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thought I was a pretty good birder, what with one old 
Newman’s guide falling apart from over-use and a new 
one bristling with recent entries. Then I went to De Hoop 
Nature Reserve – a Ramsar conservation site, no less – 
and on day two someone asked me: “How many birds 
have you seen?”

Not being an obsessive twitcher, I hadn’t been counting. 
“Um… 20?” I replied. She looked disappointed. Very. I felt 
inadequate, as if I’d let the side down. So I edged closer to 
another birder and whispered my concerns. “No, don’t be silly! 
You’ve seen at least 60!” she said.

We started adding up all the sightings. She was right. I’d only 
been counting new and unusual ones, completely discounting 
the obvious sightings like pelicans, lesser flamingos, absolutely 
thousands of red-knobbed coots (more than I’ve ever seen in one 
place), Cape gulls, etc. 

A mere three hours from Cape Town, De Hoop o�ers both 
a land and sea experience, with impressive game, bird 
and whale-viewing. 



Lesson One in birding: claim every prize as your own. (By 
the way, unusual sightings include greater crested grebe, little 
bitterns and black storks.) So I was actually far better than I 
feared – a very reassuring feeling that spreads a warm glow to 
the tips of one’s toes. 

And believe me, De Hoop Nature Reserve can really give you 
that glow. If birds are your thing, it’s so packed with them that 
you come away with a list full of satisfying little ticks. Then there’s 
the game, or the whale-watching, or the inter-tidal rock pools (go 
there at low tide), the swims in deep, pristine limestone pools, 
the walking and mountain-biking, as well as the famous five-day 
fully portered whale trail. And the sheer exhilaration of the quiet.

I was there in September – allegedly spring, though the rainy 
season still lingered, making me think I was in Europe, with the 
Victorian and Cape Dutch buildings of Opstal and Melkkamer, 
the brilliant green lawns carpeted by bright spring flowers and 
the abundant birdlife on the vIei, formed when the river’s exit 
to sea silted up for good. Once the dry summer season sets in, 
though, all comparison with Europe fades away.

Situated in SA’s Western Cape, De Hoop is near Cape 

Agulhas – the southernmost tip of the continent – and combines 
the attractions of sea and fynbos (indigenous heathland). The 
Cape floral region is the richest on Earth, with more than 9 000 
species of plants growing here. De Hoop has 1 500 of them 
and an estimated 34 are endemic to the reserve. 

It’s also a great whale-viewing site – hundreds of Southern 
Rights come to the bay every spring – and has a diverse range 
of game, including the handsome bontebok, now back from the 

brink of extinction. There are also eland, mountain zebra and 
lynx, and they swear there’s a leopard in the hills.

It’s the last place in the Western Cape where you’ll actually 
see a breeding colony of Cape vultures. They congregate near 
the Potberg mountains, away from the vlei, and apparently the 
best way to see them is to walk the Klipspringer Trail. At one 
stage the population was down to 50. Now, there over 200.

The entire De Hoop coastline has been a marine protected 

largest “no-fishing, no-boating” region and it’s thought this is  
one reason the area gets so  
many Southern Right visitors. 
Humpback and Bryde’s whales 
can also be seen.

Years ago the area was heavily 
fished by anglers, many of whom 
couldn’t see the point of the MPA 
at the time, thinking that fish 
moved around a lot, so a reserve 

would make no di�erence. 
But Prof Colin Attwood, a marine biologist at the University 

of Cape Town, has been running a fish-tagging study here 
since 1987 and has found that fish numbers have recovered 
dramatically since the reserve was declared. In fact, species like 
red roman don’t like moving around much and stick to one area. 

“We’ve been studying over 30 species and each one has 
di�erent movement patterns,” explains Attwood. “Steenbras, 
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Left: A humpback 
whale breaching.
Below:  Pelicans on 
the water’s edge.
Opposite, from top: 
The rocky shore of 
De Hoop at low tide. 
A child watching a 
beached starfish. 
African penguins on 
the water’s edge. 

De Hoop is the country’s second-largest 
“no-fishing, no-boating” region and it’s 
thought this is one reason the area gets so 
many Southern Right visitors.



for example, move around a lot.”
And while the whales are clearly loving their MPA, it’s  

very easy to get good sightings of them because of the 
extremely high dunes at the water’s edge – so you don’t  
have to do the hike to spot them. We drove to the elevated 
Koppie Alleen picnic site and watched a whale “sailing” on 
a pristine, blue-sky day. This means the animal’s tail waves in 
the air as it maintains a vertical position in the water. The show 
goes on for 30 seconds or so. According to the information 
board, this behaviour is simply an expression of happiness – an 
irresistible explanation. 

There’s a great deal to make the visitor feel happy too – all 
these natural wonders, as well as the sense of being in an 
exceptional corner of the natural world. Plus there was the 
enthusiasm of our young guide, Dalfrenzo Laing: “I was a petrol 
attendant a few years ago and look at me now!” He led us 
around the vlei to look at the birds and learn about fynbos, on 
a low-tide walk across the rock pools below the picnic site and 
for a swim in a deep limestone pool formed on the shore. He 
also showed us signs of early man, with huge piles of shells on 
top of the dunes indicating an occupation thousands of years 
ago. Indeed, Blombos Cave near De Hoop is famous for its 

as the oldest artwork on Earth.
Laing is a personal guide, one of the options if you book an 

overnight stay at the De Hoop Collection (the name for all the 
privately-run accommodation in the reserve), plus fully catered 
meals put together by a great chef. Or self-cater, if you prefer. 

You can see the Melkkamer (“milk room”) complex from the 
Opstal reception area, across the dark brown waters of the vlei.  
Charmingly, it’s accessible by a small motorboat that putters 

gently past the packed bird island, leaving the chalk cli�s of 
Opstal behind. I kept my eyes peeled for Cape clawless otters, 
but it wasn’t my weekend for them.

The Melkkamer was originally the centre of the circular 
farm The Hope, from which the Dutch “De Hoop” is derived, 
ostensibly referring to the use of the property for milking cows. 
Grazing rights were first granted in the area in 1739 and the 
first houses built after that.

The Melkkamer Vlei Cottage, where I stayed, dates back 
to 1872 and now has four bedrooms and two bathrooms. 
The Melkkamer Manor House (a huge, old farmstead with 
four bedrooms en suite) dates back to 1907 and the smaller 
Foreman’s Cottage is the oldest of all.

They’re beautiful buildings, lovingly restored to a Cape 
vernacular-style self-catering house. “Yes, lovely now, but it  
had no roof and was occupied by baboons just two years  
ago,” says William  Stephens, CEO of the De Hoop Collection.

These days the baboons forage around the houses, but have  
a healthy fear of humans and avoid interaction. I sat on the  
stoep in the late afternoon glow and watched them grooming 
each other in the perfect silence of the place. 

And it’s this silence that really grabs you – we forget how 
noisy our city lives are. It’s not only the sound of traffic, but the 
hum of computers and the babble of TV, radio and cellphones 
that wear one down. How soul-restoring to hear nothing except 
the wind, the occasional bird call and sometimes the sound of 
water lapping gently on the sand.

And if you’re lucky, the otters will come play at the water’s 
edge and make your stay just perfect.
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Above: Fynbos habitat 
conservation area.

Right: The Melkkamer 
Manor House.


