TRAVEL SUTHERLAND
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HARSHA GORDHAN’S TRIP TO SEE
THE STARRY SKIES OF SUTHERLAND
EXCEEDED ALL HER EXPECTATIONS.
SHE SAW MORE LIGHTS IN THE SKY IN
ONE NIGHT THAN SHE COULD COUNT
IN A LIFETIME.
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efore I knew anything about the town of Sutherland, I had been begging my friends for about two
years to go there for a stargazing New Year’s Eve party I had read about on the internet. After
some research, I found out about SALT (Southern African Large Telescope), the single largest optical
telescope in the southern hemisphere. I wasn’t even really sure what that was and didn’t know what
I hoped to see through it, but I was positive it would be something worth my while. At the very least,
I would see a shooting star and make a wish that could change my world forever. Little did I know
that the telescope is not one with which the public can view the night sky. It is, in fact, a highly
sophisticated tool astronomers from all around the world use for research.
When I started investigating what other fun stuff the town had to offer, I came upon the name
of Jurgens Wagener. Jurg, as we would later call him, owns a local guesthouse in Sutherland called
Kambrokind. He offers stargazing sessions almost every
night of the year. If my friends thought I was eager for the
New Year’s Eve party, I was even more eager to visit the
town now that I knew there were actually telescopes for
everyday people like me. And so began my plans to travel
to the stargazing capital of South Africa.
Sutherland is situated 360km from Cape Town along
the N1 and R354. The road to Sutherland (R354) is
opposite the Matjiesfontein turnoff. The long drive
through the arid Northern Cape Karoo region was the
perfect occasion for ’80s hits and the odd DMC (deep,
meaningful conversation) in the company of good friends.
Our first stop was a SALT tour. After taking some of our
own fun photographs, we each bought a postcard showing
something beautiful in the sky. We wanted to keep the
postcards for ourselves, so we just wrote messages for
each other. My friend still has her Lagoon Nebula picture
stuck up on her wall by her desk.
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KNOW BEFORE
YOU GO
Contact Jurg Wagener on
023 571 1405 / 082 556 9589 or
info@sutherlandinfo.co.za for a
personal stargazing experience
at Sterland, a privately owned
establishment. Booking for this
popular activity is essential to
avoid disappointment.
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Sutherland’s climate and its location far away
from any big cities make it one of the world’s best
stargazing sites. Although casual visitors benefit
from the clear skies too, scientists make use of
the perfect stargazing conditions to do research
about the universe.

THE FIRST GLIMPSE OF THE SKY WAS SOMETHING WITH WHICH
WE WERE ALL FAMILIAR: THE MOON … IT LOOKED BEATEN – LIKE
A MARBLE THAT HAD BEEN CHIPPED AFTER PLAYING TOO MANY
GAMES IN THE GUTTERS AFTER SCHOOL.

The Southern African
Large Telescope (left)
is the largest single
optical telescope in
the southern
hemisphere. Scientists
working here study
astronomical objects
that are out of view
for telescopes in the
northern hemisphere.
Sutherland is in the
heart of the Karoo,
and a rustic farm
setting (above) is the
perfect escape from
day-to-day life.

Jurg and Rita Wagener developed
an 8ha smallholding called
Sterland (star land) where they
now oﬀer regular stargazing
sessions almost every night
in an open enclosure.
They also do a monthly
stargazing session called “Stars
to Midnight” on the first weekend
after new moon, with lectures
about astronomy. They provide
light meals, such as home-made
Karoo curry and rice, or braaivleis.
Sutherland enjoys clear skies
80% of the year, so viewing
conditions are almost always
ideal and you are sure to be
rewarded with a feast for the
eyes. I wonder if the band
members of Coldplay had
Sutherland in mind when they
wrote the popular song “Yellow”?
In Sutherland fuel is not available
on Sundays (although special
arrangements can be made). Fill
up in Touws River on your way up
if you plan to visit over a weekend.
Contact the Karoo Hoogland
Tourism Oﬃce on (023) 571 1265
for information about Sutherland
accommodation and local tours.

We had informed Jurg of our late check-in, but when we got to
the guesthouse, Jurg called to say we must look for an old bicycle.
Next to that bicycle would be a brown mat and under that mat
would be our room key. It was like something out of a small-town
movie, because under the mat, just like Jurg said, was the key to
our blast-from-the-past room. Kitted with wooden tops and a solid
dose of floral prints everywhere, this place was like no other place
I had stayed in before.
After dinner at a local joint (where the owner is the hostess, chef
and waiter), we headed off to the stargazing session. Jurg and his
wife, who organised the excursion, have lived in Sutherland for
many years. When I asked him what he loves most about the town,
he said, “The peace and quiet, and to live out my dreams to look at
the incredible stars each night.”
The first glimpse of the sky was something with which we were
all familiar: the moon. As much as I have looked up some nights to
try to see the man the band R.E.M. made me believe was on the
moon, that night I saw the moon as I had never seen it before.
Through Jurg’s powerful telescopes I got a magnified view of the
surface of the moon. I felt as if I was watching a 3D movie and
I could almost stretch out my hand to touch it. It looked beaten –
like a marble that had been chipped after playing too many games
in the gutters after school. Jurg then let us take pictures of what
this telescope was allowing us to see. Of course it went up on
Facebook and got a whole lot of likes. The most surprising for me
was that the planets we got to see appeared in black and white. It
all fitted – the quiet town, the dated décor, the black-and-white
universe. It broke my understanding of the world down to its
simplest form – here everything was unassuming.
Sutherland’s arid climate and remote location place its night
skies among the world’s darkest and, by extension, clearest. As
a result, Sutherland ranks as one of the world’s best stargazing
destinations, as there is almost no light pollution to interfere with
the view. In this town, it’s all about the sky.
That night, once the tour was over and we got back to our room,
we wanted to go outside and gaze up at the magnificent Milky Way
one last time. My friend and I went out to the front lawn, lay flat
on our backs and just looked up in awe. It made us feel small, yet
a part of something greater than ourselves. Sutherland had given
us a new appreciation for the immense natural beauty the universe
has to offer. It was as if the earth was just another room in a house
made up of planets and galaxies, and the pitch-black sky was our
ceiling with sparkly stars for lights. How incredible to have
experienced such a different view of the world we call home.
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