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DESTINATION

As a travel writer, I’m always using phrases like “cultural 
immersion,” “authentic experiences” and “engaging with 
locals” in my articles. While those buzzwords can lose their 
luster after a few (hundred) writings, they remain relevant 
because they describe what today’s travelers—from 
millennials to eighty-somethings—crave as they roam the 
globe.

They also perfectly describe what I experienced as part of 
an eight-day visit this May to Cape Town, South Africa, that 
was organized by Deon Kitching of Embrace South Africa 
Tours. 

Deon’s company, which became a Faith Travel 
Association member in early 2018, offers a range of 
packages that keep the focus on connecting travelers with 
the country’s people and rich culture. There are week-long 
service-oriented programs, tours that delve into South 
African history, safari packages in big-game parks, and 
itineraries that blend elements of all three. 

Deon, who is a pastor, also provides programs for 
ministers, theological students and church staffers via the 
company’s Ministry Connection Tours. These tours offer 
professional growth opportunities through meaningful 
interaction and learning sessions with South African 
leaders.

What you really need to know about Deon, though, is 
that he is one of the most thoughtful people I’ve ever met, 
and that was reflected in how he crafted my itinerary. For 

every tried-and-true Cape Town tourist hot spot we visited, 
he also organized an encounter that included meaningful 
conversations—often one-on-one—with friendly locals.

A very memorable Sunday
We attended worship at JL Zwane Church a few miles 
north of downtown Cape Town on Sunday, which offered a 
chance to experience this aspect of local life. Even though 
I’m a little rusty on Afrikaans, the joy and passion the 
congregants had as they sang, danced and worshipped 
didn’t get lost in translation.

I also got to sit in on an hour-long session with leaders 
from the church, who discussed JL Zwane’s role in 
addressing the AIDS crisis. Nombeko Mpongo, who works 
as an HIV-AIDS activist, has been leading the charge for the 
church for two decades regarding this outreach.

As she talked, it was hard to fathom the uphill struggle 
she and others had while trying to get congregants to 
open up on this taboo topic and share their stories. Those 
discussions would be tough to have in most congregations 
today, but they would’ve been 50 times harder back in 
1999.

After the session, Deon and I headed to nearby Langa 
Township, which is the oldest black township in Cape 
Town, for a tour and lunch. Juxtaposed against the 
backdrop of this area’s very real poverty was the hope 
we saw at the Langa Cultural Center. The center offers a 

MAKING CULTURAL CONNECTIONS IN CAPE TOWN
By: Pat Henderson

Cape Town and Table Mountain
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number of learning and empowerment programs, geared 
for both youth and adults, that focus on arts-based 
activities. 

LCC wasn’t the only happening spot in the neighborhood 
that Sunday, as the restaurant where we ate also was 
buzzing. It was packed with a cross-section of noisy, happy 
locals, and the delicious food was complemented by some 
tasty tunes from a merengue band. As we enjoyed the 
buffet lunch, music and conversation, it was great to be in 
the middle of everyday life in the township.

Outreach is fundamental
During my visit, Deon gave me a glimpse of various ways 
Embrace South Africa Tours combines service-based 

learning and cultural experiences with general sightseeing 
as part of itineraries. He is very connected to a number 
of schools and charitable organizations in the region and 
works with those partners to set up volunteer projects for 
his groups.

One morning we visited the Nedersburg Primary School 
in East Paarl and met with Melville Lawrence, the school’s 
principal. (Sidenote: It was nice to make a voluntary visit 
to the principal’s office.) Through our conversations, it 
was very evident that a lot has gone into the decades-old 
partnership between the school and Embrace South Africa 
Tours, and Melville shared how much his students benefit 
from the interactions when Deon’s groups stop to help.

In addition to connecting groups to local culture through 
those types of experiences, Embrace South Africa Tours 
also helps with a scholarship program that matches 
donors—many in North America and Europe—with 
students at area schools. I got to hear a testimony to the 
benefits of the scholarship connections during a car ride 
with Embrace South Africa Tours’ Anwill Valentine. 

When he was growing up, Anwill received a scholarship 
and played tennis at East Paarl schools. He said that his 
visits to other parts of the country for tournaments “opened 
his eyes to a whole new world.”

A few years ago after he gave up tennis, he contacted 
Deon to see if they could meet to discuss career options. 
Deon ended up hiring Anwill, and it was a nice full-circle 
thing when Anwill told me his dream is to open his own 
travel company someday.
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JL Zwane Church - Pat and congregation member

CAPE TOWN HIGHLIGHTS

As I explored Cape Town, I was struck by how well the 
city blends natural beauty with modern amenities, all while 
maintaining the feel of a smaller place. This stunning city, 
which is situated on the far southwestern tip of Africa, right 
on the Atlantic Ocean, has a number of A-list attractions, 
and here is information on five of the ones I visited:

Table Mountain
The first full day of touring started with a gondola ride up 
Table Mountain. The mountain, which is right in the middle 
of Cape Town, offers stunning views of the city and the bay, 
and it has excellent hiking trails.

Robben Island
This attraction, which once was the maximum security 
prison where Nelson Mandela was held for 18 of the 27 
years he was incarcerated, sheds light on an important part 
of Cape Town’s apartheid history. 

District Six Museum
During a tour, guide Noor Ebrahim shared his personal 
story of living downtown in the District Six neighborhood 
when city officials declared it a whites-only area in 1966, an 
act that led to the forced relocation of more than 60,000 of 
its inhabitants over the next decade.

Ashia Cheetah Sanctuary
Deon also set me up for the Volunteer for a Day program 
at Ashia, which opened to visitors earlier this year. The 
sanctuary is home to more than 10 retired or rehabilitating 
cheetahs, and visitors can learn more about these majestic 
animals during tours or programs such as the one I did.

Boulders Beach
Located half an hour south of Cape Town in Simon’s Town, 
and this public beach/nature reserve is home to thousands 
of African penguins. For a small fee, you can walk along the 
boardwalk to the main area where the tiny creatures hang 
out.

EMBRACE SOUTH AFRICA TOURS
FTA contact: Deon Kitching | deonkit@mweb.co.za
Website: embracesouthafricatours.com

Ashia Cheetah Sanctuary
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