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I n the years since South Africa evolved 
into a democracy, Cape Town’s neigh-
borhoods have been recognized as 
cool enclaves of experimentation 

and innovation. Craft breweries, distill-
eries and cocktail bars are among the 
colorful businesses ripening on the 
vine in Woodstock (The Woodstock Gin 
Distillery and Woodstock Brewery) and 
elsewhere (i.e. The New Harbour, Deep 
South, and Hope distilleries). In recent 
years, Johannesburg has gotten into the 
act with its own beer and spirits scene. 
 For this reason, it can be easy to over-
look Durban, the nation’s third largest 
city. However, if you enjoy discovering 
flavor profiles you never knew existed 
or love a climate where interesting fruits 
and herbs are always in season, adding 
Durban to the itinerary is a must. 
 “Durban has a completely different 
vibe from Cape Town,” insists Wesley 
Alexander, assistant food and beverage 
manager at The Oyster Box Hotel, home 
to the popular Lighthouse Bar.
 “Durban is unapologetically an 
African city, and the influences of the 
Indian, British and Zulu cultures is 
evident in every aspect of our social 
lives, including wining and dining,” he 
continues. “Frankly, it doesn’t try to be 
Cape Town, and instead revels in being 
itself—laid-back, energetic, balmy and 
innovative. With more international 

visitors visiting Durban, thanks to 
more direct flights via Emirates, British 
Airways, Turkish Airlines and other carri-
ers, it has come into its own.”
 The sub-tropical surroundings 
provide the perfect backdrop for a 
robust cocktail culture. The water-
front, architecture and climate are 
reminiscent of Miami Beach, but with 
Indian and African culture spicing 
up the sensory experience. The city’s 
penchant for mixing things up trans-
lates to distilleries, bars, breweries, and 
coffee houses that are not only produc-
ing memorable concoctions but also are 
becoming the living rooms for young 
professionals and students.
 Liquor producers, meanwhile, are 
working steadfastly to diversify South 
Africa’s liquor cabinet and stay in step 
with the expansions of the country’s art 
and culinary scenes. Up until about five 
years ago, the country was best known 
internationally for Western Cape wines 
and Amarula, a cream liqueur blended 
from marula fruit harvested from a 
cooperative farm just outside Kruger 
National Park in the Limpopo province. 
While Amarula is a pleasing substitute 
for Bailey’s Irish Cream and Kahlúa, 
distillers and brewers know there are 
more flavors and resources to tap into 
in the process that truly represents 
South Africa.



3

Station to Station
Throughout Durban, owners and 
distillers are not only expanding their 
horizons with better bar menus and 
creative settings, but also opening local 
hangouts beyond the downtown core. 
While Florida Road is currently the 
“it” thoroughfare for bars and restau-
rants, Station Road and Morningside 
are following suit as breeding grounds 
for art galleries, antique shops, coffee 
bars, as well as the acclaimed Momenti 
Gelato, known for unusual flavors like 
Golden Turmeric Coconut and Black 
Sesame Seed & Honey. Every month, 
neighborhood businesses stage a “First 
Thursday” event joining forces with food 
trucks, independent artists and bands. 
 One of the leaders of Station 
Road’s transformation (which took 
root in 2013) and South Africa’s new 
wave of distillers is Cape Town-born 
Andrew Rall, founder of Distillery 031. 
After years of working in corporate 
settings and running his own market-
ing company, Rall was moved to bring 
something new to the bar scene, and 
found Durban to be the perfect blank 
canvas from which to create a unique 
distillery business model. 
 “I began thinking about the fact 
that there were so many incredible raw 
materials in South Africa,” he says, look-
ing back on Distillery 031’s decade-long 
evolution. “After some research, I found 
there was no reason why we couldn’t 
have craft distilling in South Africa even 
though it was not being done anywhere 
except in Cape Town. As wineries and 
brandy production had won natural 
awards against French, Spanish and 
U.S. brands, there was no reason why 
we could not do the same with artisanal 
spirits.” 
 Rall began his journey around 2009 
by obtaining a still from the U.S. and 
a license allowing him to distill for 
personal use. He also set out to learn 
everything he could about the distill-
ing craft through travels to Scotland, 
the U.S., France, Norway and other 
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countries. When his wife gave him an 
ultimatum to free up the family swim-
ming pool, he applied what he learned 
abroad and knowledge of South Africa’s 
many natural assets to transition from 
doing distilling experiments in his swim-
ming pool to fleshing out a full-blown 
distillery that would gain international 
acclaim. 
 After procuring the right paper-
work in KwaZulu-Natal, pulling a team 
together, and having his facilities ready 
to go when he got his distillery busi-
ness license, 031 opened for business 
in 2015. Rall’s facility is now a stylish 
laboratory occupying the third floor of 
an abandoned former clothing factory. 
What’s coming out of it exceeded his 
own expectations and caused competing 
distilleries—including gin producers in 
Cape Town—to stand up and take note. 
While 031’s distinctive gin recipes have 
won international acclaim, including the 
San Francisco World Spirits Competi-
tion, it’s not enough for Rall to produce 
“basic” gins and vodkas most people 
already have on their shelves. 
 He strives to push his distillery’s 
capabilities and public curiosity with 
entirely new and surprising inventions, 
from the first African-produced cachaça 
(“We’re surprised more distilleries are 
not producing it as sugar is one of the 
country’s largest industries...”) to a radi-
ant Scarlet Gin that is the first in the 
world to be made with cascara (the fruit 
surrounding the coffee bean/cherry that 
ripens from green into a deep red color 
and imparts subtle berry flavors). 
 “I think a lot of that comes from the 
fact that our South African competitors 
come out of Cape Town, where there is 
an emphasis on coming up with things 
that are trendy. While many firms will be 
successful coming up with an idea and 
having somebody else make it, in my 
opinion this is not how one should build 
a long-term spirits business, as you 
don’t have the long term connections 
with your (raw materials providers) or 
the passion to see things through. No 
spirit will last for over 100 years if the 
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bottle looks good but does not match the 
quality of what’s inside.”
 Rall’s assessment is that “Gins are a 
flavor of the month, especially in South 
Africa, as well as India and Southeast 
Asia, because of the climate and connec-
tion with the British Empire.” Therefore, 
his approach is all about reinvention. 
D’Urban, a twist on classic London Dry 
gin, is a tribute to city founder Benjamin 
D’Urban as well as a nod to 031 being 
an urban distillery located in the heart 
of Durban. He credits its title as 2017’s 
South African Gin of the Year because 
of its balance between sweetness and 
herbs, including African Rosehip.
 “You can bake a cake when you get a 
recipe, but ultimately you have to play 
around with it until you get a result that 
you are happy with,” he says. “I spent 
nearly ten years doing this. By the time 
we were ready to launch in 2015, we 
already had spent a lot of time experi-
menting. All of that work and some luck 
is why we have won so many awards 
and medals in South Africa and around 
the world, including San Francisco and 
London, even beating out distillery 
giant Distell (producer of Amarula). The 
secret ingredient in our success is doing 
everything from developing the spirits’ 
concepts forward.”
 Independent businesses support-
ing other independents, meanwhile, 
pushes the process of putting Durban’s 

home-grown products on equal foot-
ing with Cape Town’s. S43, a craft 
beer focused “bar-restaurant-perfor-
mance-event space” hybrid, came out 
of co-owners Paul Ten Hoorn Boer and 
Sean Roberts approaching Andrew about 
taking over the floor below Distillery 
031. The new club would help expand 
their customer base beyond their Unity 
Brasserie & Bar, credited as the birth-
place of Durban’s craft beer scene. 
 S43 is a showcase for That Brewing 
Company’s five signature beers (Amer-
ican Pale Ale, Blonde Ale, Black Stout, 
Red Irish Cream Ale, and That Good 
AdWeiss “Weiss”) as well as special 

seasonals and limited runs. Like Distill-
ery 031, That Brewing Company began 
as a hobby that evolved gradually into a 
full-time business based on strong, posi-
tive response to the brews Paul created 
for Unity Bar & Brasserie. 
 Ten Hoorn Boer knew shifting from 
a music career to full-time brewer was 
his best career moves. His first objec-
tive with every recipe was to expand 
the public’s beer palate. His work was 
cut out for him as when he got started, 
as there were only five beer brands in 
South Africa, and four of them were 
large corporate brands. After years 
of reading, research and brewing, he 
released a small portfolio of beers that 
developed a word-of-mouth following. 
As That Brewing Company’s beers are 
crafted from raw materials grown in 
South Africa, he intuited he could culti-
vate an enthusiastic audience beyond 
beer aficionados. 
 “We wanted S43 to be a neighbor-
hood place that would appeal to the 
artists and entrepreneurs moving into 
the neighborhood,” says Ten Hoorn Boer. 
“It would be a contrast to Unity, devised 
as a draw for beer connoisseurs with 
a trained palate. We enjoy educating 
our customers on experiencing differ-
ent flavors and nuances of beer, even in 
S43’s fun, relaxed setting.”
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Surf, Sand, Sipping
In Umhlanga, an upscale coastal neigh-
borhood north of central Durban, 
cocktail culture is taking root in a 
fashion true to the location’s charac-
ter—stylish, yet laid back—even when 
those bars reside inside top tier hotels 
or steps from the local mall.
 The Oyster Box Hotel’s indoor-out-
door dining areas are outfitted in bold 
reds, as is the property’s gin-focused 
Lighthouse Bar on the second floor. As 
the star food attraction of the hotel is 
the curry buffet, drinks need to be light, 
tropical and subtly sweet to comple-
ment the spicy and savory stews and 
quench a thirst brought on by the 
beachy climate.
 Alexander, whose first position with 
the Oyster Box was as Lighthouse Bar’s 
manager, is particularly proud of the 
hotel signature, the Umhlanga Schling, 
using the Singapore Sling from the Long 
Bar at the Raffles Hotel in Singapore as 
a starting point. It essentially expresses 
Durban in cocktail form. It includes a 
cane spirit for the base liqueur simi-
lar to cachaça, cane sugar grown and 
sourced close to the city, and locally 
grown pineapples and mangoes. Light-
house Lager, custom-made by the guys 
at That Brewing Company for The Oyster

 Box, is also on tap, as well as classics 
tamped up with fruit from nearby farms 
and purveyors.
 Up the road, in a residential area 
anchored by the Gateway Theater 
of Shopping, The Lucky Shaker has 
brought owner Michael Stephenson, his 
team, and cocktail enthusiasts plenty 
of good fortune since it opened its first 
location in 2014.
 “The logo sums up our philosophy,” 
says Stephenson. “We start with a pine-
apple, a symbol of hospitality, taking the 
form of a cocktail shaker. We then added 
intersecting spears and shield to repre-
sent the Zulu culture. So far, the formula 
is working, as we opened a second loca-
tion further up the coast in December 
2018.
 We wanted to show our ties to KZN 
(KwaZulu-Natal) and Durban, and our 
pride in where we came from. As more 
visitors start discovering Durban, we 
want this to be the place where they can 
have the experience of hanging with the 
locals.” 
 When Stephenson was looking at 
locations around Durban, he felt that 
Umhlanga crowd was the one to connect 
with. As these customers are “adventur-
ous types wanting something different” 
from the gin and tonics and rum drinks 
dominating menus in Cape Town and 

Durban’s Downtown, he set down roots 
and has not looked back.
 “With competitors opening up more 
toward the center of town, and some 
new bars moving into older spaces, we 
wanted to take a chance on making our 
mark in an area that was a fresh canvas. 
We did not have to deal with the legacy 
of whatever place came before it in that 
space.”
 Even as the scene in Durban has 
taken massive leaps forward over the 
past five years, Stephenson, Ten Hoorn 
Boer, and Rall credit its rise to the 
success of the bar scenes in Cape Town 
and Johannesburg, as well as the endur-
ing goals and legacy of Nelson Mandela 
and those who supported the cause of a 
better South Africa.  
 “Durbanites deserve great bars and 
welcoming places to meet with friends 
that are on a par with what exists 
in Cape Town and in big cities else-
where.” says Stephenson. “We have 
to our advantage really nice fruits and 
herbs, as well as an increasing number 
of spirits produced in South Africa. This 
encourages our regulars to come in to 
support home-grown things, and visitors 
to experience a bar scene specific to 
this part of the country.”

—elyse glickman
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A Durban Diary
At its heart, Lucky Shaker is a modern iteration of the neigh-
borhood pub. With its welcoming mood, I end up spending 
a good two hours not only sipping their best-selling original 
cocktails, but getting a lesson about the current craft spir-
its boom in South Africa. One affable bartender presents me 
several bottles of the bar’s best offerings. He starts with the 
4th Rabbit’s “Karoo,” the indigenous answer to mezcal, and 
informed me South Africa was the only country outside of 
Mexico with agave plantations. After that, he introduces me 
to the Inverroche gin portfolio and Three Ships Whisky. 
 However, there is more to that than where those bottles 
came from. With the country’s wine regions firmly within 
South Africa’s tourism “establishment,” distilleries such as 
Whistler Rum in the Free State provide an interesting explo-
ration into the future of South African spirits, according to its 
founders Leon “Rumpage” and Trevor “The Professor” Bruns.
 While some distillers and bartenders point to gin as the 
country‘s current “it” spirit, Leon Bruns notes that the “South 
African rum revolution started on a farm along the R70 
between Riebeeckstad and Henneman in the landlocked Free 
State, which became the home of the Whistler Distillery.” 
While Whistler—a local slang word defining “people who do 
things differently”—is the top artisanal in South Africa, the 
approach is small batch. 
 After teaming up with partner Stephan De Vos in 2015 and 
quitting their full-time jobs (investment management and 
oil-and-gas engineer, respectively), the brothers turned to 
the U.S. for distillation research, starting with a rum course 
led by Luis Ayala at the Moonshine University in Kentucky, 
followed by a tour of the Miami Rum Fest and a five day road 
trip around New Orleans, where they got insight and point-
ers from several craft producers including Siesta Key, Wicked 
Dolphin, Bayou and Kicking Mule. 
 “That knowledge, in turn, was applied to the construction 
of the Whistler Distillery, a unique bottle design—resem-
bling a steam whistle, of course—and recipes and techniques 
rooted in African ingredients,” says Trevor Bruns. “We’re 
talking molasses from Kwazulu-Natal, brown sugar from 
Swaziland, filtered artesian water, and a yeast producing a 
strong sugar base. The rums can only be aged in barrels that 
previously matured other African alcohol-based product. We 
basically want to capture the country in every sip.”
 “Although some see South Africa as an ‘emerging’ culture, 
it is very sophisticated and people are constantly surprised 
when they come here,” says The Oyster Box’s Alexander. 
“Because there is much more respect for the bartender and 
distiller these days, this can only be good for the growth 
of the industry and attracting new talent. With that, I think 
whiskey will be the next big spirit to get an overhaul and 
shake things up.”
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Where to Sip
DURBAN
THE CHAIRMAN 
thechairmanlive.com

THE CHARLATAN 
thecharlatan.co.za

CUBAÑA DURBAN
cubana.co.za

DISTILLERY 031 
distillery031.com

THE JAZZY RAINBOW
facebook.com/pages/category/
Live-Music-Venue/The-Jazzy-Rain-
bow-244138686444/

LIGHTHOUSE BAR AT THE OYSTER 
BOX HOTEL
oysterboxhotel.com/
food-and-drink/our-bars

LUCKY SHAKER
luckyshaker.com

S43: THAT BREWING COMPANY 
station43.co.za/tbc.php

UNITY BRASSERIE & BAR
unitybar.co.za

 FREE STATE
WHISTLER DISTILLERY
www.whistlerrum.co.za

DELICIOUSLY DURBAN
ANDREW RALL, DISTILLERY 031 

Pale Princess
MAKES 1 DRINK

1¾ oz D’Urban Dry Gin

½ oz Heart of Gold Vanilla & Baobab 

    Liqueur or vanilla simple syrup

2½ oz freshly squeezed lemon juice

1¾ oz simple syrup 

 lemon peel

 lemon zest, for garnish

 
1. In a shaker glass filled with ice, combine 
gin, Vanilla & Baobab liqueur, lemon juice 
and simple syrup. 
2. Shake and fine strain into a coupe or 
martini glass.
3. Squeeze lemon zest to release oils onto 
drink; rub rim of glass with zest. Discard.
4. Garnish with twist of lemon zest.

Berry G&T
MAKES 1 DRINK

1¾  oz D’Urban Dry Gin (or D’Urban 

    Scarlet Gin)

1¾  oz  fresh pressed berry juice

6  oz Indian Tonic Water

 Fresh mixed berries, for garnish

 Mint leaves, for garnish

 

1. In a balloon glass over ice, add gin, berry 
juice and tonic. Stir briefly.
2. Garnish with mixed berries and mint 
leaves.

Ruby Rose
MAKES 1 DRINK

1 rosemary sprig

1¾  oz  D’Urban Dry Gin or D’Urban 

    Scarlet Gin

½  oz Triple Sec 

5 oz freshly squeezed ruby 

    grapefruit juice  

¾ oz simple syrup  

 Lime wedge

 Ruby grapefruit slice

1  rosemary sprig for garnish

1. Muddle rosemary in a cocktail shaker 
glass. 
2. Add ice, gin, triple sec, grapefruit juice, 
simple syrup and lime wedge.
3.  martini glass over one large block of ice.
4. Garnish with grapefruit slice and rose-
mary sprig.

Coffee G&T
MAKES 1 DRINK

¾ oz D’Urban Barrel Aged Gin or 

    D’Urban Dry Gin
1⁄3  oz Heart of Darkness Coffee 

    Liqueur

5 oz Indian Tonic Water

 Lemon peel

 Lemon zest twist, for garnish

 
1. In an old fashioned glass over ice, add gin, 
coffee liqueur and tonic. Stir briefly.
2. Squeeze lemon zest to release oils 
onto the drink. Rub rim of glass with zest. 
Discard.
3. Garnish with lemon twist.
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MICHAEL STEPHENSON
LUCKY SHAKER, DURBAN

Paradiso
MAKES 1 DRINK

1¼  oz Aperol liqueur

2  oz fresh ruby grapefruit juice 
2⁄3  oz honey syrup

2½  oz dry sparkling wine

 Grapefruit slice, for garnish

 Mint sprig, for garnish 

1. In a shaker, shake the ingredients with ice. 
Strain into a large, ice-filled wine glass. 
2. Top with sparkling wine. 
3. Garnish with grapefruit slice and mint 
sprig.

Desert Rose
MAKES 1 DRINK

2⁄3 oz Full Cream sherry

½ tsp Cinzano Rosso 
2⁄3 oz Aperol

1½ tsp Bols Strawberry liqueur

1½  tsp simple syrup
2⁄3 oz freshly-squeezed lemon juice
2⁄3 oz pineapple juice

2½   oz chamomile soda

 Lemon zest, for garnish

 Rose petal, for garnish

1. In a shaker glass, combine first seven 
ingredients with ice. Strain into an ice-filled 
wine glass. 
2. Top with chamomile soda.
3. Garnish with lemon zest and rose petal.

Double Feature
MAKES 1 DRINK

1¾   oz butter popcorn-infused Bourbon

5  oz honey syrup

2  dashes Angostura bitters

 Orange zest, for garnish

 Caramel popcorn, for garnish

1. Stir ingredients with ice. 
2. Strain into an Old Fashioned glass filled 
with one large cube of ice.
3. Garnish with orange zest and caramel 
popcorn.
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Trick Question
MAKES 1 DRINK

1¾ oz grapefruit-infused 

    Tanqueray gin
2⁄3 oz blackberry syrup

½  oz lemon juice 
1⁄3  oz grapefruit juice
2⁄3 oz pineapple juice 

3¼  oz soda water

 Dehydrated pineapple slice, 

    for garnish

 Goji berries, for garnish

1. In a Boston shaker filled with ice, combine 
first five ingredients. Shake. 
2. Strain into ice-filled Collins glass. 
3. Top with soda.
4 Garnish with pineapple and Goji berries.

WESLEY ALEXANDER
LIGHTHOUSE BAR,
THE OYSTER BOX HOTEL, DURBAN

Umhlanga Schling
MAKES 1 DRINK
Light rum or cachaça can be used in place of 
the Cane spirit.

1½  oz Mainstay Cane Spirit

¾  oz simple syrup

4  pineapple pieces

12 mint leaves

2½  oz mango juice

1 10-inch sugar cane stalk

 Crushed Ice

 Pineapple wedge, for garnish

1. In a Boston shaker, combine Cane spirit, 
simple syrup and two slices of crushed pine-
apple. Shake hard for 10 seconds. 
2. Add mint, clapped between your hands 
(not crushed) to release aromas and prevent 
it from going bitter. 
3. Fill a hurricane glass 3⁄4 fill with crushed 
ice.
4. Add the drink mixture. Stir clockwise for 
10 seconds. 
5. Fill glass with crushed ice. Top off with 
mango juice. 
6. Garnish with a pineapple wedge on rim.


