time, Cape Town felt so far in every sense and a trip to South 
Africa hadn’t even been on the books.

But last November, there I was, finally driving to Franschhoek after 
a very nice lunch at the Vergelegen Winery in nearby Somerset 
West, on my way to La Residence.  We’d booked a weekend stay, 
and I was looking forward to two days of  the exquisite and very 
personalized pampering that La Residence has become known for.

LOST AnD FOunD
However, we had to find our way to La Residence first, logistically 
and figuratively. Not only were we lost, but even when we finally 
reached our destination, we still did not know where exactly in the 
world we were.

Of  course we were in South Africa. But when we eventually drove 
up to the hotel via a winding driveway and past a paddock of  
Shetland ponies, we felt we could have been anywhere but Africa. 
With its stone buildings the color of  mandarin oranges mixed with 
sunshine, and its vineyards and manicured gardens, La Residence 
could have been a beautiful estate in California, Australia or 
Provence. 

A WOnDERFuL START
At the entrance, we were met with flutes of  champagne and 
big smiles from the staff. The hotel’s welcoming committee 
immediately knew who we were and nothing as tedious as a 
registration process was even mentioned. Instead, we were 
encouraged to indulge in refills of  bubbly and to inspect the 
premises at leisure, on our way to our suites.

The moment we entered the hotel, we became privy to a world of  
color and life that simply changed my sense of  aesthetics forever. 
The lobby and public areas were literally crammed with interior 
items and objet d’art of  all persuasions. Every corner was picture-
perfect, and they cried out for my attention.
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THE RIgHT TOuCH
In the wrong hands, this hotel could so easily have become a 
warehouse of  things simply picked up on various travels and then 
carelessly displayed throughout a cavernous lobby the size of  a 
football field. We’ve all bought a vase or a sculpture that has looked 
perfect amidst the Oriental teak backdrop of  a Bangkok shop, 
for instance, only to realize that it’s hopelessly out of  place in the 
reality of  one’s home after the holiday.

“Look at these statues,” I whispered, pointing to two life-sized 
figurines of  Greek gods by the doors of  the lobby, blinding in 
their glitter of  gold. “I wouldn’t take those even if  they were 
given to me.” 

Then we gazed at the row of  ornate Indian chandeliers hanging 
from above, so heavy with crystal and glass that they looked ready 
to drop at any moment. Ironically, these were attached to a vaulted 
wooden ceiling that seemed more appropriate for a farmhouse 
than a luxury hotel.

There were also massive Chinese lacquer tables, French rococo 
side bureaus and modern red armchairs set on a polished black-
and-white checkerboard marble floor. 

LOOKIng 
FOR A MATCH
Design is highly personal and 
a matter of  taste. However, 
even with this premise in 
mind, in no one’s world can 
this assortment of  clashing 
styles ever be called an 
appropriate match. None 
of  the pieces in this special 
hotel will please everyone 
either; but here’s the catch. 
Somehow, at La Residence, 
everything works together 
to present a picture of  
loveliness that I would so 
happily call home, even 
temporarily.

Under Liz Biden’s deft touch, this bric-a-brac of  travels and 
inspirations has become a truly beautiful and elegant hotel that 
pleases the eye at every turn. I always considered myself  creative; 
but staying at La Residence showed me just how far this term can 
really be taken. I found myself  pausing at every step to take in 
images of  sitting areas or nooks and crannies full of  objects that I 
would never think of  combining on my own.

BREAKFAST AT 
LA RESIDENCE
Amidst masses of flowers and 
intriguing décor, we dined on a lavish 
buffet that included fresh fruits from 
the garden, smoked salmon and cold 
cuts arranged beautifully on platters, 
and breads baked on the premises.
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I would certainly stay here again, even just to bask in a world of  abundance that 
so obviously disregards rules and norms. This was extravagance and opulence 
as I’d only dared imagine it, with Persian carpets exposed to the elements on 
open terraces, giant gilt mirrors and equally large paintings used almost in 
lieu of  wallpaper, and an ever so eclectic mix of  antiques and contemporary 
furniture everywhere. 

Interestingly, Liz Biden made no use of  animal skins or anything obviously 
African. As far as I could see, there were few local items with a Dutch or French 
colonial heritage either. However, the resulting vibe is decidedly upscale African 
with a global bent – or perhaps it should just be called uniquely Liz Biden. After 
all, I know of  no other place like this in the world.

A BIT OF InDIA In AFRICA
La Residence only has eleven suites spread out over two wings in the main 
building, and each one is unique in décor, color scheme and configuration. I 
chose suite # 11, the corner Maharani suite, which is probably the best in the 
house. It had a large terrace on both sides that offered endless and breathtaking 
vistas of  the estate’s vineyards and plum orchards, and the dramatic cliffs 
surrounding Franschhoek.

AT YOUR SERVICE
With only 11 rooms, the service at La Residence 
is personal, warm and full of South African-style 
good cheer. From the moment we arrived, deputy 
general manager Nick Solomon and his team offered 
unobtrusive but flawless service. No detail was 
forgotten, whether it was a spa appointment, a request 
made at check-in, or a favorite drink for dinner. When 
we eventually and reluctantly checked out, Nic was at 
the driveway with a printed copy of the driving directions 
to our next destination.

The suite itself  is a palatial room of  exotic Indian décor, 
reportedly created at the request of  British singer Elton John, 
who is a friend of  Liz Biden. Biden offered to decorate this suite 
for Elton John, and he had asked for furnishings inspired by a 
mysterious painting of  a maharani that now adorns the study 
corner of  the suite.

The result is an elegant  room furnished in gold and made even 
more royal by a king-sized bed sitting atop a grand marble base. It 
has two seating areas and an antique desk for writing letters and 
postcards, as the atmosphere inevitably inspired me to do.

But the crowning glory of  this suite is its bathroom-dressing room, 
which in itself  is already larger than most hotel rooms. It has 

French doors that open onto a terrace 
with a lovely view of  a pond, and an 
old-fashioned soaking tub right in the 
middle of  the room. I happily spent 
hours here, getting dressed for dinner 
amidst soft lighting, plush carpeting 
and masses of  flowers.

It was the perfect beginning to a 
wonderful evening that included 
dinner at La Residence’s chef ’s 
table and then rooibos tea by the 
fireplace. Dinner, for me, should 
be a complete experience of  
atmosphere, food and company to 
rate highly; and this was one of  my 
most enjoyable meals in two weeks 
of  good eating in South Africa.

CAPE TOWNCape Town Special: Franschhoek
TRAVELIFE MAgAzInE ExCLuSIVE: FEB-MAR 2013 ISSuE

www.travelifemagazine.com



ESPECIALLY FOR US

For dinner at La Residence, we decided to arrange for the Chef’s Table. 
We walked over to the hotel’s restaurant just after 8 PM and were 
escorted to a massive wooden dining table just opposite the kitchen 
proper and in front of a set of ovens. Adorned with crystal candelabras, 
mismatched antique plates and colorful bouquets of flowers, this had 
to be one of the most beautiful dining tables I had ever seen, even in a 
never-endingly eventful Travelife.

Executive chef Lennard personally welcomed us to his creative 
and work space. For the rest of the evening, he was our host and 
private chef, taking us through a complex world of flavors created 
with bounties from his own garden and fresh seafood and meats 
from nearby waters and farms. We enjoyed a wonderful five-course 
farm-to-table meal that included a memorable beef tongue salad and a 
delicious stuffed and roasted pigeon that happily made me think a little 
too early of Christmas.  

We thoroughly enjoyed this dinner for the food and the ambience, as 
well as the excellent company. It was certainly a special experience 
befitting an extraordinary hotel. 

SOMEWHERE In TIME
Meanwhile, breakfast the next morning was an experience out of  
another century. In the large hall that served both as a reception 
and dining area, ladies in crisply starched uniforms poured tea 
and took our orders for hot breakfasts as we helped ourselves to a 
picture-pretty buffet of  fruits and cold dishes.

“Would you like another cup of  tea, my lady?” A waitress asked 
politely, upon observing that I was in need of  a refill. After 
she’d poured me another cup of  tea and left, I’d smiled at my 
companion and said: “I can get used to this.”

We were due in Cape Town for lunch so a check out was definitely 
in order in a few hours. 
However I’d been 
dragging my heels about 
packing up and heading 
back to reality after such 
a pleasant stay here, in 
this wondrous world of  
luxury and beauty.
Indeed, La Residence 
is simply out of  this 
world. n
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“We had a weekend of glamour, 

elegance, and style, amidst pa lm 

trees, lovely a rtworks and beautifu l 

a ntiqu es from all over the world. 

It changed my sense of a esthetics 

forever. I would happily ca ll this 

home in a minute.” 

LA RESIDENCE
www.laresidence.co.za
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Anyone who follows international restaurant surveys will 
undoubtedly be familiar with The Tasting Room at Le 
Quartier Francais. This place has been delighting food 

lovers for years. With Chef  Margot Janse at the helm, it has won 
practically every award in this part of  the world. 

Born and raised in the Netherlands, Chef  Margot combines 
uniquely African products with traditional European ingredients in 
a hugely successful way. She’s constantly challenging her team to 
do things differently. 

PROuDLY SOuTH AFRICAn
To me, this place is a celebration of  South African flavor from start 
to finish, and it’s accomplished via intriguing combinations and 
amazing indigenous produce. There is no question her inspiration 
is Africa. Foodies come here for a really serious epicurean event 
where the food and wine come together masterfully; and Chef  
Margot’s female ascendancy shows in the form of  delicate flavors, 
elegant portions, and plating treated like art. 

THE ART 
OF GOING LOCAL
JEROME VELASCO on eight delicate courses

at The Tasting Room in Franschhoek

THE 
HUNGRY 

TRAVELER
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Do not miss out on a highly accomplished eight-course African-
inspired surprise menu that uses a range of  homegrown and 
unfamiliar (at least to me) ingredients such as baobab, chakalaka 
and buchu.  It’s also best enjoyed with a unique pairing of  mostly 
local South African wines. 

What a surprise it truly was. There was no hint of  what was 
coming, and my companion was even getting several dishes that 
were entirely different from mine. In case you’re wondering 
how you’re going to remember the food afterwards, don’t worry. 
You are provided with a menu after the event, when it is time to 
reminisce the evening’s success.

COMFORT FOOD RECREATED
The meal starts off  with an interesting array of  amuse bouche – 
black rice crackers, foie gras biscuits wrapped in edible silver, squid 
ink meringue and chakalaka and pap cigars. The last items are 
creative and delicious interpretations of  South African staples. 

Chakalaka – boy, that’s a fun name – is a spicy tomato, onion and 
bean dish that’s a required condiment at South African barbecues, 
while pap is porridge made from ground maize. 

A delicious sweet cornbread baked and served in a red Luck 
Star tin can arrived shortly after together with a nutty-flavored 
brown butter made fresh on the premises, courtesy of  Daisy, Chef  
Margot’s adopted Jersey cow and preferred supplier of  butterfat.

Chef  Margot also served us a salad she called a “summer walk 
through franschhoek.”  Uncannily similar to the legendary “le 
gargoulliou” of  Michel Bras, it contained vegetables from her own 
garden as well as from nearby Leopard’s Leap. It had baby turnips 
that tasted just like radish, mustard greens that gave it bitter notes, 
sweet beets, an emulsion of  sorrel, a little olive oil, and various 
other veggies that she topped off  with a butternut crisp. It was just 
a complete salad, unlike what I have in many places, my home 
included. 

A beetroot and onion puree sponge ball with spinach at the 
center (made from juice and gelatin, and probably blast frozen) 
with buttermilk lane (a type of  yoghurt) and a dill and cucumber 
granite provided a refreshing start for the real action.  It was 
dusted with that indelible South African stamp of  buchu powder. 
Buchu is a small, local plant with a pungent aroma, by the way. 

The beetroot sponge dissolved in our mouths. Obviously, 
preparation is vital as it can melt if  plated too early. 

The granite was cooling and invigorating and the lane was 
thick, rich and creamy. But the buchu wins this one, with its 
unmistakably strong scent and flavor dominating in a way that 
is impossible to avoid. This is a famous dish and was featured 
prominently in the South African version of  Masterchef.

The jury is still out on whether the piece de resistance was the 
quail from Paradyskloof  in nearby Stellenbosch, with amasi (a 
popular fermented milk in South Africa that resembles cottage 
cheese) and sweet corn; or the Farmer Angus (a biodynamic farm) 
lamb cheek and tongue with aubergine, black garlic, amaranth 
and millet. I still cannot decide, although the curry-dusted kingklip 
with yellow dahl cannot not be far behind either.
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DESSERT, nOT AS WE KnEW IT
The meal ends with a science experiment.  A ball that appears to 
be the size of  a dehusked coconut is made to resemble the fruit 
of  a “baobab” (African tree of  life); it disintegrates when warm 
honeybush caramel is poured over, revealing an incredible scoop of  
coconut ice cream.  

Nicknamed the “upside-down tree,” the baobab tree looks like it 
has been planted on its head with its roots sticking up in the air. It 
is an African super fruit high in antioxidants.

Chef  Margot’s food is layered with flavors and textures. But she 
seems to know when to push the boundaries and when to pull 
back, and this is probably why she commands the respect of  her 
peers and has a loyal clientele that keeps coming back.

This was an all-consuming four-hour meal that demanded my full 
attention. It had an excellent wine pairing from nearby vineyards 
and I had to stumble back to my room after having had too much. 
Several weeks later, I still think of  her food and I’m still getting a 
better perspective of  what she was trying to accomplish.

My personal recommendation is to book months ahead and to 
really starve yourself  before heading off  to dinner.

Having had the opportunity to dine at the three best restaurants 
in country – The Test Kitchen in Cape Town, La Colombe 
in Constantia, and The Tasting Room in Franschhoek – was 
definitely one for the bucket list.  This was South Africa. I had 
never been here before and I did not know what to expect. But this 
much I took away: none of  these restaurants had any stuffiness, 
nobody lifted their noses with any dish they served. It was all 
proper fine dining with no pretension. 

People have said that South Africa is near the end of  the world. I 
am in total disagreement. It is actually located at the beginning of  
the world, a place that has everything and more, and its food is just 
now at the cusp of  discovery and recognition. n
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EAT AND STAY
CHRISTINE CUNANAN recommends checking into the 
Le Quartier Francais after dinner at the Tasting Room

No one leaves The Tasting Room in a less than 
inebriated state, especially if  they have come 
specifically to dine here. Chef  Margot Janse’s 

award winning restaurant was recently named one 
of  South Africa’s top ten restaurants for 2012 and it’s 
long been a regular finalist on international lists of  
the world’s best restaurants. Chef  Margot herself  was 
named Chef  of  the Year, and this alone is enough to 
encourage foodies from all over the world to make this 
a necessary stop on a trip to the Cape Town area.

Check-in
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The biggest dilemma posed by The Tasting Room is eating, 
drinking and then trying to get back to a hotel somewhere else. 
The wine pairings offered with the tasting courses are excellent 
value and wonderful matches of  local wines with Chef  Margot’s 
food, so you must do both for a complete experience.

SO nEAR, SO COnVEnIEnT
The practical and certainly extremely pleasant solution to having 
too much good food and wine is to book a room at the charming 
Le Quartier Francais (LQF) connected to the Tasting Room, which 
is a hop and a skip across the garden – if  you can manage this at 
all, after an evening at the Tasting Room. 

A member of  the Relais & Chateaux group, which is an assembly 
of  small luxury hotels across the world that offer very personalized 
service, LQF offers cozy accommodations in bright rooms, a warm 
welcome, and lots of  sweet touches that make it the quintessential 
Franschhoek experience.

When I checked in, for instance, a tray of  Parmesan cookies and 
an extremely sweet fruit tonic awaited me on a welcome tray. And 
after returning from a very long dinner at The Tasting Room, I 
was pleasantly surprised to find a Post It note on my bathroom 
mirror wishing me a good night and sweet dreams. You get the 
picture. You’re encouraged to call LQF home for as long as you’re 
in Franschhoek.
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ART, EVER SO nATuRALLY
Lovers of  art and design, too, will surely delight in the touches of  
the creative evident everywhere, but in a particularly uncontrived 
way – a testament to the excellent taste of  owner, Susan Huxter. 
Lovely local artwork adorn every surface where there’s a wall, and 
public areas are all about comfort and unusual art candy rather 
than impressive statement pieces. Coffee table books are carelessly 
but ever so prettily piled up on tables and bureaus for guests to leaf  
through.

Murals, sculptures and craft items are an integral part of  the hotel, 
which is incidentally painted in strategic areas in the boldest colors, 
a la Luis Barragan of  Mexico. Staying here makes you realize how 
much you actually want a rainbow in your life.

Meanwhile, my room on the second floor of  a building that 
overlooked the swimming pool and the hills of  Franschhoek 
held everything I could want for a pleasurable stay. It had large 
windows, a proper sitting area and a great bed.

AWARD-WInnIng 
BREAKFAST In OuR BOOKS
The good food doesn’t end at dinner either. I’m not sure if  Chef  
Margot had a hand in preparing the specialties at the breakfast 
buffet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if  she did. Again, everything 
is arranged so stylishly, as if  a magazine photographer is being 
expected at any moment; but somehow you just know that this 
is how they serve breakfast everyday, in this little hotel full of  art 
and beauty.

The good food doesn’t end at dinner either. I’m not sure if  Chef  
Margot had a hand in preparing the specialties at the breakfast 
buffet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if  she did. Again, everything 
is arranged so stylishly, as if  a magazine photographer is being 

expected at any moment; but somehow you just know that this is 
how they serve breakfast everyday, in this little hotel full of  art and 
beauty.

This was perhaps the most 
unique breakfast spread we 
had in a trip of  14 excellent 
breakfasts. The food was 
laid out on a large table in a 
very hip design way, in single 
servings; and the best part was 
that they all tasted even better 
than they looked. I loved my 
eggs benedict, which was 
served with an especially sour 
sauce I’d never had before – 
and even now I still hanker 
for it.

But the piece de resistance 
was a sticky bun filled with 
nuts and a hint of  honey and 
cinnamon that left us speechless with delight. We took a box 
with us when we checked out of  Le Quartier Francais just so 
we could prolong this bit of  foodie happiness a little longer; we 
knew we would never have a sticky bun like this again. 

And, yes, that sticky bun alone is definitely worth another visit to 
Franschhoek and to Le Quartier Francais someday in our never-
ending Travelife. n  
   

THE TASTING ROOM & LE QUARTIER FRANCAIS
www.lqf.co.za

SAA flies direct to Johannesburg from Hong Kong.
SA 287 departs Hong Kong everyday at 2340 hrs.
For more information, contact Aerotel; Tel (63)(2) 884 8129-30
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