
Alessandra Finotto and her 
husband Luca were looking 
for a country retreat by the 
sea for their family when 
they came across this grand 
Garden Route manor house. 
The original yellowwood 
beams were retained in the 
attic bedrooms. OPPOSITE 
A glorious forest mural by Carl 
Maritz (spacealchemy.co.za) 
greets you in the entrance hall. 
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fresh outlook 
A contemporary revamp breathed new life into this grand  
150-year-old manor house, situated along the Garden Route
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 A
lessandra Finotto and her husband Luca were in London 
surfing Sotheby’s property website in search of a country 
home somewhere by the sea, when Forest Hall in The 

Crags near Plettenberg Bay came up. Alessandra describes that 
moment: ‘It answers all our criteria. All boxes ticked. So we go on 
Google Earth to see the location. Wooooaah! We don’t believe this 
is real!’ They flew to South Africa the following weekend. 

Forest Hall is one of the Garden Route’s historic manor houses. 
Framed by magnificent bluegums it was built in 1863 by William 
and Caroline Newdigate, members of Britain’s landed gentry who 
were striving to recreate an English country manor in Africa to house 
their colonial aspirations and abundant offspring. Using yellowwood 
polished to honey gold and thick planks of dark glossy stinkwood, 
they produced a grandeur unseen in those parts. Though the facade 
was plain, compared to most Victorian manor houses, the dark-
panelled entrance hall was grand, overlooked by an imposing gallery. 
On William Newdigate’s death the house fell into disrepair.

In the 1980s William’s great-granddaughter Hilary Peter restored 
the place. Nostalgia is not what inspired Alessandra and Luca to 
buy the property nine years ago, however. ‘We are sitting on Forest 
Hall’s beach watching the ocean and I see three big black things 
emerging very close to us,’ is how Alessandra remembers it.  
‘I ask Luca what he thinks this is and, voilà, a spout of water  
and the whales are moving together! I am speechless. Luca is 
amazed. Deal is done.’

With three young children – Nina, 10, Lola, 9, and Beniamino, 7 
– they felt their austere new retreat needed to be more user-friendly 
from both the aesthetic and functional points of view. ‘And there was 
no integration between the inside and outside,’ says Alessandra.

To achieve this, and to modify the boxy contours of the old 
building, architect Paul Oosthuizen created a striking ground-floor 
verandah of wraparound glass. It’s a place where natural light 
streams through sliding doors that can disappear when the weather 
is glorious or be adjusted when there’s wind. To give warmth to the 
conservatory ambience balau wood was chosen for the floors and 
ceiling, and two large fireplaces were put in. 

The internal layout was revamped to create a flow, keeping the 
original yellowwood as well as the stinkwood doorframes. ‘We 
removed modern partition walls and discovered parts of the house 
hidden under thin layers of plaster,’ says Alessandra. ‘Also secret 
doors behind old cupboards, some original yellowwood walls – oh 
the thickness and width of the planks! – and even a yellowwood 
bookcase. We ended up with great big mezzanine spaces floating 
towards the ocean – large enough for a king.’

They called in Plett interior designer Suzy Lubner to help with the 
decor: ‘We like a place to relax, one that invites friends back. The 
convivial aspect. The comfort and the beauty. Art, ancient wood, 
white bed linen. Big tables and sofas. Very few ornaments…’ 

Upstairs they preserved the old-world attic feel, retaining the 
original yellowwood in the ceilings of the four bedrooms and putting 
a comfortable mix of antique and contemporary in the bathrooms. 

Since swimming is an important part of their lives they created 
a pool and a pool house, which was designed by architect Enrico 
Daffonchio and repeats the lines of the manor house. 

The whole renovation is rather different, and Hilary Peters’ family 
found it so appealing they presented the couple with a series of retro 
paintings of cricket players that now covers a wall in the living area. 
It is a home quite as refreshing as its occupants.  Paul Oosthuizen 
Architects, pauloosthuizen.co.za; Eccentrics Interior Design, 
Suzy Lubner, suzy@sabrinalove.co.za; Daffonchio & Associates 
Architects, Enrico Daffonchio, daffonchio.co.za

Seven-year-old Beniamino relaxes on the new 
glassed-in verandah that was part of the revamp of 
this 150-year-old manor house. The descendants of 
the original owners of Forest Hall were delighted 
with the renovation. 

The sliding glass doors of the new 
wraparound verandah can be adjusted 
according to the weather. BELOW  
The whales that sometimes frolic off  
Forest Hall’s beach were the main reason 
the new owners bought the property.
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 alessandra’s home truths 
What I love about spring is picking all the early veggies and 
herbs from my veggie garden to make a wonderful pesto. The 
best thing about living in The Crags is living with nature and 
then in 15 minutes being in Plett with my friends Marco and 
Grazia. They make the best mozzarella ever and, if I get there 
at the right time, I can eat it still warm. The way I like to relax 
with friends is chatting about everything while we are doing 
something interesting. My favourite kind of meal is pizza, what 
else? We bake it in the pizza oven in our pool house. The music 
you’re likely to hear in this house is Mauro Ferrucci house 
music. It’s something for your mind, your body and your soul. 
He’s a genius. It’s always been a dream of mine to play football 
like Maradona, to score a goal at the Maracanã stadium in Rio. 
I’ve collected stones, sand, shells, Tarot cards and (artist) Zivo’s 
beautiful paintings of elephants. The most inspiring trip I’ve 
ever made was to Namibia. In the bush I was walking with two 
women. One was pregnant with a child on her back, walking 
kilometres looking for wild potatoes with a stick. I thought, well, 
that’s the way a woman is; that’s what I am. My most indulgent 
home purchase was an Hermès vicuna blanket – a dream. On 
my bedside table are seven books, hand cream, magazines, my 
iPhone and my crochet work. My best holidays are in our house 
in Hvar, Croatia. The most unpredictable thing we’ve ever done 
as a family was to move to South Africa. An announcement that 
we were moving to Mars would have had the same effect.

There’s a mix of old and new, Europe and Africa, 
in the bathrooms. The yellowwood ceilings are 
original, the Zenufo stool is from Weylandts 
(weylandts.co.za) and the Philippe Starck bathtub 
from Duravit (duravit.com) is big enough for two. 
OPPOSITE, CLOCKWISE FROM BOTTOM 
Pearly the Siamese cat in the new kitchen; Nina 
and Lola with a friend in the south verandah; 
balau wood for both the f loor and ceiling gives 
warmth to the glassed-in patio.
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