Paradise Revisited

PORT ALFRED AND THE SUNSHINE COAST

As a child my family used to visit the sleepy old town of Port Alfred. It was always to me the best place on earth, huge sand dunes to board down, the long winding Kowie River where you could ski and fish, beautiful beaches and generally just a magical place to go to during the school holidays. It also had according to my dad a wonderful golf course, so when I recently spotted an interview with Bev Young, head of tourism for the Ndlambe region (which encompasses Port Alfred) in the Sunday Times, it rekindled some of those wonderful memories…

I discussed the idea of doing a visit to the area with Lou and we realised that there were three excellent golf courses in close proximity of one another, Royal Port Alfred, Bushman’s Sands and Fish River Sun. This was definitely going to be the next visit, so I contacted Bev who kindly assisted in putting everything together. I had last been to Port Alfred in December of 1988 and I was excited to return to see if the town had changed and to see if it was still as alluring as it had been all those years ago We were also of course very eager to visit the afore mentioned golf courses.

We flew into Port Elizabeth on Saturday 2nd of May and travelled the 150km to Port Alfred. The town is ideally situated, being midway between Port Elizabeth and East London, an area known as The Sunshine Coast. On entering the town we passed a great new shopping centre on the left and it was immediately evident that I was going to see some serious changes. The town is dominated by the lovely Kowie River which winds its way for some 30km inland all the way past Bathurst. In 1988 the east bank at the river mouth consisted of some marsh land and a rugby and cricket field. What greets you now is a magnificent marina with majestic houses and sleek yachts.

After our fantastic experience on the Lightleys Houseboats in Knysna we had decided to opt for this mode of accommodation again, so we made our way to The Halyards Hotel where the houseboats are moored. It was around four thirty in the afternoon and since Louis had brought with what he terms “The heavy artillery,”  three fishing rods, steel traces and some interesting looking lures we quickly purchased some other types of bait and headed upstream. 

The fishing was excellent and would continue to be so for the rest of our stay. We caught no less than seven species and I was lucky enough to catch a 7kg Cob which made for delicious eating. I must say a big thank you to Winston Lax the executive chef from The Halyards who filleted and portioned it, thus enabling us to take it back in a cooler box to Johannesburg.

So the fishing was great, the new marina superb and when we got out and about the town seemed to possess the same laid back atmosphere that I remembered so well. It was time to move on to golfing matters and so we headed off to Royal Port Alfred. Royal Port Alfred Golf Course was launched on the 31st July 1907 by a Dr Atherstone and four others with donations of 20 pounds sterling.

On the 6th of February 1924 Royal status was granted to Port Alfred by King George V, Royal Durban & Royal Johannesburg followed the following year. Royal Cape had been granted this status the previous year. Royal Port Alfred celebrated its Centenary in 2007 and representatives of over 40 Royal Clubs throughout the world joined in the celebrations. A brand new Club House was built prior to the Centenary celebrations and features a spectacular view of the course and the sea.

The course is set on the rolling hills of Port Alfred, with plenty of indigenous bush, game and stunning sea views. Nine species of game grace the fairways and environs including Blesbok, Bushbuck, Blue Duiker, Duiker, Grysbok, Fallow Deer, Impala and Springbok. The 5800 meter course has a unique layout, which tests ones ability to read the elements as much as the course. 

Royal Port Alfred is open for golf everyday of the year except for Christmas day. 

Official competitions are held every Wednesday and Saturday and a Ladies Competition is held every Tuesday afternoon. Visitors are most welcome to participate in these events.

Every year in April Royal Port Alfred hosts a golfing festival called the MAD HATTER which stretches over six days. (Monday to Saturday). This is a true festival of golf with entertainment every night and fun for all. Golfers from all over the world participate and booking is essential. There are team events as well as individual competitions. It is an ideal opportunity for groups of enthusiastic golfers to come on tour.

In August of every year a ROYALS tournament is held over three days and members of the other Royals (both from RSA and overseas) participate along with Royal Port Alfred members.

Royal Port Alfred is home to the 1820s, a Fellowship of mostly senior golfers who play on Monday and Thursday mornings. The competition is always a Fourball Alliance Medal and is played over 13 holes. Visitors are welcome to join.

Another group of golfers called the KGB (Kenton Golfing Brotherhood) meet every Tuesday and Friday morning and also play an Alliance format. Visitors are most welcome and prize-giving tends to be very lively and amusing.

There is a friendly pub overlooking the course down to the sea and a restaurant serving light meals which is open at lunch times during the day. Special functions can be catered for and there is a well appointed conference room available for group bookings.

Royal Port Alfred has a Pro-Shop which stocks most golfing essentials.  Caddies, clubs, golf carts and trollies are available for hire. To Contact them for bookings call the Pro-shop on: Tel 046-6244796 or email rpagc@border.co.za. If you are looking for some golf lessons in the area then contact Mike Lamb on 083 460 0074 (see his ad on page 74.

The Sunshine Coast as a whole is an enchanting region that as mentioned earlier stretches from Port Elizabeth to East London, an area in the very heart of the magnificent Eastern Cape. In a malaria free environment, pristine bush and verdant farmlands mingle with wide, navigable rivers and endless golden beaches, to create the perfect backdrop for an array of memories, experiences and activities.

A wide range of accommodation options are available to visitors; from game lodges and up-market hotels, bed and breakfasts and guest houses such as the historical (circa 1898), multi award winning, wood and iron built home, now known as The Residency Guesthouse, situated in Port Alfred this property has been restored to its former glory and features periodic cottage pieces. The region has a variety of restaurants, bars and trendy café's, of which many are ideally positioned in exquisite bush or riverside settings. 

The Sunshine Coast is also a paradise for ‘golf widows’, with an abundance of health spas, hydros, local craft markets and modern shopping centres. 

Activities and attractions to amuse the whole family are vast and diverse. Enjoy Blue Flag beaches, dolphin and whale-watching, bird and big game viewing, scenic hiking trails, canoe trails, deep-sea diving and snorkelling, mountain biking, abseiling and quad biking, or relaxing beach and bushveld horse safaris.

Travel to Bathurst and purchase lunch and a beverage at the oldest operational pub in South Africa, or embark on walking trails, township tours, and a visit to a number of historical sites in an area generously scattered with remnants and land marks from the Frontier Wars. Take photographs from the top story of the largest pineapple in the world, or explore the largest chicory factory in the world. Discover the hidden secrets of Milkwood forests, or admire the picturesque Sunshine coastline from aboard a deep-sea boat.  The Sunshine Coast is home to all of this, and so much more. 

Travel some 27 kilometres out of Port Alfred heading towards East London and you happen upon the Fish River Sun Hotel & Country Club. This is a Gary Player designed course and another in his excellent portfolio of South African courses. Although Fish River is a bit off the beaten trail, the naturalness and quality of this golf layout makes any visit a rewarding experience.

The Indian Ocean can be seen from the higher elevations, and you will be glad of the wind protection afforded by the tall line of impressive dunes that separate the golf course from the sea.

This well-maintained, parklands course with kikuyu fairways and bent grass greens, contains many open areas where long grasses will catch anything too wayward. On other stretches, dense bushes line the holes, putting a premium on accuracy rather than length. 

The small, Old Woman's River, comes dangerously into play on three of the back-nine holes. The superb par-5 12th is wrapped around a horse-shoe bend in the river, while your drive must carry over the river on the par-4 13th. On the par-5 16th you make the second river crossing, this time about 100 meters before the green - another dazzling hole.

You'll occasionally find some tight dog-leg holes on this course, but above all will remember the magnificent views, testing layout and the Euphorbia (or Candelabra) trees that line several of the holes.

Being a resort course, a holiday atmosphere prevails throughout. The Fish River Sun is a four-star timeshare resort, with RCI Gold Crown Status. The accommodation is also sold as hotel bedrooms.

Other facilities include The Body and Skin Clinic, Wahoo Restaurant, Kontiki Bar and Snack Station, a curio shop, heated swimming pool, squash court, walking trails, guided nature walks, night drives, a beach shuttle, as well as Kamp Kwena outdoor adventure fort, and indoor playroom. There is also Camp Davis, the rustic, Western-themed bar on the banks of the Old Woman’s River – making this a natural playground for the whole family.

Travel inland from Port Alfred, but still just an hour’s drive away (taking you through the lovely town of Grahamstown) lies the village of Alicedale. Alicedale?  You could be excused for asking what could possibly be there. Well you will be most pleasantly surprised to see what awaits you. An 18 hole Gary Player Signature Golf Course, River Spa and the Four Star Bushman Sands Hotel which offers a host of leisure activities for the entire family.

The golf course offers a day of challenging golf as only Gary Player designed courses can. The distinguishing feature being the host of pot bunkers awaiting errant tee shots, poor approaches into greens and miscalculated distances as you work your way around the course.

The bunkers have become a feature of the little masters’ course designs; after all he is widely regarded as the best bunker player to have played the game. Although I am sure some people will have varying thoughts on the difficulty of those bunkers.

The greens are all bent grass which make for outstanding putting surfaces but also allow for attacking approach shots to the pins. But be warned, the greens are undulating and any miscalculation will see you having your putting skills tested.

But what really makes Bushman Sands such a great place to play your golf is the peace and quiet that only the African bush can offer.

Whether it’s an early morning round or a late afternoon game, the sunrises and sunsets make any game of golf a great one. Not only are all the facets of your golf put to the test but you get to experience one of Gary Players golfing gems in the Eastern Cape. You will leave Bushman Sands rested and rejuvenated with fond memories of your games of golf and naturally you will need to return to conquer those bunkers.

In the end Port Alfred and the surrounding areas were everything that I remembered so fondly and more. With offerings of indigenous valley bushveld, semi-mountainous contrasts, and glorious valleys, the blissful temperate climate, with the longest sunshine hours in the Cape, the Sunshine Coast seems to be sheltered between rolling hills and the glorious, pristine beaches of the Eastern Cape.

It is a world in one. More than ten per cent of the Eastern Cape's surface area is a conservation area in some way. The Sunshine Coast is the Oasis of this region.  Some of these areas include proclaimed provincial nature reserves, marine reserves, and coastal islands while others are conservation or wilderness areas. This is also ‘pineapple country,’ so rich in the luscious fruit that you can almost smell the exotic perfume.    

It is an old paradise, steeped as it is, in thehistory ofFrontier Wars, and a culture that dates back millions of years to the San people who roamed the beaches and the lands, foraging off the bounty that nature produced. And today it is a modern paradise offering fantastic golf courses and a holiday of a lifetime.

