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Introduction

Cape Town, where mountains tumble into the sea and sunlight dapples vineyard rows,
is a place where history, nature, and culture flow freely into the glass. Long revered as
the crown jewel of South Africa’s winemaking landscape, this city and its surroundings
offer more than breathtaking vistas—they capture centuries-old traditions and the
daring spirit of innovation. "Cape Town Uncorked" is both a toast and an invitation: to
journey through rolling hills, heritage estates, and cityside bars; to meet the people
who labor over the land; and to savor the flavors that have put Cape wines firmly on
the world stage.

From the very first vine planted by Dutch explorers to the emergence of new voices
redefining the local wine scene, Cape Town'’s history is a deeply woven tapestry. Here,
Huguenot fugitives brought their winemaking craft, British merchants declared their
tastes, and local visionaries shaped the industry through hardship and renewal. Each
estate and bottle carries echoes from this past—stories of resilience, creativity, and
community that endure in every drop.

The region’s unique setting is a winemaker’s dream: ocean breezes cool the valleys,
ancient soils run deep, and the ever-shifting light lends a painterly beauty to each
vineyard. Such diversity is mirrored in the wines themselves—from the bold, smoky
nuances of Pinotage to the honeyed zing of Chenin Blanc and the elegance of Cap
Classiqgue bubbles. Equally vibrant are the people: family dynasties, female pioneers,
young entrepreneurs, and tight-knit communities who continue to shape
contemporary Cape winemaking.

But wine here is not just about what happens in the barrel or glass; it’'s woven into
Cape Town life. The city pulses with a lively culinary scene, artisanal markets, art
galleries, and bustling wine bars, all of which reflect a culture that thrills in
experimentation yet treasures tradition. Festivals illuminate the calendar, uniting
locals and visitors alike in shared appreciation for food, artistry, and—always—a well-
crafted glass of wine.

This book is your passport to the Cape’s wine world, designed for seasoned
aficionados, casual sippers, adventurous travelers, and curious armchair explorers.
Along the way, you’ll encounter stories from the vineyard and the tasting room,
practical guidance for journeys in person or from afar, and immersive
recommendations for learning, tasting, and savoring.

Whether you dream of a sunlit vineyard picnic, a city evening spent discovering new
releases, or a deeper understanding of what makes Cape Town’s wines sing, you’ll find
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inspiration here. Together, let’s uncork the Cape—glass in hand and senses wide
open—to discover the remarkable people, places, and passions that have helped this
region earn its place among the world’s great wine capitals.
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CHAPTER ONE: The First Vines: Dutch Pioneers and
the Birth of Cape Wine

The story of wine in Cape Town isn't one of ancient Roman vineyards or medieval
monastic traditions. Instead, it begins with the pragmatic needs of seafaring explorers
in the 17th century. Imagine the vast, unpredictable oceans, the long voyages, and
the constant threat of scurvy, that scourge of sailors. It was this very practical concern
that laid the groundwork for South Africa's vibrant wine industry. In 1652, the Dutch
East India Company (VOC), a powerful trading company focused on the spice routes
between Europe and Asia, decided it needed a halfway station. This station would
provide fresh provisions for their ships rounding the treacherous Cape of Good Hope.

Enter Jan van Riebeeck, a Dutch surgeon and merchant, who was tasked with
establishing this crucial supply point. His mission was clear: build a fort, create a
farming community, and crucially, cultivate fresh produce to combat scurvy. Among
the provisions he was directed to establish were vineyards, based on the then-held
belief that grapes and wine could prevent this debilitating disease.

In 1655, just three years after his arrival, Van Riebeeck planted the very first
grapevines in the Company Gardens, an area that remains an urban oasis in modern-
day Cape Town. These initial cuttings, sent from the Rheingau region of Germany by
the Dutch East India Company, faced a challenging journey. They were packed in
damp sailcloth, which didn't do wonders for their chances of survival upon arrival.
Nevertheless, the effort continued, and within a year, more cuttings arrived from
diverse origins including Bohemia, the Canary Islands, France, Germany, and Spain.
Among these were important varieties like Muscat Blanc a Petits Grains, also known as
"French Muscadel," and Muscat of Alexandria, locally referred to as "Hanepoot."

Then came the momentous day: February 2, 1659. Van Riebeeck proudly noted in his
diary, "Today, praise the Lord, wine was pressed for the first time from Cape grapes."
This simple entry marked the birth of South African wine. While the scale of production
was modest and initially intended for export to the trading port of Batavia, this first
vintage laid the foundation.

Despite this early success, the initial years were not without their difficulties. The
Dutch, while adept at trade and exploration, weren't exactly celebrated for their
viticultural prowess; their flat, wet homeland wasn't conducive to winemaking. The
early farmers also lacked extensive knowledge in viticulture, leading to numerous
setbacks. However, the Dutch East India Company gradually began allowing
"vrijpurghers," or freed Company employees, to purchase land and cultivate
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grapevines for their own consumption, slowly expanding the reach of viticulture
beyond the immediate settlement.

The real turning point came with the arrival of Simon van der Stel in 1679, who
succeeded Jan van Riebeeck as governor of the Cape Colony. Unlike his predecessor,
Van der Stel was not only enthusiastic but also remarkably knowledgeable about
viticulture and winemaking. He harbored a keen interest in botany and a clear vision
for the Cape's wine future.

In 1685, after years of loyal service to the Dutch East India Company and an extensive
investigation that involved sending out riders to collect soil samples from Table Bay to
Muizenberg for testing, Van der Stel made a significant personal investment. He
acquired a vast 750-hectare (1,900-acre) estate just outside Cape Town, a grant
fifteen times larger than the Company’s usual provision. He named this property
Constantia, reportedly in honor of a young woman named Constance who had helped
persuade the Company to grant him such a prime piece of land, or perhaps after
Commissioner Hendrik van Rheede's daughter.

On his Constantia estate, Van der Stel embarked on an ambitious project. He built a
grand homestead, the Groot Constantia manor house, which today stands as a
significant tourist attraction. He also busily planted thousands of vines, alongside
orchards and oak trees. By 1709, his farm boasted 70,000 vines, producing over 5,600
liters of wine. He set high standards for wine production throughout the Cape,
elevating the region's viticultural practices.

Constantia quickly became renowned for its high-quality wines, particularly its
legendary sweet wine, Vin de Constance. This wine achieved international fame,
captivating European aristocracy and even earning mentions in the literary works of
Charles Dickens and Jane Austen. Napoleon Bonaparte, while exiled on St. Helena,
reportedly drank a bottle of Constantia wine every day until his death in 1821.

Van der Stel retired as governor in 1699, devoting his remaining years to his beloved
Constantia estate. He passed away in 1712, at the age of 73. In his will, he stipulated
that Constantia should be sold two years after his death, and some of his slaves were
to be freed. Indeed, the estate was subsequently divided into three portions: Groot
(Great) Constantia, Klein (Little) Constantia, and Bergvliet. These divisions laid the
foundation for some of the most historic wine farms in the region, continuing the
legacy of Cape wine.

Despite the challenges of a new environment and a lack of initial winemaking
expertise, the Dutch pioneers, spearheaded by Jan van Riebeeck and later Simon van
der Stel, laid an undeniable foundation. They transformed a remote outpost into a
burgeoning agricultural hub, one where the vine took root and began to flourish. Their
efforts, driven by necessity and ambition, marked the beginning of Cape Town's deep
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and enduring connection to the world of wine, a connection that would only grow
stronger with each passing century.

Wine Tip: If you're eager to literally walk in the footsteps of these pioneers, a visit to
the Company's Garden in central Cape Town is a must. While not a vineyard today, it's
where those very first vines were planted. Imagine the scene, feel the history, and
then perhaps find a local wine bar nearby to taste how far Cape wine has come!
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