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Introduction

South Africa’s Cape Winelands are a place where time seems to ripple through the
valleys—where vineyard rows stretch across ancient soils beneath looming mountains
and breezes from two great oceans shape every vintage. Long lauded for their scenic
beauty, these vineyards also guard one of the world’s most underappreciated
treasures: wines that are as complex, storied, and resilient as the land from which
they spring. Today, South African wine is capturing the imaginations of adventurous
palates and historians alike, offering a fresh narrative in the global conversation about
wine.

Yet, for many aficionados outside the Rainbow Nation, South African wine remains
shrouded in a kind of mystery. Tourists may marvel at Stellenbosch’s Cape Dutch
gables or sip a crisp Chenin Blanc at a Franschhoek café, but few realize the intricate
tapestry of colonial legacy, indigenous ingenuity, cultural transformation, and
environmental stewardship woven into every bottle. The Cape does not just produce
wine; it distills centuries of hope, hardship, and celebration.

This book springs from a belief that the story of South African wine deserves to be told
in full color—not just as a catalogue of fine bottles and tasting notes, but as a vibrant
exploration of history, people, landscapes, and dreams. We will trace the industry’s
remarkable journey, from its 17th-century founding at the Cape of Good Hope and the
contributions of enslaved laborers and Huguenot exiles, to the rise of family-run
estates, the devastation of phylloxera, the years of isolation under apartheid, and the
bursts of creativity and empowerment that followed democracy.

We will peer into the science of terroir that sets the Cape apart, from the breezy
slopes of Elgin to the sunbaked gravels of Paarl. Alongside this, readers will meet the
winemakers—multi-generational families, visionary soloists, and dynamic new entrants
transforming the scene. You’ll find tasting tips shaped by local knowledge, advice on
seafood braais and biltong pairings, and suggestions for discovering hidden wine
routes and must-visit cellars.

Importantly, this is also a narrative about change. As South African wine confronts
contemporary challenges—climate volatility, economic pressures, social
transformation, and the need for sustainability—it stands at a crossroads, with
opportunities for bold innovation and renewed attention to justice and inclusion.
Throughout, we highlight the voices fostering diversity and resilience, and the
initiatives protecting old vines and wild fynbos.

Above all, Cracking the Cape Wines is your invitation to look beyond the labels: to
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travel vicariously and, perhaps, to set out on your own journey across mountains and
valleys etched in the global story of wine. Whether you are a curious traveler, a wine
lover seeking new horizons, or a student of culture and history, this deep dive into
South Africa’s famed vineyards will open bottles, doors, and minds. Welcome to the
Cape—where every pour is a story waiting to be told.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Cape’s First Vines: Dutch
Settlers and the Seeds of Tradition

Imagine a world where a sea voyage from Europe to the East Indies could take
months, even years, fraught with peril and disease. Scurvy, a brutal iliness caused by
vitamin C deficiency, was a constant companion on these long journeys, decimating
crews and weakening the strongest sailors. It was into this maritime crucible that the
Cape of Good Hope, a rugged and windswept promontory at Africa’s southern tip,
entered the global stage, not as a destination, but as a crucial pit stop.

The year was 1652, and the Dutch East India Company (VOC), a formidable trading
superpower, recognized the strategic importance of the Cape. Their ships, laden with
spices and silks from Asia, desperately needed a halfway station where weary sailors
could resupply with fresh water, meat, and, crucially, fruits and vegetables to combat
scurvy. This wasn't about colonization, at least not initially; it was about logistical
necessity and maximizing profits from the lucrative spice trade.

Enter Jan van Riebeeck, a ship’s surgeon and the VOC’s chosen commander for this
ambitious endeavor. On April 6, 1652, van Riebeeck, along with 82 men and 8 women,
arrived in Table Bay with three ships: the Dromedaris, Reijger, and Goede Hoop. His
mandate was clear: establish a refreshment station, build a fort for protection, and
cultivate provisions. Among the various crops he was instructed to plant were
grapevines, not necessarily for fine wine, but for their perceived medicinal benefits
against scurvy.

The early days at the Cape were a tough slog. The climate was unfamiliar, and the
initial attempts at cultivation faced setbacks. Van Riebeeck, ever the diligent record-
keeper and a man keen to impress his superiors, sent requests back to the VOC
directors for vine cuttings that would thrive in the mountainous terrain, envisioning
vineyards as beautiful as those in Spain or France.

The first viable vine cuttings arrived in 1655, a motley collection sourced from
Bohemia, the Canary Islands, France, Germany, and Spain. These were carefully
planted in what became known as the Company's Garden, an experimental plot that
would lay the groundwork for South Africa's future wine industry. While the varieties
weren’t explicitly recorded, it is believed they included Semillon, Chenin Blanc, Muscat
of Alexandria, and Muscat de Frontignan.

Then came the momentous day, February 2, 1659. Van Riebeeck, in his meticulous
diary, penned words that would resonate through centuries of South African
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winemaking: “Today, praise be to God, wine was made for the first time from the Cape
grapes, and the new must fresh from the tub was tasted.” It was a small beginning, a
mere 12 bottles, or 14 liters, of "must" (unfermented grape juice). But this modest
yield marked the official birth of South African wine.

This initial success, however, was less about creating a burgeoning wine industry and
more about fulfilling the VOC’s immediate needs. The wines produced were primarily
for export to Batavia (modern-day Jakarta) and, crucially, to supply ships with a vital
scurvy preventative. The quality, by all accounts, was probably not destined for royal
cellars, with some historical accounts suggesting it was "wine only sailors would
drink."

Despite van Riebeeck's efforts and his strong encouragement for farmers to plant
vineyards, progress was slow. Many early settlers, known as "free burghers" who were
released from their VOC contracts to farm independently, were initially reluctant. Their
knowledge of viticulture was limited, and the challenges of establishing a new
agricultural outpost in an unfamiliar land were considerable. The focus remained on
basic subsistence and providing provisions for passing ships.

The Cape settlement, though initially intended as a mere refreshment station, began
to expand, much to the chagrin of the VOC shareholders who were focused on profits
from Asian trade. This expansion, however, inadvertently created the conditions for a
more substantial agricultural base, including the tentative steps toward a true
winemaking tradition. The seeds had been sown, quite literally, and the stage was set
for the next chapter in the Cape’s vinous history.
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