
Since 1982 the Meisho Maru lies broken on the rocks 
at Cape Agulhas. It’s the only visible shipwreck along 
the immediate coastline, among the recorded 120. 
Picture: Hugh-Daniel  Grobler.

34.8° South
The southernmost tip of Africa is a graveyard for ships and a playground  

for ghosts. It’s also our last bit of land before Antarctica
Words and Pictures Keri Harvey  WWW.Keri-Harvey.com
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE LEFT: The southernmost 
tip of Africa is along a gently curving strip of 
coastline, lined with fynbos and edged by rugged 
rocks and pebble beaches;  The lighthouse is at the 
heart of Agulhas National Park and is the second-
oldest lighthouse in the country;  The boardwalk 
along the Agulhas coastline is an easy walk that is 
also wheelchair friendly;  A replica figurehead from  
a ship’s prow is an icon at Cape Agulhas Lighthouse. 



J ust imagine. A place where 
compass needles falter and 
massive 30-metre rogue 
waves roll in to shore in the 
winter. Where there is such 

diversity and rare plant life that the more 
than 300 species of fynbos living there 
grow nowhere else on Earth. Where an 
abundance is created by the collision of 
two currents, one warm, the other cool, and 
where shipwrecks are like giant stepping 
stones in the sea. 

Portuguese navigators in the late  
15th century called Cape Agulhas Cabo 
das Agulhas or the Cape of Needles 
because the compas needle showed no 
deviation between magnetic and true north. 
Certainly it played havoc with navigation, 

and more than 120 ships now lie along this 
immediate stretch of coastline, with less 
than a kilometre separating the wrecks. 
And these are just those identified – there 
are likely many more. Today the Meisho 
Maru, which ran aground in 1982, is the 
only visual evidence of the maritime 
tragedies that played out along this stretch 
of coastline. The rest are buried in the 
ocean, still a mystery.

It all lends an intriguing atmosphere to 
Cape Agulhas. There’s a stillness running 
through it and the mood is brooding, 
regardless of weather. And it’s a climate 
that changes quickly here; the wind whips 
up and the sun disappears and then winks 
back teasingly all in a half-hour. It’s 
difficult to imagine the harsh welcome 

visitors of old were given, before the 
small town of L’Agulhas or the iconic 
red-banded lighthouse of limestone were 
established. 

Vast herds of wildlife roamed here, 
including elephant and rhino, whose skulls 
have been unearthed in the sand. There were 
hippo and quagga too, but now only small 
mammals live across the Agulhas Plain.

The stubby lighthouse, on a hill 
overlooking the ocean, still fans its 
night light for 50km out to sea around 
the southern tip. The stories it knows 
of shipwrecks and disaster remain in its 
walls, built in 1848. Yet there is one story 
that locals know well, and to some it’s an 
undisputed fact. She’s the ghost with the 
beautiful hands, who frequents Spookdraai.

ABOVE: The official meeting place 
of the Indian and Atlantic oceans, 
and a must-have picture when you 
visit Cape Agulhas. (Picture: Joep 
Stevens)  LEFT: Information boards 
along the coast give insight 
into the biodiversity and natural 
attractions found here, as well as 
traditional fishing practices.
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It all lends an intriguing atmosphere to Cape Agulhas.  
There’s a stillness running through it and the mood is  

brooding, regardless of weather

 Cape Agulhas Lighthouse shines bright over 
the southern tip of Africa, as it has since 1848.
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Cape Agulhas resident and tourism 
officer Maureen Fourie says, “The ghost is 
usually seen on dark-moon nights in winter 
at a sharp bend in the road. She’s believed 
to be a shipwreck survivor, and that’s about 
all we know about her. But it’s her beautiful 
hands that stand out. And she sometimes 
leaves handprints on the duvets at the local 
lodge.” The short, self-guided Spookdraai 
Hiking Trail is a circular route that includes 
the sharp bend in the road where the lady 
ghost is sometimes seen.

Less mysterious is the Two Oceans 
Hiking Trail that threads through fynbos 
inside the Agulhas National Park. Fynbos 

was the reason the park was proclaimed 
in 1999, with the original park a tiny four 
hectares in size. Now it’s more than 70km 
long and about 25km wide and protects 
some of the most endangered and prized 
fynbos in the Cape Floral Kingdom. 

This small area is the natural home of 
about 2 500 plant species, hundreds of 
which are found nowhere else on Earth.  
It’s a fynbos Eden – a literal ‘walk in the 
park’ if you hike here. Plus there are 230 bird 
and more than 60 small mammal species. 

Perfect sunshine has suddenly turned 
grey as we step onto Africa’s southernmost 
boardwalk that snakes for 950m westwards 

The Tip’s Top Twelve 
1 Climb the 71 steps to the top of the southernmost lighthouse in 

Africa for views of the rocky coastline and the southern oceans.
2 Pack a sundowner and watch the sun set at the wreck of the 

Meisho Maru on the rocks just west of the lighthouse. It’s the only 
visible shipwreck under the light of the Cape Agulhas Lighthouse.

3 Visit the unique Lighthouse Museum housed on the ground floor 
of Cape Agulhas Lighthouse. Established in 1994, it’s the only 
lighthouse museum in Africa.

4 Hike the 4.5km circular Spookdraai Trail outside the national park 
– two thirds is through fynbos, along the coast and inland; the 
remainder follows the main street of L’Agulhas. 

5 Stand with one foot in each ‘ocean’ at the official meeting place of 
the Indian and Atlantic oceans – just west of the lighthouse.

6 Go birding on the Agulhas Plain and wetlands and look out for 
Fish Eagle, Kori Bustard, Marabou Stork, African Spoonbill, 
African Sacred Ibis, Blue Crane, Agulhas Long-billed Lark and 
Abdim’s Stork. Ruddy Turnstones migrate to the area from 
Russia in autumn.

7 Stock up with wine at the Wine Boutique on the Shipwreck Coast 
in the main road of L’Agulhas. It showcases wine from more than 
70 cellars. 082 567 7858 

8 Walk the southernmost boardwalk in Africa, starting in front of the 
lighthouse and heading west for almost 1km.

ABOVE AND RIGHT: Visit the unique Shipwreck 
Museum in Bredasdorp and step back into a time 
of maritime exploration and intrigue.  BELOW:  The 
ultimate southernmost welcome – to Cape Agulhas.
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9 See the art at Southern Wright Gallery in L’Agulhas. 028 435 7094 
Constantly changing exhibitions of local art can be found at the 
Cape Agulhas Lighthouse throughout the year.

10 Photograph from dawn to dusk. The rocky coastline is magnificent 
and windswept and is a landscape photographer’s nirvana. 

11 Fish from the rocks of L’Agulhas for cob, galjoen, stompneus, 
steenbras, elf and more. Get your permit from the Struisbaai Post 
Office on the way in.

12 Buy an ice cream at the L’Agulhas Café (which also calls itself the 
Southernmost Café in Africa, and is quite some place to say you’ve 
been to). It’s clearly marked and is on the left-hand side of the main 
street of L’Agulhas, when heading to the lighthouse.

Handy Info 
n GPS co-ordinates 34.8334° S, 20.0000° E
n	 Cape Agulhas Tourism 028 424 2584
 bredasdorp@discovercapeagulhas.co.za
 www.discovercapeagulhas.co.za;
 agulhas@discovercapeagulhas.co.za
n		Two Oceans Visitors Info Centre at Cape Agulhas Lighthouse  

(open daily) 028 435 7185
n		Cape Agulhas National Park 028 435 6078

agulhasinfo@sanparks.org
www.sanparks.org

n		Shipwreck Museum 028 424 1240

from the front of the lighthouse, quite the 
comfortable way to traverse the cobbled 
coastline. The wind is whipping and rain is 
in the air, but the cold breeze is invigorating 
and addictive; wild, coastal weather is balm 
for body and mind. We stop at the marker 
of the Atlantic and Indian oceans meeting 
place and wonder how this precise spot 
was decided on. It was the International 
Hydrographic Organisation that ‘drew’  

the imaginary dividing line.
To the east is the warm Indian Ocean, 

flowing here from the tropics with the 
Mozambique current, its ocean habitat  
a colourful garden of enormously diverse 
life. To the west, the Atlantic Ocean is  
a place of kelp forests and ice-white sands, 
and is cooled by the Benguela Current that 
originates in the Antarctic. 

With the wind in our hair and the sun 

shining intermittently, we pass the wreck 
of the Meisho Maru on our left. There’s 
something deeply soulful and mysterious 
about walking the southernmost edge of 
the continent, something akin to standing 
on that invisible line of the equator. But 
maybe even more so here, on this tiny tip 
pummelled by oceans, can we feel the 
extremes of Africa.  n 

Map reference G3 see inside back cover

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: In the town 
of L’Agulhas, visitors can dine at the 
southernmost restaurant in Africa;  
On a hot day they can also grab an ice 
cream at the continent’s southermost café;  
The ulimate southernmost welcome – to 
Cape Agulhas;  Quite the landmark along  
a wild and mysterious coastline.
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