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kitchen  
in 
the 
kAroo

Samara Private Game Reserve is the Great Karoo at its 
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OUMa eNgela’S OraNge caKe

This page: Afternoon tea in the 
main lounge.
Opposite page: Far from the 
madding crowd – set against the 
backdrop of the Sneeuberg, three 
Karoo-style cottage suites offer 
luxurious accommodation. 

greatest, not only in the grandeur of its landscape, but in the 
simple splendour of its food



hink of the Great Karoo and you think 
of plains, vast and thorny; mountains 
shimmering and advancing, but always 
tantalisingly remote. The road to Samara 
Private Game Reserve takes you right into 
those mountains … and into the very heart 
and soul of the Karoo itself. 

The game lodge lies 20 kilometres 
southeast of Graaff-Reinet, on the southern 
edge of the Great Escarpment. Here, 
the landscape soars from the plains of 
Camdeboo to the high plateaux and peaks 
of the Sneeuberg, some 1 300 metres 
above sea level. Its beauty is 
elemental and timeless, yet 
loaded with history. There 
are fossil footprints in the 
riverbeds and San paintings 
in the overhangs. Dry-stone 
walls, rugged homesteads 
and old farm names tell 
their own stories: Noodhulp, 
Schlechtgenoeg, Kleinplaas, 
De Baraks. 

These are just four of the 
11 farms Englishman Mark 
Tompkins and his South 
African-born wife Sarah have 
bought over the past 11 years. 
The couple has pulled down 
the fences to create a reserve 
that now adds up to some 
28 000 hectares – an area 
large enough to establish a 
viable ecosystem in which the 
overgrazed veld can recover 
and support many of the 
species that once roamed 
here in their thousands. 
Cheetah, white rhino, buffalo 
and wildebeest have been 
brought in, and the numbers 
of other antelope, decimated 
by centuries of hunting and 
farming, continue to grow.  

The Tompkins’ dream is to 
restore the landscape, as far 
as possible, to its early pristine 
glory, even to see Samara 
linked via corridors to the Addo, Camdeboo 
and Mountain Zebra national parks in a 
vast conservancy that will allow the natural 
migration of game – an echo of the great 
herds of springbok that moved across these 
plains centuries ago. 

This dedication to the spirit of the place 
is reflected in the lodge itself. Essentially a 
Karoo farmhouse, with a corrugated-iron roof 
and the broadest of verandas, it stands in a 
simple setting of open lawn and a scattering 
of trees. The scale is typically generous, but 

it’s a mere blip against the amphitheatre 
of the mountains. Furnishings are an 
elegant intermingling of African, colonial 
and country styles – handsome antique 
pieces, oriental rugs, zebra and Nguni skins, 
enveloping sofas, riempie benches and 
Morris chairs.

I arrive on a perfect winter’s day, just  
in time for lunch, to find tables laid out  
on the lawn. This is one of many delightful 
surprises at Samara – you’re never quite sure 
which romantic or spectacular spot will be 
the setting for your next Karoo feast. Meals 

are served on the veranda, in the shade of 
Karee trees, in the boma, or, on really chilly 
nights, in front of a roaring fire in the dining 
room itself. 

Our main course is traditional lamb pie 
with a difference: a delicious ladling of rich 
lamb stew in a crisp pastry shell, served 
with green-pea mash. The presentation is 
utterly stylish, but the heart is unmistakably, 
authentically robust Karoo. 

So it comes as no surprise to discover 
a true son of Camdeboo presiding in 

the kitchen. Executive chef Quintinn van 
Rensburg was born and raised in the Karoo 
and learnt to cook at his mother’s knee. "My 
brothers and I began helping her in the 
kitchen when we were still small. When we 
got bigger, we always used to make a proper 
Sunday lunch, never braai. She taught me 
how to cook boerekos. Never a level cup, she 
would say, always heaped – 'die ekstra bietjie 
is die liefde'." Quintinn went on to train at the 
Institute of Culinary Arts at Spier and did his 
practical training at the renowned Haute 
Cabrière in Franschhoek. 

"It’s Ma se kos, but with a dash 
of French flair," he explains. "I 
want to do here as the French 
do with their countryside. I try to 
incorporate all the Karoo flavours, 
tastes and experiences, to make 
visitors really feel and taste that 
they are in the Karoo. I take the 
traditional basics, jazz them up, 
add a bit of French influence, 
plate them nicely and make sure 
they taste really good."

And they do, from the first 
galvanising whiff of Samara’s 
special blend of coffee (supplied 
by renowned coffee merchant 
Mastertons in Port Elizabeth) 
and nutty rusks, the delicately 
spicy granola at breakfast, the 
picnic sandwiches, the light 
yet satisfying outdoor lunches 
and the freshly baked cakes for 
afternoon tea, to the grand finale 
of the day, a rustic feast in the 
boma or an elegant five-course 
dinner, complete with amuse-
bouche, sorbet and an impressive 
selection of wines. 

Butternuts, spanspek and citrus 
of all kinds flourish in the Karoo, so 
the recipes our chef shares with us 
have a certain golden glow about 
them. Root-vegetable salads are 
another traditional classic that 
features when greens are in short 
supply during the winter months. 

"Fresh is what really counts," says Quintinn, 
adding that he is looking forward to having his 
own kitchen garden next year. And a goat, so 
that he can make his own cheese. 

Ideas for new recipes buzz constantly 
through his head – a Karoo pot-au-feu, game 
pâtés, home-made preserves and pickles. 
"There’s so much to inspire me here. Walking 
home at night – the stars, the mountains 
– you can’t help but love the place." And you 
can taste it – Ma van Rensburg’s ekstra bietjie 
all the way. W
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MelON SOrBet

“the PreSentAtion iS UtterLY StYLiSh,
BUt the heArt iS UnMiStAkABLY,
AUthenticALLY roBUSt kAroo”

This page: Executive chef Quintinn van Rensburg.
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Serves 10
Preparation time: 15 minutes
Baking time: 30 minutes

For the cake
4 free-range eggs
200 g sugar
180 g flour
4 t baking powder
1 cup milk
zest of 3 oranges
½ cup vegetable oil
For the orange sauce
100 g sugar
1 cup orange juice
¾ cup water
4 T Cointreau

To make the cake: Preheat the oven to 180°C. 
Whisk the eggs and sugar, until pale and 
creamy. Sift together the flour and baking 
powder, and fold into the egg mixture. Bring 
to a boil the milk, orange zest and oil then 
quickly fold into the egg-flour mixture. Pour 
into a greased cake tin and bake for 25 to  
35 minutes. Remove from the oven and, 
using a knife, prick all over. 
To make the orange sauce: In a saucepan  
over a medium heat, heat the ingredients, 
stirring until the sugar has dissolved. 
To serve: Pour the hot sauce over the cake 
and leave overnight to develop its full 
flavour. Serve dusted with icing sugar.

MelON SOrBet

Serves 6
Preparation time: 15 minutes
Cooking time: 10 minutes, plus 2 hours freezing 

50 g sugar
5 T honey 
3 T lemon juice
2 cups water
1 melon (about 350 g) 
2 T Cointreau 

Slowly bring the sugar, honey, lemon juice 
and water to a simmer, stirring until the 
sugar has dissolved. Boil for 2 minutes then 
remove from the heat and allow to cool. 
Cut the melon in half, remove the pith and 
skin, and process to form a fine purée. Mix 
the cold syrup with the melon purée and 
churn in an ice-cream machine or pour into 
a shallow dish and freeze, mixing every 30 
minutes for 2 hours, until the sorbet sets.

PaN-frIeD veNISON fIllet WIth 
PreServeD KUMqUat aND rOcKet

Venison should be prepared as simply as possible, 
ensuring none of the spices or marinades 
overpower the delicate flavour of the meat. 

Serves 4
Preparation time: 20 minutes
Cooking time: 30 minutes, plus marinating 
overnight

1 kg venison fillet
1 onion, chopped
1 carrot, chopped
2 celery sticks, chopped
1 small leek, chopped
rocket, for serving
For the preserved kumquat 
1 kg ripe kumquats
2 t salt 
600 g sugar
1½ cups wine or malt vinegar 
20 black peppercorns
1 t ground allspice
1 t ground cinnamon
20 whole cloves
For the marinade, mix together
½ cup soy sauce
2 T Worcestershire sauce
1 cup olive oil
3 T lemon juice
5 T brown sugar
1 t garlic, crushed
5 juniper berries, crushed

To make the preserved kumquat: Wash, destalk 
and halve the kumquats, and remove the pips. 
Place in a saucepan with the salt and cold 
water to cover. Cover and simmer for 20 to 
30 minutes, or until tender (the cooking time 
depends on the ripeness of the fruit). Drain 
and transfer the kumquat to a clean saucepan. 
Combine the remaining ingredients in yet 
another saucepan and slowly bring to a 
boil, stirring until the sugar dissolves. Cover 
and simmer for 10 minutes. Strain over the 
kumquat and simmer again, uncovered, for 

15 minutes, or until the syrup thickens slightly 
and the fruit is tender. Stir occasionally. Bottle 
in hot, sterilised jars if not using immediately. 
To prepare the fillet: Place the fillet on  
a bed of the vegetables and pour over 
the marinade. Wrap in clingfilm and leave 
to marinate overnight, turning the meat 
halfway through. Preheat the oven to 230°C. 
In a hot frying pan, fry the fillet in a little oil 
to brown on all sides. Roast for 20 minutes, 
ensuring that the meat is still pink inside. 
Allow to rest for 5 minutes before serving 
with the preserved kumquat and rocket. 

cOPPer-PeNNy carrOt SalaD

Serves 6 to 8
Preparation time: 15 minutes
Cooking time: 10 minutes, plus two days 
marinating

1 kg carrots, peeled and sliced into even discs
1 cup raisins
2 onions, peeled and sliced lengthways
2 green chillies, deseeded and finely chopped
1 x 84 g packet tomato-soup powder
1 cup water 
¾ cup white vinegar
½ cup vegetable oil
200 g sugar
2 t Worcestershire sauce
1½ t English-mustard powder 
sea salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste

Cook the carrot in boiling water for 1 minute 
– it should still be crunchy. Refresh in ice-
cold water then strain. Arrange the carrot, 
raisons, onion and chilli in layers in a bowl, 
finishing with carrot. In a pot, mix together 
the remaining ingredients and bring to a boil, 
cooking for 2 minutes. Pour the sauce over 
the vegetables, ensuring all are covered. Cover 
with clingfilm and leave to marinate for 2 days 
in the fridge. Strain, setting aside the sauce, 
and spoon the vegetables into a salad bowl. 
Drizzle some of the sauce over vegetables.

hOMe-MaDe leMONaDe

Serves 24
Preparation time: 15 minutes
Cooking time: 15 minutes

10 cups freshly squeezed lemon juice 
1.6 kg sugar
lemon slices, for serving
mint, for serving

In a pot over a medium heat, mix the lemon 
juice and sugar, stirring continuously – do 
not let the mixture boil or the syrup will be 
bitter. Cook slowly for 10 to 15 minutes, or 
until the liquid becomes translucent. Strain 
and pour into sterilised bottles. To serve, mix 
one part syrup with 3 parts water. Add ice and 
lemon slices, and garnish with fresh mint.

PaN-frIeD veNISON fIllet WIth PreServeD 
KUMqUat aND rOcKet

cOPPer-PeNNy carrOt SalaD

This page: Warm days and deep verandas call for deep 
glasses – Gift Mtwane bears a welcome tray. 

Opposite page, top left and bottom right: African, 
colonial and country styles intermingle in the 

supremely comfortable suites, all of which have 
private stoeps with Morris chairs and mountain views. 
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travel INfO
Samara is a three-hour drive north of Port Elizabeth and 45 minutes south of Graaff-Reinet. The reserve has its own airstrip for chartered flights. Accommodation is in one of three 
elegant and spacious rooms in the main lodge, each opening on to the veranda, or three luxurious Karoo-style cottages along the path to the dam, each with its own fireplace,  
stoep and mountain view. The Manor, another farmhouse on the reserve, has recently been renovated to provide more luxury accommodation. For more information and 
reservations, tel: (049) 891-0558 or visit www.samara.co.za.

hOMe-MaDe leMONaDe

This page: Samara specialises in meals and picnics in romantic and unusual settings. Opposite page, clockwise from top left: Assistant chef Esmarelda Snyers;  
Samara’s cheetahs are its pride and joy; waitresses (from left) Siphokazi Mnyaka, Nadia Welman, Anneley Gradwell amd Nokulunga Nondini.

“here, the LAnDScAPe SoArS FroM 
the PLAinS oF cAMDeBoo to the hiGh  

PLAteAUX AnD PeAkS oF the SneeUBerG”  


