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Stylist ’s sub-editor Jenny 
Tregoning enjoys breathtaking 
scenery and a glass (or three) 
of sauvignon blanc in South 
Africa’s winelands

As long-haul destinations go, 
South Africa has to be one of the 
kindest to your body clock. Just 
one hour ahead of the UK during 
our summer, it’s feasible to visit for 
a long weekend and return home 
jetlag-free. What you do to your 
body while you’re there is another 
matter. And if you’re visiting the 
Western Cape winelands, things 
are likely to get boozy.

I was staying at Mont Rochelle, 
handpicked by Sir Richard 
Branson to join the ranks of 

Necker Island (Branson’s British 
Virgin Islands home) and private 
game reserve Ulusaba on the 
prestigious list of Virgin Limited 
Edition hotels. Just an hour’s drive 
from Cape Town, the 22-bedroom 
boutique hotel is set in the 
grounds of its very own 100-acre 
vineyard in the picturesque town  
of Franschhoek – the charming 
little sister to the self-styled capital 
of the Western Cape winelands, 
Stellenbosch. A popular weekend 
spot for Cape Town’s high-flyers, 
Franschhoek’s proximity to the  
city makes it a great place to stop 
off for a bit of R&R after the buzz 
of the city. Or for active travellers 
who’ve already climbed Table 

Mountain, scuba dived the Cape 
and driven Chapman’s Peak Drive 
(reputed to be one of the most 
scenic drives in the world), a jaunt 
to the winelands serves as a well- 
deserved reward. And there can  
be fewer better places to unwind 
than Mont Rochelle.

Even before my first sip of 
wine, I’m intoxicated by the sheer 
beauty of my surroundings. Lush 
green gardens and grapevines 
slope away towards an 
uninterrupted backdrop of grey 
mountains jutting into the sky on 
all sides. Inside, brightly printed 
local fabrics and protea 
flowers add character to 
the large, open-plan 
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rooms. The hanging chair on my 
private patio soon became my 
favourite spot to start the day with 
a steaming cup of rooibos while 
watching mist roll silently down  
the mountains beyond, completely 
alone save for the odd guinea  
fowl strutting its way past. Out on 
the terrace, set above the heated 
swimming pool, two hotel cats can 
often be found sunning themselves 
on the fake-grass-covered chairs  
(I guarantee you’ll find yourself 
stroking either the cats or the 
chairs at some point).

Tempting as it was to make like 
the cats and loll about on a chair 
all day, I was staying on a vineyard, 
and that makes wine-tasting pretty 
much compulsory. Mont Rochelle 
produces a selection of typically 
dry wines, including a golden 
barrel-fermented chardonnay and 
a delicately fruity cab sav, all of 
which taste better and better the 
more I learn about them. And if 
drinking the vineyard’s produce 
isn’t enough, you can also indulge 
in some grape-based therapies  
at the hotel spa. I opted for the 
signature grape stem-cell facial 
(£50) that had my skin plumped 
and head refreshed in just 75 
minutes. This hangover-busting 
treatment might well come in 
handy, I suspect…

Dedicated oenophiles, however, 
should make a booking for the 
Franschhoek Wine Tram (£10,  
plus extra for tastings). Meaning 
‘French corner’ in Afrikaans, 
Franschhoek is named after the 
Huguenots who settled there in 
the late 17th century after fleeing 
religious persecution in France 
– which explains the proliferation 

of Gallic names and over 50  
local wineries. A series of buses, 
tractor-drawn trailers and a replica 
tram complete with staff waving 
red flags (lest you encounter  
any crossing traffic; we didn’t) 
transport you from vineyard to 
vineyard, allowing you to stop off 

and sample vintage after vintage. 
Chenin blanc grapes thrive in  
the area and Grande Provence’s 
version was perfectly fresh for  
a hot summer’s day, while the 
charmingly named Rickety Bridge’s 
pinotage was velvety smooth and 
dangerously drinkable – especially 
at just 50p for a tasting glass.

Despite its size, the sleepy 
town of Franschhoek has more 

Doubles at Mont Rochelle start  

at £230 per night. Four nights in 

South Africa with Virgin Holidays 

(virginholidays.co.uk), including 

flights from Heathrow to Cape Town, 

bed and breakfast accommodation  

at Mont Rochelle and transfers starts 

from £1,445 per person.

than enough to keep foodies 
occupied. Huguenot Road, the 
main route through the town, is 
lined with hotly-tipped restaurants 
and craft shops. The staff at the 
hotel were raving about Reuben’s 
(reubens.co.za; owned by top chef 
and Franschhoek native Reuben 
Riffel), so we stopped off in the 
sun-dappled courtyard for a lazy 
lunch of open lasagne with field 

mushrooms, butternut squash, 
spinach and a honey-thyme cream 
(£7) and made a stab at working 
our way through the extensive 
wine list. 

Back at Mont Rochelle, diners 
have two options. Miko, the hotel’s 
gourmet restaurant (named after 
Mont Rochelle’s previous owner, 
and the first black owner of  
a vineyard in South Africa, Miko 

Three miles away from Mont 
Rochelle, Rickety Bridge 
offers luxury accommodation 
in the manor house (doubles 
from £132 a night), but cross 
the aforementioned (and, 
thankfully, completely safe) 
bridge to its sister property, 
the 19th-century Basse 
Provence Country House, for 
B&B without the champagne 
price tag. 

The elegantly styled 
rooms come with vineyard 
views as standard, but book 
an upstairs suite to bed down 
under the rustic thatched 
roof, then head back to the 

manor house for a glass of 
pinotage on the veranda. It’s 
a two-mile walk or drive into 
the heart of Franschhoek,  
but the views over the 
Wemmershoek mountain 
range and the peace and 
quiet are more than worth it. 

Rickety Bridge has a wine- 
making heritage that dates 
back to the 17th century, and 
as a historical heavyweight 
it’s popular for weddings at 
weekends, so book early or 
plan on staying midweek.

Doubles from £59 a night; 
ricketybridgewinery.com

Get a taste of a South African wine safari on a shoestring under 
a thatched roof at the elegant Basse Provence Country House

Rwayitare) offers contemporary 
South African cuisine – the citrus 
soufflé with marmalade ice-cream 
(£4.20) was a deliciously tangy 
highlight. A short stroll across the 
vineyard is the Country Kitchen  
for more relaxed dining. The staff 
can also prepare picnic baskets 
laden with cheese, charcuterie, 
fresh bread and, of course, wine  
to take out into the grounds. 

It’s not difficult to see why 
Richard Branson fell in love with 
this place. The spectacular views 
alone make it worth a visit. Throw  
in a stylish hotel, a cellar-load of 
fine wines and a Mediterranean 
climate, and you’re on to  
a winning vintage. I’ll  
raise a glass to that.
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Cross the Rickety Bridge

“even before my first sip of wine, 

i ’m intoxicated by the beauty 

of my surroundings, with lush 

green gardens and grapevines”
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