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With a pristine coastline, fynbos bedecked trails, and a 
plethora of animal sightings of the sea, land and air variety, 
you would be hard pressed to find a more ideal back-to-nature 
retreat than the Western Cape’s De Hoop Nature Reserve.

The De hoop NaTure reserve

natural
Sparkle
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 I had four spiny sea urchins curled up on the palm of my 
hand. The two smaller red ones were belly down and trying 
to make a dash for freedom – albeit painfully slowly – with 
infinitesimal wiggling motions. The other two, painted in 
pretty shades of lilac and mauve, were upended on their 
backs, so that Esmeralda, our guide, could point out their 
round mouths and explain how they feed. 

There were no 4x4 game drive vehicles and no sightings 
of lion kills or herds of elephant, but this morning’s clamber 
along the rocky shore, pausing every so often to peer into 
tidal pools, was easily one of the best “safaris” I have ever 
been on. 

De Hoop Nature Reserve, about three hours drive from 
Cape Town, boasts some of the most pristine and untouched 
coastline in the country. Bordered by aquamarine seas on 
the one side and towering sand dunes on the other, this strip 
of beach with its rocky outcrops is home to an astonishing 
variety of marine life. The reserve is famous for its sightings 
of whales during the winter and spring months – including 
Southern Right whales that use the area as an important 
calving ground – and dolphins can be seen frolicking 
among the waves year round. But it is the fascinating mini 
inhabitants of the intertidal zone that you’ll discover more 
about on one of the reserve’s interpretive marine walks. 

Watched over by Black Oystercatchers with their 
distinctive orange beaks, Esmeralda led the way, stopping to 
point our periwinkles, barnacles, mussels and even elusive 

abalone. We tickled anemones, felt the sucker action of 
starfish on our palms, and watched armour plated chictons 
curl up into balls at the touch of a finger. We even learnt 
how seemingly inactive limpets (at least when exposed at 
low tide) are actually extremely busy and astute gardeners, 
tending to their own little patches of algae when covered 
by water. De Hoop has the largest biodiversity of intertidal 
creatures anywhere in the world, including 11 of Southern 
Africa’s 18 limpet species, and it certainly shows.

The biodiversity continues on the other side of the sand 
dunes, where the reserve stretches out for over 300 km² 
and boasts one of the highest diversities of plant species 
in the Cape Floral Kingdom, many of which are endemic 
or rare. The best way to see these species firsthand is on 
a guided nature walk around the reserve. While there 
are a variety of trails to choose from, we opted for a 20 
km path that wound around part of the reserve’s vlei – a  
16 km long expanse of water that is listed as a Ramsar site 
of international importance. It supports a huge number of 
bird species, including the threatened Blue crane, making it 
a twitcher’s paradise. 

Along the way, our guide pointed out various types of 
fynbos, and told us more about the history of the area, while 
we breathed in the fresh air and drank in the beauty of the 
natural surroundings. We were watched on our stroll by 
some of the reserve’s many animal residents, including rock 
scampering dassies, stamping ostriches, bontebok, Cape 

Winter Specials

 
Winter and spring are whale season at De Hoop and 
the reserve also has a number of great specials for the 
colder months. From 30th June to 3rd July and 14th to 
17th July, take advantage of the De Hoop Family Winter 
Holiday packages (from R8,975 for a family of four) 
with entertainment and all meals included in a special 
all-inclusive stay. This includes a Junior Eco Explorer 
Challenge, live music, star gazing, guided marine and 
fynbos walks, as well as wildlife movie nights. For more 
information on this and other winter specials, contact 
+27 21 422 4522 or email res@dehoopcollection.co.za.     
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Mountain zebra and baboons, the latter of which would 
have been mighty jealous of the delicious lunch spread that 
was provided for us by our personal chef, Philip. There’s 
nothing like a little pudding and champers to recharge 
weary legs for the remainder of your hike (or mountain 
bike ride, as bikes are also available to rent).

Speaking of weary legs, visitors to the reserve can also 
opt for a guided eco-quad bike trail. These two to three hour 
trails are not only exhilarating, but also offer the chance for 
great animal sightings – we were extremely lucky to spot 
a reclusive Cape Clawless otter when we hopped off our 
quads to take a look at the vlei below us. 

While the reserve is a popular spot for day trippers, 
spending a few nights is the ultimate “getting back 
to nature” treat, and there are a variety of different 
accommodation options to suit most budgets, from camp 
sites and rondavels with shared ablutions, to two and three 
bedroom self catering cottages (perfect for family holidays) 
and the beautifully decorated and more upmarket Opstal 
houses. In fact, there is such a plethora of accommodation 
available that the reserve makes an ideal weekend away 
wedding venue, with plenty of beds to host guests. A 
restaurant serves up delicious food for those not wanting 
the schlep of catering for themselves, and there is also a 
pool and a tennis court if you have energy left to burn off 
after exploring the reserve. 

For something truly special, you can opt to stay at one of 

the two sandstone buildings – called Die Melkkamer – on 
the other side of the vlei, which were the original heart of the 
farm that originally occupied this land. The smaller of the two 
houses was built in 1872, and now serves as an idyllic private 
getaway for honeymoon couples or other guests looking for 
quiet and seclusion. The main house was built in 1907 in a 
Neo Cape Dutch style and with its four en suite bedrooms, 
and large, yet cosy fire-warmed lounge, it is ideal for larger 
groups. It comes with the added luxury of a personal chef 
(at an additional cost) to cater to your culinary needs, and 
has a certain romance to it, thanks to its charming creaking 
wooden floors, ball and claw bathtubs, four poster beds and 
oil lanterns that light your way to bed once the generator’s 
hum has been silenced for the evening. 

The best way to cap off an evening of lip-smacking food, 
fine wine and good conversation, is to wrap up snugly and 
venture outside for a little stargazing. With the absence 
of any light pollution, the stars above De Hoop feel close 
enough to touch, and the guides are expert at pointing out 
constellations, and regaling you with fascinating facts about 
the night sky.  

Sitting wrapped up in my blanket gazing into the cosmos 
above, my legs pleasantly tired from all the exercise I had 
had in the past three days, and my mind refreshed from 
silence and fresh air, I couldn’t help thinking that the stars 
aren’t the only things that make De Hoop sparkle. 
For more information, visit www.dehoopcollection.com.  


