CAPE ESCAPES

EXPLORE

COUNTRY BUMPKIN

BLISSFUL
BREAKS
Zip out of the Mother City for a day or two this winter – whether
to indulge in one of Franschhoek’s Mystery Weekends or lay claim
to an actual Big Five safari
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e’re pretty iffy about surprises. But when it comes to Franschhoek,
there are quite a few things you can be certain of. For starters, you will
be enfolded by some of the most exquisite scenery on earth. That’s a
given. Secondly, there will be endless food and more wine than you could ever imagine.
Trying to cram everything the Valley has to offer into a single weekend is sheer madness, of
course, which is why winter’s annual Franschhoek Mystery Weekends are such a clever
idea. They’re a mixture of happy surprises and an opportunity to take all the planning out
of the equation. You arrive, randomly draw a series of eating, drinking, sleeping and other
experiences, and then set about joining the dots of your pre-ordained itinerary…
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EXPLORE BEYOND THE FALLS

2

ZZZS

THE BIG CHEESE
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Although there is no way of knowing what
will await on your Mystery Weekend, one
of the highlights for us included a tasting
of cheeses at Fromages de France,
which is essentially a well-stocked fridge
tucked into a tiny corner at La Cotte Wine
Sales. It’s here, though, that Lodine Maske
will change everything you think you
know about cheese. A more serious and
knowledgeable connoisseur of artisanal
dairy you have never met – Lodine
imports some of the most sensationally
tasty cheeses you will ever taste. Ever.
Lodine will shave off slivers of rare
varieties that she buys during her many
month-long expeditions to the French
and Swiss Alps and other major cheesemaking regions in Europe. There, she
meets with the makers, some of whom
work according to ancient traditions
and many of whom take their cows and
goats high into the mountains to graze
so that their milk tastes like nothing else
on earth. As you taste, Lodine will delve
into the idiosyncrasies of each one and
explain the subtle nuances of milking and
maturing that determine the final quality
of each type of cheese – there are so
many varieties, it’ll blow your mind. Even
if your Mystery Weekend package doesn’t
include a cheese tasting with Lodine,
it’s worth finding an hour or so in your
schedule to pop in and not just taste, but
stock up. lacotte.co.za
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There is only so much you can fit into one
indulgent weekend, and you also need to
squeeze in time for sleeps and showers. Each
Mystery Weekend includes two nights at a
hotel or guesthouse either in the Franschhoek
Valley or just beyond the outskirts. Some,
such as the quaint historical abode we stayed
at, are right in the heart of the village, walking
distance to the main road – we were able to
stroll to breakfast and dinner and walk off
some of the over-indulging.
Our host was full of helpful ideas, even
mapping out a running route for us, and rather
inadvertently plying us with village gossip over
our Sunday breakfast.

NOM NOM
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Having your dinner venues chosen by chance can be a bit disconcerting, although it does take
the pressure off deciding which of the Valley’s 50-odd restaurants to try out – and it removes
the need to make a booking. We ended up at one of the most popular bistros in town which was
packed with locals celebrating birthdays and anniversaries and the simple loveliness of Saturday
night. It had plenty of French flair and charm and the menu was packed with meat options but
almost zilch for vegetarians – dessert was the highlight.
Way better was our lunch at The Werf Restaurant, an impeccable venue overlooking the
hedge-lined vegetable garden at Boschendal. We’d been given a choice of venues at the estate,
but something about Christiaan Campbell’s menu combined with the smiling faces of an utterly
on-the-ball waitstaff lured us to a table next to the floor-to-ceiling glass wall with the rain
coming down on the other side. Everything sounded extraordinary, but we went with a hake dish
that came with oat risotto, plus pumpkin-seed plus dumplings (who knew such a thing could be
dreamed up?), and side orders of broccoli with feta and roasted carrots beautifully flavoured with
a savoury honeycomb. As food goes, it was the weekend’s highlight – but who knows what the
other Mystery couples had in front of them? boschendal.com
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SIPS FOR SMARTY-PANTS
You can seriously hurt your head trying
to figure out which estates to visit for
tastings of award-winning wines, and
this headache is easily solved by being
told which places are on your itinerary.
You’ll probably get to fit in two or three
tasting experiences over the course of
the weekend, and there’s a ticket for
the Franschhoek Wine Tram, which is a
boon for the Valley, getting you to – and
back from – some of the loveliest estates
hassle-free.
One intriguing wine tasting we got to
try out was unlike almost any we’d ever
experienced. Known as Franschhoek’s
‘Gentle Giant’, Rob Armstrong heads up
Haut Espoir, the Valley’s only biodynamic

LUCK OF THE DRAW

wine farm, and he really doesn’t hold
back when it comes to telling you how he
rolls and why he switched from chemical
farming to an earth-friendly alternative.
His insight into how best to farm with
Nature rather than with a tractor and
industrial products is astonishing, and
he also explains why being told what
flavours and aromas to look for in a
wine is utterly the wrong approach to
appreciating a vintage. For anyone who
enjoys honesty over the conveyor belt
approach to wine, here’s where you’ll
learn a thing or two – even if the actual
tasting seems secondary. Plus, Rob’s
farm affords wonderful views.
hautespoir.com
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Franschhoek Mystery Weekends are best experienced by couples as they’re priced for two people sharing, and that means you’ll be
in the same bedroom and doing everything together – including lots of staring across the table at one another while you tuck into one
meal after another. Each package includes a welcome event on the Friday evening when – surprise, surprise – there are lucky draw
prizes from various merchants in the Valley. The biggest surprise of all, though, is that one couple gets a full refund for the entire
weekend. There are four different Mystery Weekend packages at different price points determined by the relative luxuriousness of
the accommodations and kinds of experiences you get to savour along the way – they start with the ‘Premium’ Experience for
R5 300 per couple, and go up to R8 200 for the ‘Ultimate’ Experience. Each package includes two nights’ accommodation, a blowout dinner on the Saturday, both breakfasts, Sunday lunch, and more – most of the individual components of the weekend remain
a complete mystery until you arrive on Friday afternoon and draw various envelopes. Dates for the final two Franschhoek Mystery
Weekends are 27–29 July and 24–26 August. Book with Carmen Arendse: mysteryweekends@franschhoek.org.za.
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We were at Aquila Private Game
Reserve, in the chalet at the far end of
the pathway. It’s called Milky Way and
is a cute cabin on stilts with the best
views of the reserve – in front of us lay
vast swaths of scraggly, fynbos-covered
terrain that rose up to rolling hills.
A big surprise was glimpsing hippos
first thing in the morning – they marched
single file from the swamp-like water
channel in front of our room, across the
plains towards a larger dam where they
spend the day submerged and feeling
safe. Minutes later, while staring across
this blissful emptiness, something that
looked like a large boulder I’d been staring
at suddenly flapped its ear, revealing itself
to be an elephant. Soon, she was joined
by another elephant and the two came
sauntering over to within 50 metres
of where we were standing, rapt, on
our stoep.
Admittedly, we were being very
naughty, skipping the morning game
drive in favour of a little lazy lie-in – but
with so much happening right in front

56

JULY 2018

Explore_weekender.indd 56

I

of our room, we couldn’t imagine a
better vantage from which to witness
the morning come to life. We had in
any case already seen virtually all the
animals we could have hoped for the
previous afternoon – seven lions lolling
in the grass, elephants here, elephants
there… rhinos, eland, ostriches, zebras
and giraffe had all been on display, along
with wildebeest and of course the guy on
the back of the vehicle whose hat kept
blowing off.
Our favourite part, though, aside from
lazing on that stoep, was that there were
also views from the outdoor shower.
Dancing under the falling water out
there is a thing you need to be brave
about – not because of prying eyes but
because stripping down at the crack of
dawn in the peak of winter is like a rite of
passage. Once you get under the piping
hot water, though, it’s a blessing to look
up and see the moon still glowing while
over the stone wall stretches an expanse
of reserve and – if you’re lucky – a couple
of elephants sauntering by.

THE BIG EASY
It is about as close as
Capetonians can get to
having a full-on Big Five
animal-viewing experience
without undertaking a
massive trek. Just off the
N1 between De Doorns
and Touws River, Aquila
is hugely convenient, and
your overseas friends will
get to mentally tick off
all the African animals
they ever wanted to see in
the wild. Be warned that
predators don’t mix with
antelope, though, so you
won’t witness any bloody
hunts or savage kills; many
of Aquila’s animals are in
fact rescues. You can visit
for a single game drive, or
spend the night – there’s a
choice of accommodations,
plus a spa. Food’s buffetstyle and includes lots of
hearty winter-beating
fare – and far too many
desserts to avoid indulging.
aquilasafari.com
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THE JOURNEY IS THE DESTINATION EXPLORE

hone in on the
divine and make their
devotions because
they’re in the Zen zone
and the crowd clutter has
paled into insignificance.
Purposeful walking is one
of the most ruminative of all physical
pastimes. The simple act of putting one
foot in front of the other can soothe
an agitated mind, create harmony
between body and spirit and reverse
a sad disposition. The Camino is perhaps
the most famous stroll of all and draws
250 000 pilgrims to its paths annually.
Reasons for embarking on the path differ.
Some crave social interaction or the thrill
of literally going the distance, all 780
kilometres of it if you’re following the
Santiago trail. For others, it’s a spiritual
exercise in holy health, and for Capetonian
Pam Stern who recently completed her
eleventh Camino, it is a calling. ‘Each
year, as I get closer to Santiago and the
cathedral, I know immediately that I will
be back.’ Aside from having once led
a group, she has journeyed solo numerous
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The simple act of putting
one foot in front of the other
can soothe an agitated mind
times, an experience
that she finds liberating.
‘To be aware of each step,
the silence, the birds, the peace
within and being in tune with myself is
very profound’.
There is the beauty of the region, the
people and ancient villages where it feels
as if time has stood still, she says. ‘It is
about the real and the simple. My passion
runs deep within my soul and each year
I look forward to the next walk when I’ll
be stepping onto the path and being fully
in the moment.’
Ocean advocate and pioneering
endurance swimmer Lewis Pugh believes
that being immersed in nature is the
ultimate restorer. ‘I can have the toughest
day imaginable but as soon as I dive into
the sea, I feel at peace.’
South African Zen monk Antony Osler,
has been a student of Buddhism since the
1970s and is an advocate of meditation,
the discipline of stillness, selflessness

and intimacy. ‘It is a subtle art that can
only really be found in the doing of it,
because any pre-existing idea of what
it should be will only get in the way.’
Successful meditation is no small feat.
It requires absolute focus and dedicated
effort to quieten internal turbulence.
True meditation is the very embodiment
of a plain and simple life, says Osler.
‘Even looking for calmness or peace will
complicate things, and the very seeking
for a benefit will be an obstacle to its
attainment. So, we sit still in silence and
attend gently to our posture and our
breathing, and we see what we find there.’
Peace often lies in unexpected places.
It could be talking to your cat, walking
through a deep green forest or hearing
David Attenborough’s voice. There may
not be a precise prescription for inner
peace nor a night school for nirvana
but finding the sacred space within is
achievable. It begins with the smallest
action, your own unique pilgrimage.
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