
park in the spotlight: De hoop

TOP TO BOTTOM 
Limestone protea; blue 
Afrikaner; tidal pool; 
bokmakierie.
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SECRET SHORES
De Hoop is a hide
away for whales 
and humans alike.

Coastline of 
De Hoop’s protected waters and vast 
wetland draw whales and waterbirds 
from afar. It’s also the perfect natural 
habitat for wildlife fans and outdoor 
lovers. By Peter Chadwick
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MARVELS



DE HOOP
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De Hoop Nature 
Reserve lies west of 
Cape Infanta, three 
hours’ drive from 
Cape Town.

from the crashing waves but deep enough to allow 
the larger fish good feeding grounds. I was scarcely in 
the water when I was joined by a large spotted gully 
shark. This species is totally harmless and to have 
its company was indeed a privilege. In unprotected 
waters these sharks are often the first to be caught by 
fishermen, who usually toss them wastefully up onto 
the beach to die. 

Another surprise were the numerous galjoen feed-
ing amongst the turbulent water, another species 
seldom seen out of protected areas. Under the rocky 
overhangs, yellow-belly rock cod drifted lazily and 
blacktail and zebra were huge in comparison to other 
areas I had dived. 

After a half hour’s diving, I had notched up over 
20 species of fish, never mind the countless inver-

tebrates and seaweeds. It is only when seeing such 
abundance you really begin to realise the incredible 
value that no-take marine protected areas provide. 
We must do our utmost to ensure that these assets 
continue to be protected.

A walk on the wild side
The chilly water had me wishing for a large, hot  
cappuccino, so I headed back to my comfortable ac-
commodation at the Opstal. After a quick shower, 
I walked across to the Fig Tree restaurant. Herds of 
grazing eland and bontebok scarcely took any notice 
of me as I passed within metres of them. Hadedas 
and flocks of helmeted guineafowl scratched and 
probed beneath the feet of the antelope and cattle 
egrets pecked at gorged ticks on the elands’ legs. 

The deeper 
rock pools 

showcased a 
kaleidoscope  

of colour.

We undertook regular 
aerial patrols and on one 
occasion counted 334 
southern right whales. 

Starfish are more 
commonly seen in 
the rock pools.

SevenTy-TWO SOUTHern rIgHT 
WHAleS seem an impossible number 
to be viewing from one point, even more 
so because I was not using binoculars! In 
front of me were whales breaching, tail 
slapping and swimming fast, while oth-

ers were lying lazily on the surface, rocking with the 
swells as their calves swam next to them. If this were 
not enough, a pod of about 200 bottlenosed dolphins 
surfed the curling waves, weaving under and around 
their larger relatives.

Amazingly this was not a dream nor in some far-
flung corner of the world, but a scene that takes place 
annually only a few hours from Cape Town, at De 
Hoop nature reserve and Marine Protected Area. 
The point where I was watching all this activity from 
was the visitor interpretative centre at Koppie Alleen, 
which gives expansive views of this rugged yet protec-
tive coastline. 

The whales arrive from their southern feeding 
grounds during May and June each year. numbers 
peak around September and October. They choose the 
sheltered bays within the 48 km long marine protected 
area to calve and then mate again, with the bulls fight-
ing hard to gain access to the receptive cows. When I 
was still the manager of the reserve for Capenature, 
we undertook regular aerial patrols and on one occa-
sion counted 334 southern right whales. 

The benefits of this protected coastline are truly 
seen from the air and, during patrols, I observed huge 
schools of shoaling fish, rays of various species, Mola 
Mola, rare humpback dolphins and, on occasion, 
Bryde’s and humpback whales. early each year large 
schools of hammerhead shark pups pass through, 
together with the mega-pods of common dolphin and 
accompanying flocks of Cape gannets. In the summer 
months, when yellowtail, kob, elf, garrick and rays of 

various species are common, large concentrations of 
great white sharks can also be viewed from the tops of 
the white dunes just to the west of Koppie Alleen.

Rock pool wanders
I could have watched the whales all day, but drew 
myself away from this amazing spectacle to wander 
down to the beach. I had timed my visit to coincide 
with the outgoing tide so I could access the rocky 
platforms that spread from the shoreline like huge 
tables, occasionally covered with a white table cloth 
as waves smashed over them. Thick beds of mussels 
interspersed with barnacles and reef worm awaited 
me and a closer look revealed three species of star-
fish, nudibranches, periwinkles, limpets and delicate 
flat-worms in the shallow pools where small klipvis 
darted for cover. The deeper rock pools showcased a 
kaleidoscope of colour where large orange anemones 
were accompanied by smaller plum and red versions. 
Purple, reddish and orange sea urchins bristled their 
spines and, in one pool, an octopus quickly changed 
colour to blend in with its surroundings. 

With all this bounty on the rocks, African black 
oystercatchers were plentiful and time spent watching 
these birds revealed how in tune with their environ-
ment they are. They fed on the edge of the tidal  
platforms where waves still smashed over their target 
food source, the mussels. The oystercatchers con-
stantly kept a beady eye on the waves and timed their 
movements perfectly, knowing which wave-breaks 
they could stand into and which waves were going to 
be too big, forcing them to fly briefly above the break 
before settling down again to feed.

Having walked all this distance, there was no way 
that I could not enter the water and I donned my 
wetsuit, mask and fins and entered the rather chilly 
sea at Koppie’s second beach. The bay is well sheltered 

BIG MAMA 
Southern right 
whales come to 
calve in the pro
tected waters.

Sunrise over the coast  
at Koppie Alleen.
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At the restaurant I met with Sebastian Jones, the 
assistant manager of the De Hoop Collection, a 
public-private partnership between Capenature and 
experts in the hospitality field. He said the first  
priority had been to improve the reserve’s tourism 
facilities in a manner that would also bring benefits 
to the local communities. A full range of facilities 
are now available, from campsites tucked under an-
cient milkwood trees that lie adjacent to the 16 km 
De Hoop vlei, to the upmarket accommodation at  
Koppie Alleen and Melkkamer. 

Sebastian explained their newest venture, the three-
day De Hoop Trail. Whereas the well-known Whale 
Trail largely runs along the coastline, the purpose of 
this new trail is to follow De Hoop vlei, an interna-

tionally recognised ramsar wetland that attracts thou-
sands of waterbirds. It’s also a chance to walk through 
the magnificent dune field and along the expansive 
beaches. guests use one of the comfy cottages as a 
base and go for several daywalks in the company of an 
enthusiastic and knowledgeable guide. 

Dalfrenzo lang, the resident guide on the trail, is 
one of those good news stories. He left school with-
out any opportunities and took on the challenge of 
completing a rigorous marine guide course run by 
the Field guides Association of Southern Africa. 
On completion, he was employed by De Hoop Col-
lection and has been guiding at the reserve for two 
years, with high aspirations for the future. 

I was introduced to a broadly smiling Dalfrenzo 

and soon saw this was his normal composure: an 
enthusiastic guide, constantly bursting to impart  
his knowledge.

We wandered along the edge of the vlei where he 
rattled off and pointed out long lists of birds. He was 
really keen to show me the Cape clawless otters he 
had been monitoring for some time. When he first 
mentioned them, I was convinced there was a little  
exaggeration added for good measure. But, sure 
enough, he pointed out nine otters lying together on 
a large rock, squabbling over a juicy crab. 

On seeing us the otters slipped away into the water 
and, without hesitation, Dalfrenzo was then point-
ing out herds of Cape mountain zebra, grey rhebok, 
more eland and bontebok. With each identification 

he knowledgeably talked about the behaviour of each 
species, imparting interesting facts that could be 
gathered only through time in the field. 

After looking at all the ‘big stuff ’ we focused our 
attention on the other highlight of the reserve, the 
numerous plant species. De Hoop holds over 1 500 
plant species of which at least 12 are found nowhere 
else in the world. Dalfrenzo also talked about the  
diminutive and rare southern adder and several other 
reptile species. He closed off with the fully justifi-
able comment that “De Hoop is one of those special 
places where there are rare species to be seen around 
every corner. you could spend years on the reserve 
and still not know it all.” 

I couldn’t have said it better. 

Guide Dalfrenzo 
Lang beams when 
describing his 
place of work, the 
pristine surrounds 
of De Hoop.

DE HOOP

1 An inquisitive  
yellow mongoose.

2. A juvenile  
Cape cobra.

3. Abundant fynbos 
means rich birdlife, 
like this malachite 
sunbird.

4. African black 
oystercatcher are 
plentiful along the 
shore.

5. Spotting a  
scrub hare requires 
patience.

6. Look for eland 
along the vlei. 
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HIKING RETREAT
With spectacular 
views, Noetsie is 
the second over
night stop on the 
Whale Trail.



Getting there 
Three unhurried hours from Cape Town, De 
Hoop is reached by following the N2 to Cale-
don, then the signs to Napier and Bredasdorp. 
Drive through the main street of Bredasdorp, 
taking the R319 to Swellendam. After about 
5 km, turn right at De Hoop/Infanta. Follow 
this dirt road for about 60 km. 

Accommodation 
Stylish and secluded: Melkkamer Foreman’s 
Cottage, Melkkamer Vlei Cottage and Koppie 
Alleen offer privacy and comfort for 6 to 8 peo-
ple. Think plush couches, four-poster beds and 
romantic paraffin lights (no electricity). R825 a 
person a night.
Family friendly: Self-catering cottages sleep 4 
to 6 people and are a home away from home. 

Between R440 and R550 a person a night. 
Simple and scenic: Next to De Hoop vlei are 
campsites for R295 a night for six people and 
rondavels sleeping two for R290 a person a 
night.

The Opstal complex has a restaurant, deli, 
shop, tennis court and swimming pool.

Activities 
Stretch those legs and enjoy the fresh air  
by walking the five-day Whale Trail (R1 350  
per person) which wanders through fynbos 
then takes you along the rugged coastline.  
The rock pools, white beaches and scenery  
will be etched into your memory, bringing you 
back again and again to this special jewel of  
a reserve.

Tie the knot and have your wedding under 

the sprawling fig trees, alongside the bird- 
filled vlei or down on the white sands of 
Koppie Alleen with waves crashing in the 
background. 

Get a guide and learn more about the 
reserve. De Hoop Collection offers an inter-
pretive marine walk, mountain bike trail and 
birding walk.

Contact 
Accommodation 0861-De-HOOp  
(0861-334-667), www.dehoopcollection.co.za
Reserve 0861-CApeNATuRe  
(0861-227-362-8873), www.capenature.co.za 

WATER WONDER De Hoop vlei is a wet
land of international importance.TRIP PLANNER 

Melkkamer Vlei 
Cottage has four 
comfortable 
bedrooms.
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DE HOOP

SPOT THIS The attractive Lachenalia 
dehoopensis was first recorded here.
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1. This is one of the few protected areas where you can see the endangered Cape mountain zebra. | 2. Dazzling dunes await along the 
coast. | 3. The exquisite nerine is endemic to the Western Cape but popular around the world. | 4. A mottled ostrich chick blends into its 
surrounds. | 5. The great white pelican is at home on De Hoop vlei. | 6. The rare bontebok is easily spotted.
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