Schools sacrificed Cape Town tourism  The final chapterin How to make money
on populist altar P4,28  hits record P9 Zuma’s playbook P24  the Rupertway P31

financialmail

wwrw financialmail.co.za
January 28 - lanuary 31 2024

5A: R46.50 inc Vat

Balswana 3300
Eswalint E4G. 60

Lesotho: M46.50

fry

JAm)

GETTING
SMOKED

Can Sasol, SA’s dirtiest
private company, save itself?

By Giulietta Talevi and Jaco Visser
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BABYLONSTOREN:

SA's OWN EDEN

Babylonstoren is all about bringing together the
rustic and the contemporary. From its fomed
gardens to its retail spaces and spa, it's about
innovation and attention to detail

® Immaculate gardens set the
scene for a meander around
wine estate Babylonstoren
With edible flowers, seasonal
veqgetables, succulents and
spices, the farm is home 1o
more than 300 varieties of

plants and vegetables with nu
tritional or medicinal value, And
guests can pick and nibbie the
fresh produce as they wander
through this Eden

Slightly further afield are the

figs, prickly pears, persimmons,

stone fruit, citrus and olives (14
varieties over 60ha) — and. ol

course, the wine grapes (13
vareties over 120ha)

novalive space, from
gesign aown (0 opera-
tions: it operates like a well
(olive) oiled machine. The
paths, for example, tell you

This is a place of careful — ,
altention to detal — an in- ) \

— - ‘
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which pan of the orchard you're

in (those made of stones indic

ate you're in the soft fruit orch
ard) and each space is main-

tained by a dedicated team
precision at work

It's no surprise that the
garden i1s a horticultural won

Prolts courtey of Babyhorg oren

[/
derland. A guide tells the FM
that Babylonstoren's owners
media and tech titan Koos Bek
ker and his wife, former
magazine décor editor and
style maven Karen Roos —
sought oul experts at every
turm. The formal gardens, for
example, were designed by
French architect Patrice Tara
vella. His work at Prieure Notre
Dame d'Orsan in France had
impressed Roos, who was
drawn to the inherent discipline
in his creations. And it turns out
Babylonstoren is one of only
two Royal Horticultural Society
pariner gardens in Alnca

Set near Paarl and Fransch-
hoek, this is one of the oldest
working Cape Dutch farms
in the region, dating back to
the 18th century. But its con-
temporary look took form in
the hands of Bekker and Roos
after they bought the estate
in 2007 Though they'd initially
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sought a private weekend re-
treat, it didn't take them long to
decide the gardens had to be
shared with the public, and they
opened the estate in 2010 after
a full revamp

New offerings soon fol-
lowed: a farm shop. butchery,
bakery, coffee shop. and store
for dairy essentials — each
a rustic stop, with a touch
ol glamour

The estate also recenlly
opened a Story of Wine mu-
seum and, with the purchase of
the adjacent Backsberg wine
eslate two years ago, there will
no doubt be further additions to
what's on offer

Thete's a lot of retall going
on, from fresh farm produce to
baked goods, from croissants
to rustic loaves — and there's a
new gelato shop, Olives, al
monds and fresh produce are
hardly new age, but the pack
aging is gorgeous. And you can
order these goods — with free
delivery — in urban centres
such as Joburg and Cape Town

Then there are items such as
gold hosepipes and spades lor
more than R1.000, which make
the garden shop feel more Har-
rods than your local neighbour
hood store

So it's perhaps understand-
able that locals may feel a bit
overwhelmed: this is no longer
a place they can pop into to
buy bread, milk and a few bits
and bobs. Today. there's a lick-

et office and entrance fee —
though a guide tells the FM
that R100 gives annual mem-
bership and access, and this
money provides the farmwork
ers with proper meals every day
of the year

Last year, Babylonsioren
opened a new hot spa (hotel
guests have 24-hour access)
It's one of the few facilities in
South Alrica to offer a Turkish
bath, or hammam — along with
the sauna and sleam rooms —
and there's also a traditional
Rasul chamber

The large indoor-outdoor
POO! arga allows you (o connect
with nature, with views of the
vineyarnds and biue sky through
large windows. You can also or
der some home-grown lare
from the Greenhouse Restlaur
ant menu here

There are several hotel op
tions for those looking ta stay
over, with rooms that ofter a
fustic elegance that is both styl
ish and inviting, The garden
cottages have thick white
washed walls and hearty fire-
places. Inside, Cape Dutch
meets Scandi chic. The cottage
the FM stayed in had a glass
extension to the kitchen that feit
like its own conservatory, offer-
ing views into the vineyards

Then thete's the food. Din
ner al Babel was delicious and
in line with the farm-to-table
theme, with only the freshest
ingredients on offer and
presented in a
sophisticated
mannet. Still, it's
not overly com
plicated fare; ex
pect lots of fresh
food and herbs

Lovely touches
included giving
flowers o women
celebrating their
Dirthdays. and al-

lowing children 1o

pick fresh strawberries from a
bountilul basket

The breakfasts are on anoth
er level, with colourful fruit
crealing an artful display, and
seasonal juices include a tan
gerine-coloured prickly pear
What isn'l produced in-house s
sourced locally

Babylonstoren has been a
huge success — it's a regular
on giobal must-see lists, and in
recent years it's been recog-
nised by Condé Nast as the No
1 hotel in Southern Alrica
(2022), and by Travel & Leisure
reagers as the best resort in
Alfrica (2023)

A sensory delight
There's no shortage of tours on
offer at the estate. For a star,
there’s the wine celiar tour,
which culminates with a sil
down tasting. And, of course,
the guided garden wailkabout
There's the driving tour of
the Simonsberg mountains
(which offers striking views of
Table Mountain and, mast
clearty, Paarl Rock), as well as
wine, olive oil and bal
samic vinegar tours
On the water bultalo
cheese tour you get to
watch the miking pro-
cess and feed the wa-
ler buffalo calves be-
fore enjoying a break-
fast of mozzarella,
yoghurt and butter

made from the herd's milk

Part of the charm of the
whole expenence comes lrom
the quides, who are Informative
and engaging. They offer
interesting nuggets and insight,
and show a real knowledge of
a region they leel passionate
about

Babylonstoren is a sensory
delight, geared lowards sophis-
ticated rural living, with homage
paid to the farm's traditional
heritage — and that of South
Africa (national symbols such
as the springbok, protea and
yellowwood feature in the
design). There's layer upon lay-
er of attention to detail
which makes il worth exploring
al your leisure

The FM's visil was just a
night and a day — offering time
for walks, tours, wine tastings
and more than one trip to the
spa — but to make the most of
the 200ha estate and let it
ground you, you |l need more
time there

To tap into that sense of
calm, you just need to think of
swimming in the 16m heated
pool beneath a glass-panelled
pitched roof, while looking at
vineyards and blue sky. x
The writer was a guest of
Babylonstoren
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